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The Outward Gaze:
A Window on the World

For much of its history,
photography’s primary role has
been to look outwards—to
document, to withess, and to
record. This is the camera as a
window, framing the realities
of our shared world, from the
life of the city to the defining
moments of history. It is a tool
for seeing what is there.
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Before the Holocaust, Photography Was a Jewish Domain

In Central and Eastern Europe, Jewish participation in photography was immense and
disproportionate to their numbers in the general population. This ‘Jewish space’ was expansive
and diverse, shaping mass visual culture from creation to commerce.

-

©

Creation Technology Commerce Dissemination

Photographers (Erich Advancing film and Owners of photographic Prominent roles as

Salomon, Yva, llse Bing), optical technologies (e.g., @ equipment stores, labs photography editors and

studio owners, retouchers, Edwin Land of Polaroid). developing film (including = agents, shaping what the

and lab technicians. X-rays), and retailers of public saw in newspapers
cameras. and magazines.

"A pull quote from historian Helmut Gernsheim, who “believed that there was a compelling Jewish story interwoven in the history of photography.”
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The Photo League: Capturing the Soul of the City

In New York, a cooperative of mostly second-
generation Jewish photographers formed the
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radicalism, they saw the camera as a political tool
to document the lives of the city's working class
and create a more just society. They rejected
Idealized skylines for the reality of the streets.

“I think there are two kinds of
photography - Jewish
photography and goyish
photography. If you look at
modern photography you find...
the Weegees, the Diane
Arbuses, the Robert Franks -
funky photographers. And then
you have people who go out in
the woods. Ansel Adams, Weston.”

- William Klein
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An Assignment from God:
Documenting a Vanished World

Between 1935 and 1938, Roman Vishniac traveled through
Eastern Europe on what he called “an assignment from God."
Subsidized by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee
(JDC), he photographed the cities, shtetls, and farms, creating an
unparalleled record of a world about to be annihilated.

(i

» Motivation: "I felt that the world was about to be cast into the
mad shadow of Nazism and that the outcome would be the
annihilation of a people who had no spokesman to record their
plight.” - Roman Vishniac

» Scope: Captured the full spectrum of life, from the joy of
community in shuls and markets to the growing dread of
families crammed into basement hiding places.

 Legacy: His work stands as a “torch burning in memory of the
six million martyrs” and is a permanent exhibit at the United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum.
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The Inward Gaze: A Mirror of the Soul

What if the camera’s true purpose isn't to see
the world, but to see ourselves?

Contemplative photography transforms the
camera from a tool of documentation into a
practice of mindfulness.

The goal is not the final image, but the state of
mind achieved in the process. It is a form of
meditation.

“Don’t shoot what it looks
like, shoot what it feels like.”

- David Alan Harvey
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A Universal Path to Presence

Across different spiritual and secular traditions, the camera is used as
a tool for deepening our connection to the present moment.

Buddhist (Miksang) Christian (Contemplative Practice) Secular (Mindfulness)

8

|
« A Tibetan term for “good eye.” » Views photography as a form of » An exercise in awareness, curiosity,
* The eye is synchronized with the prayer, "listening with our eyes.” and wonder.
introspective mind. » Asks, "What is God revealing to us in » The process can invoke positivity and
» Aims for a pure, open perception of this holy moment?” bring calm to the mind and body.
reality, often neglected. * A way to "“see with the eyes of the » Modern expression seen in online
heart” and notice the holy in the communities seeking "inner peace”
everyday. through photography (e.g., TikTok
trends).

Key Takeaway: The common thread is letting go of agenda and judgment to simply notice—lines, shapes, forms, textures,
patterns, and light.
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The Measured Benefits of a Photographic Practice

A 2013 study of leaders who practice photography as a hobby mapped its perceived benefits across the four
dimensions of human experience, revealing a strong overlap with traditional spiritual techniques.

