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“What do we see in our mind’s eye when we talk about ‘nature’? Where do those images 
come from that haunt our minds – of the forest primeval, the river of life, and the sacred 
mountain? Are they myths or were they once real places?”

                         
                                    from the Introduction of Landscape and Memory by Simon Schama





White House, Washington.

My Dear Mr. Job,

As a fellow Harvard man, I must thank you for your exceedingly interesting book.  I have been 
delighted with it, and I desire to express to you my sense of the good which comes from such books as 
yours, and from the substitution of the camera for the gun.  The older I grow the less I care to shoot 
anything except “varmints.”  I do not think it at all advisable that the gun should be given up, nor 
does it seem to me that shooting wild game under proper restrictions can be legitimately opposed by 
any who are willing that domestic animals shall be kept for food; but there is altogether too much 
shooting, and if we can only get the camera in place of the gun, and have the sportsman sunk some-
what in the naturalist and lover of wild things, the next generation will see an immense change for 
the better in the life of our woods and waters.  But I am still something of a hunter, although a lover 
of wild nature first.  

Faithfully yours,

Theodore Roosevelt

The idea that the camera might supplant the gun—at least among sportsmen—appealed to 
many during the early years of the American conservation movement.  Among those who 
favored less bird-shooting was President Theodore Roosevelt, whose prowess as a hunter 
was a significant part of his reputation.  Roosevelt sent this letter to Herbert K. Job to thank 
the noted ornithologist for his recent book, Among the Water-Fowl: Observation, Adventure, 
Photography (1902).  Although he never gave up hunting, Roosevelt became a leading voice for 
conservation during the early twentieth century.

***

The similarities between hunting and photography have often been noted.  Taking aim, shoot-
ing, and rendering a subject still are central to both pursuits.  This new series of photographs 
by Colby Caldwell dwell not simply on this relationship, but also on photography’s fundamen-
tal actions.  They scrutinize the “blinds” from which one works, the “rounds” that are fired, and 
the “target” on which one settles.  They remind that the photograph is the product of a series 
of conscious decisions rooted in a specific time and place.  Yet, as in hunting, happenstance 
and the unforeseeable accident also play a role.  Caldwell’s exploration highlights both the 
tradition of bird-shooting from his home in rural Maryland and the power of photography’s 
creative act.

Frank H. Goodyear, III
National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution











the following photographs are from the spent series unless otherwise noted

















   
  

                    Time, Technology,  and the Hunt
                                                                                                                                              Jayme McLellan

Colby Caldwell’s spent series is new photographic work. It is based on shotgun shell casings in vary-
ing ages and states of decay found throughout the rural farm where he lives in St. Mary’s County, 
Maryland. Through scanning these shells at high resolution and presenting them on stark white back-
grounds, the artist has imported what might be called refuse into the domain of photography, pre-
senting the material almost as billboards touting memory and the passage of time. 

Hunters and photographers both rely on technology and machinations to do their work. Their aids 
have taken forms as simple as arrowheads, gunpowder, and crystalline lenses and forms as complex 
as flatbed scanners, double-barrel shotguns, and high-definition cameras. 

The land of St. Mary’s is layered with the history of its past inhabitants. Archaeology students have 
remarked how common arrowheads were to find while sifting the soil in the county. New archaeolo-
gists are continuing to learn from the artifacts left behind by the Conoy Indians, who were native 
inhabitants living at the time of the first English settlement in Maryland in 1632. These arrowheads, 
objects lost on undiscerning eyes because they were made from earth, are physical and certain. They 
can be held and beheld. They carry stories of presence and absence. 

Caldwell’s spent interprets this essential cycle. Through contemplation of absence, a presence builds, 
and it is through this building that one begins to sense the entirety of what’s gone. 

***

The series is also a narrative about continuity and layers of the land.

Caldwell’s farm is filled with old hunting blinds where I imagine a scene of perhaps two or three men 
in camouflage, hunkered down with beer and shotguns. They talked quietly and drank slowly. Silence 
would grip them when they heard a bird. One of them would shoot, the casing falling to the floor of 
the blind. They would walk the land slowly, scanning the sky, unloading a round or two here or there. 
Unlike their ancestors they would not run and engage with their targets. They squeezed the triggers. 
Through fire and gunpowder they killed or missed. 

