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Robert Charles Mann is ducking under a 3 meter long, 400 year old oak
beam in his Loire Valley studio. Suspended from the vaulted ceiling by a
system of pulleys inherited from his father, it is a massive musical
instrument he’s just pulled down to demonstrate to me how it is played.
Aptly named the Longwire, the instrument is Mann’s own creation,
inspired by Alvin Lucier’s “Music On A Long Thin Wire” and Alan

Lamb’s “Primal Image / Beauty” and possesses a haunting, celestial
quality. Mann’s compositions on the Longwire were notably woven
throughout the score of the film Ad Astra, and the instrument features in

the opening credits and the climactic confrontation on Neptune. A steady
rhythm of rain drops trickle down the window pane as the instrument’s
low tones hang in the air. It’s ironic that on a day I have come to discuss a
body of work fundamentally linked to the sun, the sky is a uniform shade
of grey.

When he’s not composing music, the multi-hyphenate creative can often
be found scaled up a ladder or in a tree, installing one of his pinhole
cameras to capture the sun’s path. Mann came into photography
backwards, as he likes to say, having learned the art of printing at a young
age in his father’s darkroom. As a master printer, Mann’s hands have
shaped the iconic imagery of the late 20th century, working with the likes
Herb Ritts, Mary Ellen Mark, Ellsworth Kelly, and
Peter Lindbergh. It was this reputation for technical excellence that led

of Helmut Newton

Brad Pitt to Mann in the mid 2000s, while looking for a master printer to
work with on his personal photographs. The two were connected through
the Herb Ritts Foundation and became fast friends, bonding over their
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mutual love for photography in the darkroom. Mann had spent some
fifteen years mastering the pinhole technique when he started thinking
about placing a camera out in the elements from one solstice to the next.
What began as an experimental installation grew into a years-long artistic
collaboration at Chateau Miraval. The resulting photographs are now

published in a monograph by Hemeria, a boutique publishing house
specializing in fine photography books.

Henri Cartier-Bresson, the father of modern photography, coined the idea

of a decisive moment: the split-second when visuals align and the
photographer snaps a photo. For a solargraph, there is no “moment” per
se but rather six months of continuous exposure. When Mann installs a
camera, different angles and positioning can create different visual effects,
but everything that happens afterwards is entirely up to nature. Using the
Earth’s rotation as his stylus and shutter, Mann allows the sun to paint a
light path across the paper, with each arc representing 24 hours. Where
traditional photography freezes fractions of seconds, Mann’s solargraphs

are an exercise in radical patience.

In the artist’s studio, surrounded by the hum of the Longwire and the
enduring imprint of his legendary collaborations, Mann and I discuss an
artistic practice defined by constant experimentation and the profound
creative power of letting go.
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Solargraph 20210621-02 © Robert Charles Mann

How did you first become interested in the solargraph technique and
what about the sun captivated you enough to dedicate a series of
photographs to the subject?

I have been studying astronomy my whole life. The sun, like any star,
makes in its center the molecules that we are made up of. When a star
finally collapses, it explodes and spews out carbon, oxygen, all the
elements that make up what we are. We essentially are the universe with
the ability to look upon and contemplate itself.

I have also realized that not a lot of people understand how the sun goes
through the sky, or that, you know, the Earth is on a 23.5 degree tilt. Even
when I try to discuss the work and I'm saying, “Yeah, so the highest point
in the photograph is the summer solstice, the winter solstice is at the
bottom.” People just have no clue, so I take that into consideration.

Your new book, Solargraphs, features a preface by your long-time
friend, Brad Pitt and was shot exclusively on his property at Chateau



Miraval. How did the two of you approach this collaboration?

He likes to support his friends who are artists, and he really liked the
images. It started out in California, and I asked him if I could install one
of these cameras on his property. Then, the conversation came up about
doing all of Brad’s places: showing the view of the sun and the cosmos all
around the planet, from France to LA, etc. So that’s how it started, and I
would take down and set up new solargraphs, and I kept doing this year
after year. I didn’t know at the time it was going to develop into a book, it
was just fun! Aesthetically, it was really interesting, and he hung them up
in the sound studio at Miraval. Then it kind of reached a point where we
both realized, “Oh, we should do a book!”

In the vineyards of Chateau Miraval, 2011 © Tracey Gray-Mann

You’ve often described your start in photography as being ‘backwards’
or accidental, can you tell us a bit about that?
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I found out that I had the talent to do it by accident, because I was a
starving musician in Hollywood and I needed a job. My dad always had a
darkroom in our house. At eight years old, I was starting to print his
negatives in the dark room before I ever took a photograph. So I kind of
came backwards into photography.

