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In 1988 Deborah Luster’s mother was murdered by a hired killer. A decade
later, still trying to come to grips emotionally with that death, Ms. Luster began
taking photographic portraits of inmates, many of them convicted of violent crimes,
in state prisons in Louisiana, where she lives. The portraits were tender and
personal. She sent prints of them to the sitters, and published them as a book called
“One Big Self: Prisoners of Louisiana,” with text by the poet C. D. Wright. In 2008
she turned them into a public installation for the contemporary art festival

Prospect.1 in New Orleans.

She has said in interviews that the prison experience was cathartic. Yet violence
remains front and center in her recent photographs at Shainman, which add up to a
topological survey map of death on the streets of New Orleans. For this series Ms.
Luster researched city police homicide reports, pulled a sampling and photographed
the exact locations of the killings: an empty lot in the Lower Ninth Ward; the
doorway of a clinic in the Desire area; the sidewalk in front of a boarded-up house in
the Sixth Ward, where a returning Katrina evacuee had been gunned down.

The earlier prison portraits were intimate in size, meant to be hand-held. By

contrast, the city pictures are large and circular in format, as if viewed through a gun
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sight. The scenes of the crimes, whether a cramped backyard or a street corner under
a “Crime Stoppers” billboard, are physically unremarkable and empty of people. But
once you learn the significance of the locales — and by annotating each picture with
the victim’s name, age and cause of death Ms. Luster insures that you will — they
feel haunted.

This is true even in a skyward shot of birds perched on overhead telephone
lines. On the exact spot where Ms. Luster stood to take the photograph, a man
named Brian Christopher Smith, 22, had been found dead of multiple gunshot
wounds. In every picture in the show, and in the book that accompanies it, “Tooth
for an Eye,” produced by Twin Palms Publishers in Santa Fe, N.M., we learn of
terrible events now in the past, violated lives now gone. Yet through the materialized

memory that is photography, malignant spirits of place live on.

A version of this review appears in print on January 21, 2011, on page C30 of the New York edition.
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From the book: Deborah Luster, Tooth for an Eye:
A Chorography of Violence in Orleans Parish,
2011. Published by Twin Palms Publishers, Santa
Fe.

Absent Populations:
Deborah Luster’s Tooth
for an Eye

By Eva Diaz / Posted 05-12-2011

| first encountered Deborah Luster’s work at the Prospect. 1 Biennial in New Orleans in
2008, when a selection of photographs from Tooth for an Eye was displayed at the Old
U.S. Mint, a hybrid treasury museum/contemporary arts venue. In the series of large-
scale, circular-format, black-and-white photographs, Luster documents sites in New
Orleans where murders have taken place.

It wasn’t until | saw the work in a different location, at Jack Shainman Gallery in New
York this February, that | noticed the extended title given to the project: “A Chorography
of Violence in Orleans Parish,” also the subtitle of the book published this spring in the
wake of the exhibition. Upon first reading, | misread “chorography of violence” as
“choreography of violence,” possibly because 1’d never seen the word *“chorography”
before coming across it in Luster’s work.

According to Ptolemy’s 2nd century BC text Geographia, chorography is the study of
small parts of the world, as opposed to geography, which demands a more scientific
surveying of larger tracts of land and nations. The root “choro” derives from the Greek
word khoros, or place; whereas choreography is rooted in the Greek choreia, or circle
dance. Two very different words, with quite distinct implications.

My misreading—a choreography of violence in Orleans Parish—might imply that the
artist herself was organizing these deaths, an unlikely interpretation. But Luster, like any
photographer, does construct her images—she researches and travels to locations around
New Orleans in which murders took place and photographs them; she is obviously
directing the viewer’s experience of these histories and places. However, my assumption
was that the (erroneous) word “choreography” implied that others orchestrated the events
she documented. In so many of her works the same locations recur as sites of violence, as
though there were some coordination or planning at play. Indeed, some places in New
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Orleans are visited by murder with unnerving regularity, on two, three, or even four
distinct occasions, the way dancers repeatedly hit their marks on the stage, every single
night of the show. Choreography is about repetition, about composing gestures, about
rehearsing and executing those movements in a repeatable way. Chorography is about
place, about mapping at a small scale; Ptolemy believed it should be undertaken by
draftsmen and artists, as they were better prepared to represent details of local
experience.[i]

