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_loni Sternbach had never been to Hawaii. With a body of work
admired around the art world and within the small subset of the

devoted who surf Montauk, Biarritz and a few breaks in California,

she'd made a reputation for sublime, entirely original portraits of
wave riders and their sticks.
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MOKU & KAANOI

No one who's seen her images forgets them, but especially, no one who's watched her
wielding her enormous box camera and pans of toxic chemicals, or witnessed the metal
plates slowly reveal the images her lens just captured as she swishes the potions over
their surfaces. It's part circus and part magic show; and part history lessen as well since
her process was invented when Kamehameha Iil still reigned. But Sternbach had never
been to the wellspring of the religion she depicts, never seen where it began, the great
breaks that feed the faith.
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Tl It's fitting that I discovered her work for myself in one of New England's oldest and
most prestigious museums. The Peabody Essex in Salem, Massachusetts -- the same
town where women were burned as witches four hundred years ago -- houses the
largest collection of Native Hawaiian artifacts in the world outside of Hawaii. Formerly
a whaling and clipper port, over the generations ships' owners, captains and their
descendants deposited the treasures they acquired in the islands at this graceful
establishment.

IHDHELZDIERE. Z1— 1V 5V FA TRLE ROLEBDH H1EMEBO—DOTHER
LIcTEIREREER D I T Fa—t v Y MtE—7 L A00ERICEBLE I TONEZD
HICHBDE—RTr - TV I XEEEIE XA TA T INTA TV DI ERE.N\NTAMERL
HRTREKEANE LTV DD TE—F Ll FHEEME 7 )y IN—RDOBTH> . A
HAICHED MMOFEEPMESZDFHRN NI HEE TRIEEECOERGHERIC
FEIFTW e,

VI



MEISTER FAMILY

| flew from Honolulu early one autumn a decade or so ago to read 19th century journals
and to see in person some of Queen Liliuokalani's personal photo albums. Taking a
break from the stacks | wandered into the museum's mezzanine gallery and came face
to face with Sternbach's elegant tintype portraits of surf denizens. It made sense that
her work was hung in this sort of institution, one specializing in anthropology; after all,
she is, in part, a recorder of surfing's far flung diaspora, the extended tribe that now

circumvents the planet.

BEZT10FFIOFI, 19t DMBRASEZHE e T LA VI IFHZ Z g EDEANG

BEEZRRICRBDICFIR/ VLDt —F LITRAT, TBIEEDHR ZFE T . ER D
ILWEFHHEDDE—RHFLTWERR A2 —2 I\ I DR TOBDIEANDEBHIZ T V2 A
TDR—FL—MMIHEE> T BEDIERD ABZ I L TV BT DF DRERICEISN T
WeZildE 5B T1I2DEoT ERDEIAK LIS H HTE. SOMIK EICBRL TV S Y
— 77— ERERRTBEEDR,



Tl Years later | discovered her pictures again while stuck inside during
a New York blizzard, glued to my laptop screen, searching for
seascapes and surf videos, daydreaming of being in the water off
Oahu. Seeing Sternbachs' was like running into old friends. | collect
19th century photographs, so her work always grabs me twice over.
As it happened her studio was not far from the Brooklyn house | was
staying in at the time.

HERBICEEWEODEBEEZRRE L, Z2—3— UV TREDHICEE
ICEGASSN. SV T by TIINEY DWW TEDREY Y —T7 T4 %
B AT IDBITWBTEEERLTWBEE o fee A2—V /NI DE
BEBDZDIE BRITBARSLIGEDRE AT 19 IiEDEERINE
LTV BD T IREZDERICIEVDEZEITE> T EDL DD I IcEN
5. BARICHIRLZDAZ I F & BEFRADHFELTW T ILy 7 DR
5Z5&<EWETAIcHo T,

NiLsnr



HOMCY FAMILY

She remembers the first words out of my mouth to her when we
met on Atlantic Avenue, "I've got to get you to Hawaii." An artist so
adept at shining light on the bodies and boards of those practicing
the ancient Hawaiian pastime on the mainland and in Europe had to
bathe in the source. To me, everywhere else was an afterthought.
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If Sternbach used a Nikon we could have shipped her to Oahu a few days later. But
her process, both technically and conceptually, requires a lot of planning, equipment
-- including the enormous wooden box with paperweight sized lenses, and gallons of
volatile liquids prohibited on airliners -- not to mention an expert assist team. Despite
the obstacles the spirit was willing, and three years after our first conversation she
boarded the Newark to Honolulu flight loaded down with bags and ideas.
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NAIA