Later, when I was looking for a job in Hollywood, I thought, “I can print,
I'll just go and try to get a job in some lab somewhere” and I landed a job
in the lab. I went in and this guy named Don Weinstein, the owner, gave
me two negatives. One was a negative that you would make a beautiful
print with easily and another was a complete mess. It was a double taken
just after the first one, but it was two stops too dark. He gave me the two,
and he said, “Here, go make two prints and make them look exactly the
same.” So I'just kind of went bing, bing, bing and I did it really fast.
“Okay,” he said, “All right, you're hired!” That was kind of the beginning
in the early eighties and then I realized where I was. I was in the heart of
all the top photographers when they were in LA, they would come here

and I was printing their work.

As a master printer, you were working with big names in the industry
and actually helping photographers develop their style, eventually
working very personally with Herb Ritts. How did handling and
printing these works shape your own technical standards and artistic
practice?

I learned early on that different photographers have a different look. Even
though it’s black and white, there are papers with all these beautiful,
subtle colors. I had to learn how to create the look for these different
photographers, and also photographers would come wanting a certain
look. When you work with a photographer, you're a collaborator and
develop a style for them. I was in the midst of all of that, and then Herb
wanted me for himself, so he offered. At that time, I'm working every day
in the darkroom and I'm going to sleep at night with technical manuals.
I'm really geeky with all that. It's alchemy. We don’t really know why
silver changes when a photon hits it. That’s the alchemy of photography.



Are there specific colors you like to bring out in a print?

The paper has bias. I try not to let the technical stuff take over. My choice
of colors is a bit fickle. I like to work in two dominant colors, not three,
because I just find it too distracting. So it’s either monochromatic or
bitonal. Bitonalities are something I learned in the film industry, because
there’s a palette that’s chosen by the director and the editor in the color
grading process and that palette dictates everything. I often find myself
going for a teal/cyan color and adding in orange.
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Solargraph 20241221-04 © Robert Charles Mann

Solargraphs, presents fifty exceptional images. How did you go about
selecting this set of solargraphs from a larger body of work?

Sometimes the water damage is a little too weird. I mean, there’s, there’s
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some really weird ones. The very first one in the book is weird enough. I
love that one. These are the lines of the sun there behind the tree, and all
the rest is water damage. I wrestled with that for a while. In fact, it was in
the bin and then, a couple years later you go and review things and new
things pop out.

The painterly texture of that first image is breathtaking. I was going to
ask what surprised you most during the process, but it seems the
answer is the work itself. It’s fascinating that the same images you once
considered unsalvageable have now become some of the standout
images in the book. It’s really a testament to the beauty of letting go of
expectations.

Yes, so that happens a lot. It happens in my music too, because I'll set this
modular synthesizer up and record a lot, and I have those recordings all
on the computer. Some will go back years, and I haven’t listened to
anything. Sometimes I need to reference ideas for a new project, so I'll go
back and listen to old improvisations I've done and the same thing will
happen. I'll find something years later. In fact, for the movie The Aerialist, 1
started to find these improvisations I did years ago and then orchestrated
them.



Solargraphs installed at Chateau Miraval. Image courtesy of the artist.

You've described your photographs as “enigmas created to be
deciphered by the viewer.” What do you hope that viewers see or read
into the variations and the imperfections of the sun?

Well, a lot of these are like the ink blots (Rorschach test), and I'll hear
people standing in front of a print, and it'll provoke a memory or
something personal for them, and then they start expounding on it and
has nothing to do with the image itself, but it’s the image that provoked
that response. It's happened many times. It also happens a lot with the
Orbits, because there’s a moment of questioning: are they reflections?
People see things. They see faces.
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Image courtesy of the artist.

Both of those series, the Orbits and the Solargraphs were done with
pinholes. What first attracted you to pinhole photography?
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There’s a movement in photography around the turn of the 20th century
where photographers were working, and some were using pinholes, but a
lot of them were using print processes that would obscure the image. It
was called the Pictorialism movement. The images were almost
“unphotographic”. They didn’t look like photographs, because we were
used to photographs being in sharp focus, and they started to blur the
lines, just like Expressionist and Impressionist painting and music. It was
those processes that [ saw and it influenced me a lot.



Solargraph 20211221-01 © Robert Charles Mann

That influence is incredibly evident. One of the things that struck me

when I first saw the solargraphs was how expressive they are. There’s a
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sense of abstraction and a specific light quality as well. You're achieving
these effects by starting with an old school technique of pinhole
photography, but later bridging it with a modern digital technique.

Yeah, that was a long time coming. In the early 2000s, digital started to
take over and it was totally different from my craft of working in the dark
room, which is a very physical thing. To do all the manipulations, to make
the sky darker or to brighten up a face or anything, it’s all done with your
hands. All that with the hands was really, really important. When the
digital photography storm hit, I didn’t want to sit in front of a computer
with a mouse. To me, it wasn’t printing. The whole craft of knowing the
chemicals, what they do, how the paper reacts, all that, it’s all empirical,
and it takes years to get it right.

On the other hand, I really embraced electronic music and computers,
ever since I was a kid, actually building circuits, doing all kinds of
electronic music. Eventually, I got a copy of Photoshop, and I realized that
it was designed after the analog process. I thought, “Why did I not do this
earlier, right? It's my same knowledge, but now I can apply it on the
computer.” So it changed everything.