Not to dwell on that absent “e” too long, but murder in New Orleans, the subject of
Luster’s book, intersects choreography and chorography, movement and place, intention
and accident, repetition and trauma, in very specific ways. Looking at these violent
events with hindsight, once you’ve seen the script of the inexorable finality of a death,
these occurrences begin to feel depressingly practiced, predictable even. New Orleans has
the highest murder rate in the United States (for over 20 years running), a rate ten times
the national average, which also makes it the third most violent city in the world. Two
thousand three hundred and twenty three individuals were murdered in the city in the
years 2000 to 2010; in 2009, a year not uncharacteristic in terms of these statistics, 91.5%
of those killed were black.[ii] Most murders in New Orleans take place in historically
black areas like the 1st and 5th Districts, which include the neighborhoods of Treme,
Mid-City, Faubourg Marigny, the 7th Ward, Bywater, the 9th Ward, and St. Roch.[iii] It
is estimated that at least a quarter of the murder victims in New Orleans do not know
their assailant; of these a great deal are casualties of seemingly random Killings: drive-by
shootings, botched robberies and muggings, or stray bullets. The victims were in the
wrong place at the wrong time; unfortunately for many, the wrong place is their own
neighborhood. In my misreading, my mental insertion of that little “e,” I believe | was
thinking about these kinds of systemic repetitions.

* k* *

Luster’s black-and-white images are round, shaped like peepholes or gun scopes. The
circular format results from the particular lens she used in the project. Rather than
framing the image to the square or rectangular format of the camera’s film, it offers a
complete, uncropped image of the view through the lens. As the artist describes:

These prints are 49 inches high, by about 62 inches across... | have an old 8 x 10
Deardorff camera that 1’d never used before and | had bought a lot of old lenses on
eBay, so | started throwing all these lenses on this 8 x 10 camera and one of the lenses
formed a perfect circle. It didn’t cover the entire film plane, so you see what the lens
sees in its entirety, it’s surrounded by this little bit of fall-off called “the circle of
confusion;” I don’t know, it images the city in a slightly different way, it does
something to the grid, it reinforces the void. I thought *“yes this is it” so these are all
circles, all of these images.

The images were taken in extended, 90-second exposures, resulting in a great deal of
ghostly blur in the prints. Anything moved by wind, or traveling through the image,
becomes spectral and indistinct. Given the charged nature of these sites, where blood has



been spilled and lives taken, these phantom presences create visually complex surfaces
that are simultaneously disconcerting and eerie. In one image, taken from the point of
view of the victim’s parked car looking on to the murder scene, a large bush trembles
with preternatural force. Buffeted by the wind, the shrub is captured in Luster’s photo as
a large and angry presence. In this case, 22-year old Adolph Grimes Il1 was shot by
N.O.P.D. undercover agents early on New Years Day, 2009, as he sat in front of his
grandmother’s house.

According to Luster’s deadpan textual commentary, “Grimes was shot 14 times (12 times
in the back)... The case is under Federal investigation.”[v] This and other information
about the crime is conveyed to the reader in Luster’s careful cursive handwriting, facing
the image, as indeed is the case for each site she documents. Each record is brief but
methodical, and employs the visual codes of the archive: a rubber stamp creates a
template that names the project in its heading, and retains blank spaces for identifying
facts such as the location, date, names of victims, and other notes. In these blanks Luster
painstakingly outlines the essential details of the murders. In the upper right of each grid
is a second stamp with two numbers separated by a dash, a private code of Luster’s
project, filling in the enigmatically titled “disarchive” section.

* Kk *

I’m still hung up that little “e” I imagined in Luster’s title. Probably because language is
so important to her project, and captions are essential. In this sense, Tooth for an Eye is
particularly suited to a book format, in which information about the victims and murder
sites faces the large, circular images of the crime scenes. Luster’s thoughtful essay is a
fitting coda to this iteration of her project documenting 28 crime scenes, abbreviated as it
is from the many she has documented.

But “chorography” isn’t the only puzzling aspect of Luster’s title that invites further
consideration. “Tooth for an eye” is a deceptively familiar axiom, but Luster has
transformed its original phrasing. She altered the “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth”
proverb found throughout the Bible into something more ambiguous and strange. The
first occurrence of the saying is God’s command in Exodus 21:22-25:

If men fight and hurt a woman with child, so that she gives birth prematurely, yet no
lasting harm follows, he shall surely be punished accordingly as the woman's husband
imposes on him; and he shall pay as the judges determine. But if any lasting harm
follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot
for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

In the New Testament, in Matthew 5:38-40, a contradicting theological principle is put
forward by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount:

You have heard that it was said, ""An eye for an eye and a tooth for tooth.” But I tell
you not to resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the



other to him also. If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have
your cloak also.