1-' The genius in Joni Sternbach's pictures lies in contradiction. They're not what they first

appear to be. The serenity and calm in every face and backdrop belies the chaos and
theater of the process and the subject. Each shoot is a campaign unto itself, while what
she photographs, the men and women themselves, represent all of the agitation and
power of the sea, and the tremendous strength and passion of the people who ride

it. You don't have to see the ocean or a wave to feel their impact in these photos and
Sternbach knows it like any good filmmaker; if you surf or have seen surfing, you intuit
it, it's already there.
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But the pictures are not surf portraiture either, per se. Her work defines the distinct line
that separates an instantaneous capture from an image that surpasses the moment

it was made; it's the difference between the seductive IPhone X selfies on huge
billboards, filtered to the hilt, or even a raw piece of photojournalism, as opposed to an
object of art still making a viewer stop in his tracks decades after its inception. It's pun
versus poem. Sternbach's pictures are no more fast reads than they are easy for her

to make; inherent are depths, layers and decades of experience, conceptual and visual,
that take focus to digest and they continue, in every subsequent viewing, to stoke the
imagination. Her surfer pictures aren't really about surfing at all. Stare into one her

subjects' eyes and see what | mean.
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CHELSEA

1‘| The closest comparisons | can make to Sternbach's work is with that of Edward Curtis,
on the one hand, and the writer William Finnegan on the other. Curtis spent more than
a quarter century memorializing the last of America's first peoples on their own land,
from Mexico to Alaska and east to the Mississippi. Commissioned by the railroad robber
baron E.H. Harriman and the banker J.P. Morgan, the pictures he took, thousands of
them, were printed in a process known as photogravure on delicate Japanese tissue
paper and bound into 50 volumes.
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The images are both groundbreaking and heartbreaking at the same
time, a testament to loss, greed and tremendous dignity. They outlast
the era they were taken and still speak to us, some of his prints
remaining as stunning as the Mona Lisa.
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AUSTIN

Tl As in Finnegan's book, Barbarian Days, Sternbach tells a nuanced story using surfing as
her vehicle. If the only audience drawn to Finnegan's worldwide escapades were fellow
surfers, not many copies would have sold. Instead this New Yorker Magazine political
correspondent interlaced his tails of surfing life with something so personal, revealing
and relevant to the human experience the book touched a broad audience, many, one
assumes, who'd never seen the ocean let alone surfed, and winning for the author a
Pulitzer Prize. For Finnegan and Sternbach surfing is both something to do and a rich
creative vein to mine for their chosen media.
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1‘| Never a surfer herself, Sternbach found the subject through proximity -- she and her
husband live part of the year in Montauk -- but also through an artist's greatest asset:
accident. She'd had a long career making photographs and showing them in various

art galleries, from a subway series in the New York City of the 1970s, to abandoned
rural houses shot in the tradition of Walker Evans. She brought a fresh eye to street

and landscape photography. Just prior to these portraits she was shooting and making
enormous, wall-sized prints of oceanscapes. Vast expanses of emptiness and the
brindle and blue shimmer of the water's surface, forever new, never predictable, proved
a satisfying focus for her cameras.
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PINDER BOARDS

But all that changed, almost twenty years ago, when, working her
camera in perfect conditions, her lens pointed out to sea from the
bluffs overlooking Ditch Plains, Sternbach realized that the vast
expanse she required was being interrupted by the bobbing and
drifting of a few distant figures in wetsuits.
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Imagine what it must have looked like from the lineup that afternoon, this person with
wild, curly hair flying in the wind, standing next to a tripod, flailing her arms, shouting
something indiscernible. (Achieving a photographic expression of stillness is always
her goal, but sometimes tension and visual noise surround the process itself.) The
subsequent meeting on shore, between artist and wave catchers, resulted in the
genesis of what's now the exemplary body of work called "Surfland."
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1‘| The process Sternbach decided for her Surfland portraits, wet
plate collodian, was invented by an Englishman in 1848 and is part
of the second generation of photography's evolution, following
Daguerreotypes and Talbotypes, the original forms from the late
1830s. Its early practitioners were chemists as much as anything else,

and its relatively cheap cost made it ubiquitous.
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KELLY

The finished pictures, one-of-a-kind objects known as ferrotypes or tintypes, could be
found in the pockets or kit of every Civil War soldier, North or South: Portraits of their
sweethearts, wives and children. Back home, tintype portraits of those same men -- the
quick and the dead -- rested on mantelpieces or in bureau drawers. (Coincidentally,

the wet collodian process was exported to Japan by the son of one Hawaii's

American missionaries. It thrived there long past its obsolescence in the form of glass
ambrotypes.) Sternbach's finished product is a direct negative rather than a positive

made from a negative. In other words, it's what you see when you look in a mirror.
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1‘| Superb detail is one effect of the long exposure created when the
artist acts as her own shutter, manually removing the lens cap then
replacing it a few seconds later. The word "primitive" falls well short
in comparing Sternbach's wooden box device to a modern camera.
Yet the final product is like comparing one of Robert Rauschenberg'’s
combine paintings to a copy of USA Today, there's a vague primordial
relationship but that's it.
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JYOTI & KEITH

Additionally the long exposure requires subjects to stand stock

still, creating in the figures she shoots a sculpture-like quality and
blurring most of the background if there's any movement or an
overabundance of light. Without a doubt one of the main attractions
for an artist drawn to surfers themselves is their physiques; so many
Adonises and Athenas carved like the ancient Greek ideal.
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1‘| This is why her photos aren't really about surfing. Beyond the loaded
stillness, beyond the inherent tribalism that connects the portraits
-- even beyond them being artistic anthropological curiosities akin
to August Sanders' and Dianne Arbus' photographs -- at their heart
is the classical figure. In surfers Sternbach found the forms and the
compositions that answer to her artistic vision.
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CATHY