On countless walks across his property over the years, Caldwell gathered the old shells left by these 
hunters. He brought them into his house, laid them out and considered them again and again. Origi-
nally from a yellow package, the cartridges were various colors – depending on what kind of game 
was targeted – and they had brass tops. With age and oxidation, they turned to red, pink, blue, green, 
and gray. Through the chaos of the explosion and the location of the shell (either landing on dirt or 
grass, face up or down) each of the once-identical shells became unique.





   above and the following four photographs are from the blind series



The presentation of these spent objects tells of the complex relationship the 
artist has with both hunting and photography. Much of Caldwell’s work has 
dealt with memories of hunting. His grandfather hunted the land in North Caro-
lina and Montana. Caldwell has presented film stills, photographs, and videos of 
these hunting scenes with images of the defining objects and landscapes of the 
hunt: birds, sky, dogs, and cornfields.

The ritual of hunting has, at its core, a narrative culture. Its primary issue is the 
value of sacrifice. Caldwell’s images tell that story. The images are magnified, 
framed in wood, and waxed by hand. Adding more than just a scan or an edit, 
Caldwell lends the human hand back into work whose presentation also relies 
on modern machines.

With spent, Caldwell has furthered the myth of memory. He has rendered rel-
ics into something new. They are frozen in process; his work allows us to live 
with them now. The hunters are gone, the shells spent, but their culture, as we 
recognize its absence, bears down on our present, thinning the static between 
us and them.
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                   Pixel Dust              Joe Lucchesi

All photographs hover between the present and the past. By their creative and technical processes, 
photographs are inherently tethered to the moment they depict; at the same time they remind us 
that we are constantly moving away from that time and place. In plucking an instant from the flow 
of time, photographs’ selectivity suggests the importance of that particular moment, enhances its 
significance and (therefore) our sense that it is worth saving and remembering. In this way, photo-
graphs replace fluidity with stillness and reorder memory into history. And in this complex dynamic 
shifting between fullness of presence and recognition of distance, we sense the archival impulses of 
the photographic project.

Archives rely on facts, evidence, objects that come to us out of the past and into the present. For this 
reason photography is the ideal medium for the archive’s work, creating a reassuring connection to 
something that existed, brought forward for us to examine and hold, converting events into knowl-
edge, experience into fact. In the paradoxical logic of the archive, authority relies on the clarity of its 
information but depends on a peculiar twist in which a whole past can be recreated through a scrap 
of paper, a grainy snippet of film, a feather, a shell casing. Or a photograph. And so a single image can 
become the key to accessing and regaining a (lost) connection to a family history, a seasonal ritual, 
or a beloved pet.

With this archival desire at their heart, the photographs presented here recall other visual genres of 
preservation and display: a scientific specimen collection, a Spanish still life painting, or a police evi-
dence photo. The gun shells especially engage this contradictory loop of past and present, fact and 
remembrance, assurance and dread. Their monumental scale insists on their importance as objects 
to be examined and read, their spent condition evidence of prior activity. The photographs are at 
once documentary and fragmented. The shells have the exacting visual precision and disembodied 
presence of icons, yet offer only vague intriguing – or distressing – clues to their history. These pic-
tures evoke the past without depicting it, offer history without structure or context, and darkly imagi-
native narratives rush in to take their place.



           
                  

In the anxious archival structure, the urgency to preserve rises with an object’s fragility. The closer it 
is to disintegration and disappearance, the more precious it seemingly becomes. These photographs’ 
monumentality and the heavy physicality of their mounts generate emphatic, uneasy friction with 
the crumbling, disintegrating fragments they contain, in all their terrible clarity. Everything here is 
frozen and turning to dust at the same time.

Digital conversion emerged as an antidote to this particular archival anxiety, offering reassuring per-
manence against history’s deterioration - decaying objects, vanishing writing, or fading pictures. But 
as it turns out, this solution just opens onto another uncertainty, since now all the archive’s contents 
and materiality are leveled as information fields. And of course, all the photographs here have been 
digitized. If everything is now processed data bytes, 1s and 0s, then heroically scaled pictures of ex-
traordinary visual precision or ones that descend into pixelated abstraction become simply two sides 
of the same dilemma – neither one is the thing itself; the filmic connection between the recorded 
object and the image evaporates, and they are instead pictorial representations of pictures. If it’s all 
just information, then what we’re left with is pure interpretation. And so between the layers from 
origin, to photograph, to digital translation, the gaps reappear once again, this time to be filled with 
memory, invention, nostalgia, loss, and fantasy. 

