Physical Emotional

o ‘| feel more relaxed.’  ‘Feeling that what | do is gratifying.’

o ‘| feel less stressed. » ‘Being a person who is passionate about life.’
(Comparable to stress reduction benefits of (Comparable to improved mood and increased
Meditation and Yoga) happiness from Meditation)

Intellectual Spiritual
* ‘It has increased my capacity for observation.’ » ‘| feel that | connect with myself!
* ‘It has increased my capacity for analysis.’ o ‘| feel at peace.’
(Comparable to improved concentration from Yoga o ‘| feel more in harmony with my environment.
and Meditation) (Comparable to the inner peace and harmony sought

through Prayer and Meditation)

Insight: The study found that while participants experienced these spiritual benefits, they often did not consciously
label photography as a ‘spiritual technique,” highlighting a gap between experience and perception.
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The Fractured Gaze: When
the Lens is Reimagined

The simple dichotomy of window and mirror breaks
down under the pressures of the modern world.
Technology makes the “window” unreliable. The
performance of self makes the “mirror” complex.
And cultural identity creates a lens that is neither
purely objective nor fully subjective.

What is “truth” when any image can be altered?

Who are we “reflecting” when identity itself is a
construction?

How does our background shape what—and how—
we see?
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The Unreliable Window: Truth, Lies, and Photoshop

The aphorism “the camera never lies” has been challenged since the 19th century. From

political propaganda to fashion advertising, the manipulation of images is a constant, raising
profound ethical questions about what we see and believe.

1860 1920s Today

Abraham Lincoln's head is Soviet leader Joseph Stalin has National Geographic digitally Beauty filters on social media
superimposed on the body of Leon Trotsky retouched out of moves the Egyptian pyramids and Al-generated 'deepfakes’ can
politician John C. Calhoun. an official photograph with Lenin. closer together to fit a cover. alter reality in real-time, creating

unrealistic expectations and
spreading disinformation.

The rise of manipulation necessitates a new kind of visual literacy, forcing
us to question the objectivity of every image we encounter.
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The Constructed Mirror: Performing Identity

In contemporary photography, the “mirror” is not a simple
reflection. Artists use the camera to explore the hybrid and
complex nature of identity, showing it to be variable, multi-
layered, and socially constructed.

Case Studies from “The Jewish Identity Project”

@& Dawoud Bey: Photographs and records the voices of
adolescents from multiracial Jewish backgrounds,
revealing their awareness of how society perceives them
and challenging easy assumptions about heritage.

# Nikki S. Lee: Stages real-life scenarios (e.g., as a
“glamorous Jewish bride") and crops the image,
accentuating the artifice of the snapshot and questioning
ideas of authenticity. Can she be Jewish? Can viewers see
her as such?

The project asks provocative questions: Who is a Jew? What does it mean to be Jewish? Who
gets to decide? This turns the camera from a mirror into a site of inquiry.

&1 NotebookLM



The Cultural Lens: Is There a ‘Jewish Eye’?

The question of a “Jewish eye” moves beyond simplistic
stereotypes to a deeper inquiry: how does cultural inheritance,
even when secular, work its way into the muscular reflexes of
the eye? It suggests a shared way of being-in-the-world.

Alan Trachtenberg suggests this ‘Jewish sensibility’
is not about depicting other Jews, but about
‘disseminating what amounted to its ethos.”

» Key Characteristics
o A preference for the "funky," human, and urban over the sublime
nature of "goyish photography" (William Klein).
e A sense of being "in transit yet never arriving," restless and
voracious (Max Kozloff).

* A way of connecting and disconnecting at the same time; a choice to study contemporary
society from a position of being both an insider and an outsider.
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So, is the camera a w ndow
guestion presents a fa]ij_'f "ﬁ:mce Photography S
greatest power lies notvl being one or the other,
but in its unique capacity to be a window, a mirror,
and a complex lens all at once. It doesn’t just show

us the world or ourselves It shapes our way of
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