The photos reproduced on these pages were the result of two weeks Sternbach spent
on the island of Oahu in December 2017. Assisted by Poul Ober -- a professional himself
with an accomplished reputation -- and Kenyatta Kelechi, she was guided around

the island, and coached about the wide cultural divide between Brooklyn and Oahu,

by North Shore resident Lady Catherine St. Germans. St. Germans also introduced
Sternbach to many of the subjects of these pictures, some world renown, but most the
stalwart characters of Oahu's Westside and north and south shores.
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During December on Oahu the country breaks team with the sport's
elite. It's this time of year that the heavenly pastime gets drenched in
the glare, testosterone and hyperbole of a modern commercial sport.
An otherworldly energy, both human and meteorological, descends
on this part of the island, and ricochets along the serrated coastline.
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KALANI & KELLY

Tl At the time of Sternbach's sessions, Pipe Masters was in its holding
period, with John John Florence marching to his second world
championship and surfing's entire varsity either in the water or
watching every wave, seeking the edge. She set up her shots at the
RVCA house, on Kelly Slater's and Alexandra Florence's yards, and at
Sunset Beach.
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Tl As a craftsman who'd dedicated much of the last fifteen years to one
subject, arriving at this moment was like a veteran ball player finally
getting to the World Series, when all the past experience of working
with this very demanding, unpredictable medium and equipment,

culminates then and there.
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JON & INDIA

Used to working in quiet, solitary and relatively controlled
surroundings, for two days Sternbach allowed the pulse to take

over, deftly arriving at the images printed here. Most of it was a blur.
Perhaps the most surprising result of these shoots wasn't the images,
but the extraordinary childlike glee when even the most jaded
professional surfers and hardened North Shore locals witnhessed the
process, seeing themselves appear first as a ghost, then, in front of
their very eyes, as the perfect subject of an artist's craft.
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1‘| But Sternbach is just as interested in everyday surfers, the backbone of the pastime.
She's never been a paparazzo. Her subject's personality -- its idiosyncratic beauty --
and how a figure fits a composition, trumps fame. Other locations she used on Oahu
included Makaha, Yokahama Bay, Kapiolani Park and Magic Island. (Matt Luttrell steered
her on this part of the trip with unflinching aloha.)
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KORI

The atmosphere of her Westside and town shoots was more consistent with
Sternbach's prior experiences. Each picture takes around 15 minutes between the
exposure and the fixed image -- as opposed to the split second a standard camera
takes -- with further time for posing her subject. Her plates are all prepared just before
the shoot, as are the chemical solutions. There's a lot of moving around, but usually
there's a leisurely, picnic-like mood: talking story, the photographer explains the process

over and over again, gets acquainted with her subjects.
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ﬂ We keep coming back to Joni Sternbach's portraits, looking again,
finding ourselves caught in a stare. She tells us something new with
every glance at every picture, and she has something to say to each
of us. Perhaps it's in the perfection of the human body, or maybe how
a life dedicated to an obsessive avocation shows up in the faces of its
revelers.
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BRIAN & HA'A

To a devotee of the origins of photography, and those who gorge on the steady flow of
new work by contemporary artists, her photos can be a refreshing take on a pleasing
old visual recipe. To everyone else they succeed as a glimpse into the eyes and lives of
a folk who stand a little apart from the rest of humanity: a record of the jaunty, tousled,
ebullient, hard-headed and lighthearted women and men of the sea. Sternbach found
the stillness she sought -- in an element writhing, ducking and scudding -- and offers it
to posterity. Joni Sternbach finally made it to Hawaii. @
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Robert Becker was the Arts Editor of Andy Warhol's Interview
Magazine in the 1980s, is the author of Nancy Lancaster; Her Life, Her
World, Her Art (Knopf), has written for publications including The Paris
Review, Architectural Digest, Conde Nast Traveler and the Hawaiian
Journal of History; and has contributed essays to numerous art
catalogues. He's a surfer, an art collector, Editor at Large of Trim, and
trustee of the Merwin Conservancy on Maui. He lives in Manhattan

and on Oahu.
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T ' J

17/12/06 #4 - Pinder

'_ Hale Hut ards

17/12/06 #1 - Matt

17/12/17 #3 - Mark

17/12/13 #8 - Kala

17/12/11 #3 - Herbie

17/12/13 #1 - Keoni

17/12/13 #7 - Alex

athy

17/12/17 #6 - Brian & Ha'a

17/12/16 #1 - Scott

17/12/06 #3 - Matt

17/12/09 #2 - Robert

17/12/15 45 - Kelly

17/12/16 #2 - Jyoti & Keith

17/12/15 #3 - Kalani & Kelly

17/12/10 #5 - Kori

17/12/07 #4 - Austin