   

                  
                                                              hunter/gatherer   
 
             

Ferdinand Protzman

A primal magic permeates Colby Caldwell’s art. The conjuring begins with those most basic human activities, 
hunting and gathering. On walks with his dogs, Colby harvests images and artifacts from the farm where he 
dwells on the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay. The skies, the landscape, the shotgun shells, the flora and 
the fauna that he seeks, finds, and photographs provide subsistence for the mind and the soul, his and ours.

They also feed his deep devotion to process and to craft. That’s where the sleight-of-hand-eye-brain-gut of his 
technical prowess comes in. How else to explain how a spent 12 gauge shell—a mass-produced item  meant to 
deliver a cluster of lead pellets to a target—can become an austere picture evoking guns, hunting, waterfowl, 
a decrepit Italian Renaissance tower with a brass roof, a decaying fish, a religious relic, the Marx Brothers’ “vhy 
a duck” routine, and time’s inexorable corrosive power? Or why one person can be emotionally devastated by 
deliberately killing a bird, while another celebrates the kill by cooking and eating the creature’s flesh? That’s 
a rare trick, pulling a power-load of visual, emotional and intellectual bang out of a photo of a found object.   
 
Mastery of technique and attention to detail are important parts of Colby’s art-making. But they aren’t the es-
sence. Many photographers are great technicians but uninteresting artists. Some great photographers aren’t 
exceptional technicians but their pictures are mesmerizing. The magic and the mystery of photography lies in 
how an artist transforms an image from the world into an art work, not just in how the image was transmitted 
from one reality to another or how well it was printed and on what stock. What do the words “archival-quality 
paper” really mean in a world still subject to fire, flood, famine, pestilence, evil and error? High quality shred-
der fodder if things go awry.   

What matters is the person making the picture. Colby Caldwell hunts and gathers. He pursues the meaning of 
life—his life, our lives, life with a capital “L”—with his eyes, his mind, and his cameras.  He gathers the images, 
groups them, picks the ones that resonate with him, and transforms them into picture-objects that become 
resonant things unto themselves.  

There’s deep thought in his art but also serendipity. Sometimes he comes back with nothing. Sometimes he 
returns with pictures of visits from friends and family, of a lyrical sunset or of dry weeds and dead song birds 
that sing of life’s fleeting sweetness. He isn’t afraid to embrace errors or accept surprises. The “how to survive 
your own death” series is like a super nova of color exploding from scraps of visual digital noise he found in 
his camera. He understands that a medium which depends on the speed of light—about 186,000 miles per 
second—moves in ways we will never completely understand. 

Camera in hand, we look, we see, we aim, and before we know exactly what is happening or why, it has hap-
pened at light-speed. With some skill and luck we get a decent picture. If not, we delete the misses one way or 
another. And if we’re fortunate enough to be looking at Colby Caldwell’s photographs, we feast on the incred-
ible bounty he harvested from a small farm on the eastern shore of eternity. If that’s not magic, I don’t know 
what is.  
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                     How to Survive Your Own Death
                   Bernard Welt

Most of us are other people. Sheer wads of history give us some kind of form, like paper stuffing in a 
doll. Sometimes the paper is on fire. Sometimes it’s smoldering. The smoke confuses the senses and 
attracts passers-by, like gods to a sacrifice. It’s not that hard to bat the bags around into different 
shapes. Like planets, our mass depends on gravity and the speed with which we travel, what holds us 
to the center. What links a body to its desires? How does the universe know where to stop?

Part of me isn’t real. It’s like an artificial limb, or a mirror flat shapes can inhabit, with nothing behind 
them, engendering others, then passing out of the picture. It looks like a doorway, an open book, a 
beast. It breaks out into creation and rambles off into obscurity, a perpetual nuisance, though we 
would never exist without it. It distracts us, disclosed by the dark, persistent emptiness of the dark, 
persistent emptiness, instead of the day’s bright occasional something-or-other. Is it always this hard 
to get used to? 

