


How to Survive Your Own Death A version of this poem first appeared in Vanishing Cab. Since then, Bernard Welt has disassembled the poem and rewritten it several times in response to 
successive works by Colby Caldwell. The last version appeared in the publication gun shy, coinciding with the exhibition gun shy in 2012.

And that’s why the people . . . I meant to say, that’s why the people so little resemble 
their pictures. But I mean, why should they? Why shouldn’t people look like the sun? 
Or a toaster? Or the far-off galaxies with which, you hear, anyway, they have so much 
in common? And what about that light, that’s parceled out in little particles, or are they 
waves now? Can you keep up? Not me. I have been thinking this one over, and you 
know, I’ve started to notice, trying to account for, oh, I don’t know, gravity, painting, 
company, the ghost-lights—I’ve been thinking: My idea of order is the same as my idea 
of a big mess. 

 

– excerpt from how to survive your own death by Bernard Welt 

When importing super 8 landscape footage into the computer in the late 1990s (at digital  
pioneer Bill Newman’s house with the immeasurable aid of James Huckenpahler) then 

subsequently examining it (super 8 has 18 frames per second—and each roll has 3 
minutes of footage), I noticed a corrupted frame amongst the hundreds I looked at. By  

corrupted frame, I mean a scrambled, abstracted image embedded and surrounded by 
more representational images. Most of the time this frame would be discarded. It would 

be seen as a malfunction of the software—a mistake. 

I saw this as an opportunity to synthesize some of my ideas on the process and materiality 
of how images are made – and subsequently imbued with meaning. This has led me to 

examine the object-ness of the medium. The influx of digital media—and the transfer of 
“photographic” information via 1s and 0s (thus equalizing it with all other information)— 

has transformed our understanding of what exactly constitutes the materiality and indeed, 
the concept of, a photograph. 

Is it the tools, the equipment, the paraphernalia such as cameras, film, paper, chemistry, 
hard drives, monitors, printers, running water and the like, or is it the unique occurrence 

of time and light in conjunction with the interaction and engagement with a subject? 

Indeed, are the tools and gadgets the true subject of photography, while what it represents 
just residue? It is in this spirit that the how to survive your own death series exists.

— Colby Caldwell 2016


