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BEN GEST by Hannah Frieser

Ben Gest describes himself as somebody who likes
to observe and collect moments. It is up to him as
an artist, he says, to then figure out what to do with
them. While his earlier work looks considerably
different from his current images, a sense that
moments have been gleaned from life is noticeable
in all of his pieces. Adamant that his art is not
created in series, Gest follows a work method of
creating continuous stream of images that cannot
be separated into themed series. In this and other
ways, his methods and concepts convey a thinking
that is far more related to that of painters than that
of photographers.

While the act of seeing is the centerpiece of
all photography, it is the act of exploring that
stands out in Gest’s images; and it is this curiosity
that is inherent in the
many layers within each
image and in the artist’s
expertise to convey the
stories found in his work.

Gest’s earlier photographs
take a look at family life
and the many activities
that occur within the
home. The scenes are
compacted with action.
Each person 1s
concentrating on a
specific activity while
another family member is
working on something
else directly next to them,
yet there 13 no distraction
despite the close proximity. Something about the
closeness of the figures, especially the familiarity
amongst them, make it unnecessary for them to
acknowledge each other.  Only upon closer
examination does the contradiction in some of the
family scenes and the unlikeliness of these close-
quarter occurrences become apparent. A man is
spraying for insects directly in front of a woman
eating an orange. Three people entertain
themselves in a ticht area of a nersonal librarv. vet

almost touching. A woman tends to her turkey in
the oven, while her husband installs an air-
conditioning unit overhead.

The space is compacted beyond what it
should be, and the people are just a little too close
for comfort. Gest is a subtle practitioner — never
taking his images too far or losing sight of the work
overall. These images are not funny or sad. They
are familiar. Some images may coax a smile from
us, such as the photograph of a woman fixing her
hair as she stands next to her daughter who is
grooming the family dog, but they do so in the
same way a look through the family album might
touch us.

Gest’s newer work shifts gears. Whereas
the early photographs stay within the familiarity of
one’s home, casually dressed and most importantly
safe, the newer work
depicts people who are
confronted with the outside
world.  The figures are
faced with the need to look
good 1in preparation of
meeting with others outside
their immediate comfort
Fitting the
emotionally charged
images, the artist’s newer
work portrays the figures
by themselves, alone.

In these newer
photographs Gest’s figures
are dressed in their finest,
and clearly are about to
head to important social
events. They are getting
themselves ready — prepared to be at their best,
somewhere among others. Yet, emotionally
removed from their surroundings, they have
stopped in the middle of what they were doing.
They are lost deep in thought, or otherwise not
quite ready to face the demands of social
engagement. They have paused for a moment to
take the last deep breath.

Life-size, standing or sitting in their large-
format frames. the neonle in Gest’s photoeranhs

zone.



their heads, not moving but far from being passive,
they collect themselves for what is ahead. We
don’t dare disturb them, however we cannot help
but look.

It is important to note the transition that
has occurred from photographs of people doing
things and having their actions stopped by the
camera to 1images of people absent-mindedly
halting their activities on their own accord.
Gradually a shift has taken place from busily doing
to being and thinking. Equally noticeable, the
images have moved from a manipulated sense of
space to a dizzying sense of three-dimensionality.

The newer images are unique in their
aesthetic - their visual language is one of painting
and photography. In these images space conforms
to the photographer’s vision, and not to the rules of
optics as conventional photographs do. It may not
be very obvious how these images are different
from regular photographs, but that they are not
ordinary images is immediately clear. These
photographs reflect how Gest wants us to see the
world - one thing at a time. Similar to the way the
human eye sees, we get to look at a person’s face,
their hands, their clothes, and any other
noteworthy detail, while all else disappears
unnoticed by the viewer and somewhat out of
focus.

As an artist, Gest de-emphasizes the
painstaking steps he takes to achieve his digitally
produced images. Only the final photographs
count. However, it 1s worthwhile to know a little
about his process to be able to understand the work
better. Gest’s images are on the forefront of digital
photography, using new technology to redefine
what a photograph can be. In most of his earlier
work the figures were not even in the same room
together when the images were taken. So while
each final photograph depicts people who look
completely at ease and comfortable enough to
work alongside one another without feeling
crowded, in actuality they were nowhere near each
other. They were in the same space, but not at the
same time. Gest has expertly stitched the images
together digitally.

With the shift to photographs depicting
solitary figures, Gest has gone to great lengths to

emphasize the psychological space in which these
people find themselves. The images may look like
photographs taken in one exposure by a static
camera, but they were really collaged from up to
thirty exposures with slightly varying perspectives.
Using continuously improving software and artistic
acumen, Gest has reversed centuries of artistic
methodology. When the camera obscura was
discovered as a drawing tool, as described by
Leonardo da Vinci as early as 1490, artists adopted
the camera’s way of seeing perspective.  Art
historians are still debating whether some artists,
such as Jan Vermeer in the seventeenth century,
developed their painting style under influence of a
particular lens and visual distortion of the camera
lucida, the portable camera that followed the
camera obscura. It would be many decades until
light sensitive materials were developed to capture
the image straight out of the camera. So until
Nicéphore Niépce made the first permanent
photograph in 1826 using pewter plates coated
with bitumen of Judea, artists had to draw or paint
what they could see in the camera to create an
image.

What Gest has done is shift perspective
with the help, or despite the camera. Space twists
at his will to gently distort proportions of objects
and figures, leading to a foreshortening of people’s
bodies. The camera looks down at the floor board
of the car, but also up into its ceiling. People seem
to jump off the image plane, but also sink deep into
it. These images are truly the creation of the artist
in a way that few artists not holding a paintbrush
have been able to claim.

Knowing the technical details behind the
work may not be important to the person viewing
Gest’s photographs. Their visual lure is obvious
with or without an understanding of the technique
that made the images possible. Yet to the future of
photography in the face of technological advances
these images are a milestone of what is to come.
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