For your solargraph series, it’s also a way of working with a print that’s
been seriously physically damaged in the six months...

When the solargraphs came around, it was always difficult to process a
negative that had been left out, even for one day in one of these cameras.
You can’t put it in the developer and develop the image. I'll show you a
negative. I can’t use chemicals to develop the image and make a positive
from that negative, I could, but the process is so laborious and so long, so
digital gives me more possibilities.
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Photo courtesy of the artist.

I’'m wondering if your background in composing music with structures,
time, rhythm, things like that influences your technical approach to
photography.

In a camera, normally we see in ten zones of light, okay? In photography,
you split those zones into three parts, so there’s thirty three. In music, you
have a spectrum that’s ten octaves and we split those into thirds to do
graphic equalization. So there’s the same logarithm in light as there is in
sound. It’s really cool. I also grew up listening to my mother’s repertoire
on the piano. She was a concert pianist playing Debussy and Ravel and
Chopin and Liszt.

I think a lot of the photographs have a relationship to what I do on that
thing (the modular synthesizer) which is all experimental and it is also
generative. I can set a sound up, and then another module can change that
sound and kind of morph it in a certain way and make it liquid and
sound strange. Then, I can have another module that’s changing the
module that’s changing that right? So then there’s nothing that repeats,
and it becomes what'’s called generative. You have to leave it once it’s set
up, and once I'm happy with it, I do. It’s the same thing I do with the
camera, I let it go.
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Sometimes, I set up a piece on this thing, and it evolves for two weeks. I
can go in and interact with it, guide it a certain way, here and there, but
it's a similar thing with the solargraphs, where I'm giving it up, setting
that up in a certain place, and it does its own thing. So I then react. I make
a recording and it’s fixed. I unplug everything and it’s gone. I can’t
reproduce it. There are too many variables, because this thing can just be
full of wires everywhere. It goes really nuts sometimes. I like playing with
the unpredictable.

You're playing with the unpredictable in your solargraphs, too. Since
the cameras are being left out, nature can interfere with them. You've
mentioned birds knocking them and sometimes bugs are even visible
in the final print. These are all ways that nature contributes to the work.

Yes, nature takes it. As far as I'm concerned, they are alive in nature.
They’re existing with it. As they’re existing in nature they’re battling the
forces of nature, in terms of going through storms, being knocked or
interfered with by birds, water damage, cloudy days, sometimes the line
of the sun is broken, it’s all in there. For six months, they’re on their own.
Then, I retrieve the cameras and start editing and they finally either end
up in a book or in print, because existing on the computer is just kind of
their virtual life until it’s finalized in a physical product.



-creator or collaborator in the images?
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Do you see nature as a co

Image courtesy of the artist.
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interaction with plants and animals, the photographs wouldn’t be what
they are.

Solargraph 20200621-05 © Robert Charles Mann

There are so many choices that go into the making and placement of the
pinhole cameras, from the height of the pinhole and the choice of the
paper, to the size and shape of the can and its orientation. All of these
elements factor into the final image. What are some of the things you
are thinking about when making and installing a camera?

I use coffee cans, whisky cans, whatever I can find. There’s a certain
proportion of the diameter of the can, the height, the size of the pinhole.
There’s a bunch of math in that. There’s also math on the size of the hole.
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At the end of the day, I kind of throw all of it out and just go for it. I think
about how the sun is going to go inside the camera. The more I do it, the
more I understand that, because it’s difficult. For instance, if I have a can
horizontally and the sun’s going like this, it's going way down here, so it’s
coming through, and it’s doing this. When it’s in the summer and the sun
is up here, it’s going like that. So if I point it a little bit to the range of the
left, to the east or the west, then we start to get really skewed images, but
it'’s doing that because of the angle.

What personal philosophical insight, if any, has this six-month
photographic commitment given you about the nature of time?

Patience. I mean, I just have to give it up. They are there. I leave. I do
something else with my life for six months.

Solargraphs by Robert Charles Mann: hemeria.com /solargraphs-robert-

charles-mann

Hemeria is a boutique publishing house specializing in fine photography
books. Founded at Paris Photo in 2018, Hemeria works hand-in-hand
with photographers around the world to produce tailored publications
that are artistic manifestos and antidotes to today’s chronically online and
algorithmically-driven lifestyles. Hemeria’s technical savoir-faire and
unrivaled production craftsmanship bring archival printing quality to
their publications, with each book a veritable work of art. Based in Paris
and Oslo, their bilingual titles are distributed internationally. At Hemeria,
photography and publishing are not merely inspirational but a means of
achieving concrete change in the world through connection and beauty.
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Paige Miller is an art historian, writer, and researcher whose interests lie
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at the intersection of language, words and images. She views artist’s
writings as directly dialoguing with their artistic production and is
captivated by the ways literature, language, and the visual arts can co-
communicate.
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