Enough time will prevent time passing. Sleep itself isn’t sleeping, is always awake. This strips it of 
some of its sweetness. But you still have these dreams. That’s where the earth comes from, and it 
wants to return there. The light is dark itself: Is it that difficult to see what we mean?  The light comes 
from inside the sentence. The dark also comes from inside the sentence. The light lights the way, but 
it’s the dark that makes everything visible. If the fog on the mirror means you’re alive, isn’t the vapor 
more important than your reflection? And why give the mirror so little credit? It is just as necessary 
as breath.

The punishment for hunger is to be fed. Something and nothing change places. Eventually, exchange 
natures. Mountains and valleys have to be drawn up and accounted for. The center is everywhere, 
where everything is. . Matter—cemeteries of matter—urns, ovules, clouds and fringes of accumulat-
ing matter, developing wells and depressions, the wrack’s backward action pulling the frigate into 
one rigged piece. Revisiting all the old haunts the body magnetized with its presence, like a Hallow-
een costume: one size fits all. On the paths, footprints carefully arranged to give the impression of 
fearful anticipation, the cigarette stubs smoked down to just the right lengths, the alternate petals 
picked off the flowers on the shrubs, all the facts correctly assembled in all their facticity.

Time moves faster now because things don’t last as long. Man objects to man’s disemboweling man, 
man’s baking man in little oven, man’s stealing into man’s brainwaves to excise man’s fancy of man 
at the root. Takes aim at offending concept, looses shaft, misses the point completely, and taking 
more careful aim, misses it further, and taking more careful aim, misses it further still. We’re all in this 
together is motto engraved around sides of deluxe space-age swimming pool you can’t see outside 
of, for now. One side is mountains and cliffs; one side is all clouds; and in the center is the idea of the 
wilderness, whose emblem is a bird of prey, rampant. In a moment of ecstasy, they lower the monu-
ment into the ground, after the flowers and the dead.
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how to survive your own death (131)



If you choose to go back to earth and live again as a human being, you can do so. You can live a 
second life on earth or live in the form of those who walk on the light, or in the form of an animal if 
you choose. Moon in the sky corresponds to moon in the water; have to learn from the brushstrokes 
how to achieve perfect form, including plausible scars and pitting. Send them off with a handshake, 
and good luck on your project of developing phases to indicate gravitational force. Factory system 
is imposed on weather: So much sunshine and rain to be turned out on schedule, or more compliant 
elements may be found to replace you, and at great savings to the investors. The tedium is employed 
as an adhesive to assemble the spectacle of its own history: the vine-decked palaces, the individual 
ticking of up-to-the-moment timepieces, enchanted by their own regularity, as if that made any dif-
ference.

Of all the characters stamped by the die’s action, we alone escape to express irritation about it. The 
rope feels the chafing for us. People talk about it for ages, then return home to their villages, where 
they talk about it again, from other points of view. This goes on forever; then, after that, it goes on 
forever in the other forever. The words that they use to describe us take offense and rebel; they back 
out of the agreement to signify what is expected of them. So we find other words, which turn out to 
be disconcertingly sympathetic to the previous words’ position. This is considered an impasse but 
it becomes a manageable state of affairs long before anyone even notices: a status quo, a modus 
vivendi, an absolute collapse refigured as a viable means of transportation. 

Like bodies floating up from the bottom of a pool to form reflections, viewpoints are grafted onto 
nature, and things more or less hold together, jostling up against each other like rowboats when 
they’re docked. The individual parts of the system cannot communicate with each other, however 
close they come, nor by their speed reduce by even a hair’s breadth the distance still to be covered. 
Born into this climate, mortal and real human hearts, our friends and relations, headed away from 
the core of this venture, never approaching its reach, continue with no hope of closure. Harmless 
and trusting, they fall away constantly, in endless consecutive moments, into the blue heavens, un-
der the earth. We among others among them. Where we move, here, scanning the open skies in all 
directions, searching their wakes as they shift farther and farther away from our own small circuit, 
wondering whether they’ll ever return. I don’t know. I don’t think so.

An early version of this poem appeared in VANISHING CAB.
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