The Old Testament usage is known as the juridical principle lex talionis, Latin for “law of
retaliation,” which asserts that a punishment should equal the crime in severity. This
retributive code of “like for like” is opposed by Jesus in his call for generosity in the face
of violence—what others have called the ethic of Christian pacifism.

Luster transforms the saying into a third formulation—*"a tooth for an eye.” One possible
meaning of this revision could be that the crime should not exceed the punishment; that
the already retaliatory notion of exact retribution should not become something more
punitive. Yet a literal reading of Luster’s reformulation could be construed as contending
that a punishment, though still retaliative, should be less harsh than the crime. We have
more teeth than our more essential single pair of eyes, so a tooth for an eye would be a
relatively lenient sentence (an eye for a tooth would be the more severe punishment).

But could it instead mean that her photography has bite, that it “has teeth”? That her acts
of witnessing, sometimes long after the murders were perpetrated, produce an archive
empowering new considerations of the role of violence in society, that may even
galvanize viewers to action? Luster’s images picture an absent population, an absent
public, one could say, of New Orleans. But she shows it to us, the living, those who can
use her memorialization of erased lives, these often forgotten people, in order to rethink
why this large, missing public continues to be taken before its time.

[i] In this sense Luster’s choice of “chorography” is interesting as an update of
Situationist’s notion of psychogeography, a study of more subjective experiences of place
than what maps offer.

[ii] http://www.city-data.com/crime/crime-New-Orleans-Louisiana.html. Stats taken from
Charles Wellford, Brenda J. Bond, and Sean Goodison, “Crime in New Orleans:
Analyzing Crime Trends and New Orleans’ Responses to Crime,” March 15, 2011, p. 12,
Bureau of Justice Assistance, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice.
Accessed on April 26, 2011 from www.nola.com.

[iii] Wellford, Bond, and Goodison, “Crime in New Orleans,” p. 18.

[iv] “Tooth for an Eye: A Gallery Walk with Photographer Deborah Luster, Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York,” February 1, 2011,
www.kitchensisters.org/girlstories/tooth_for_an_eye/.

[v] Grimes comes up again in Luster’s book; it haunts her, one could say. Luster
documents another police brutality case, in which 32-year old Kim Marie Groves was
shot in the head on October 13, 1994. According to Luster, “N.O.P.D. Officer Len Davis
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ordered Paul “Cool” Hardy, a drug dealer, to murder Grimes in retaliation for her filing
of a complaint of brutality against Davis and his partner.” Note Luster’s parapractic
substitution of “Grimes” for “Groves.”



New Orleans' Hidden Violence
by Blake Gopnik

They look like typical street corners and parking lots, but Deborah Luster’s
haunting new photographs reveal the unpitying areas where murders occurred in
New Orleans.

Tooth for an Eye: A Chorography of Violence in Orleans Parish is a large series of
photos by the photographer Deborah Luster, and now on view at the Jack Shainman
Gallery in New York. The images, printed huge or bound into deluxe scrapbooks, record
the sites where murders have occurred in New Orleans. And more than anything, they
demolish the pathetic fallacy—that the world weeps as we do. These cityscapes show
no care at all that people died in them; they barely even show traces of the murder.
One interesting wrinkle: Luster’'s images are circles because they record the entire field
of view her lens has taken in. (All lenses project circles; most cameras cut a square or
rectangular image out of the middle of the optical pie.) It's as though Luster is insisting
that she’s not hiding a thing—and still not revealing much, either.

Image: Courtesy of Jack Shainman Gallery

Tooth for an Eye, Ledger 06-22

Location. 8801 Edinburgh at Eagle, Big Time
Tips Bar and Lounge

Date(s). November 30, 2002 9 pm

Name(s). Jeffery McLeod (24), lvory White
(27) Notes. Gunshot at bar

2008-2010 toned silver gelatin print
mounted on Dibond

49 1/2 x 61 1/2 inches framed

NOLOITERING w..
)

49 X 61 inches unframed
Edition of 2 + 1AP DL08.041. M1

Deborah Luster
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Murder Mystery by Yvan A. Rosa

TOOTH FOR AN EYE

Jack Shainman Gallery

513 W. 20th St., New York, NY 10011
January 6, 2011 - February 5, 2011

Deborah Luster's photographs are a kind of search. More properly, one might
even call it an investigation. Don’t get the wrong idea; her manner of probing is
nowhere close to scientific in nature or ambition. Despite first appearances these
pictures are far too moody, and she’s way too attached to her subject for them to
be labeled objective. The mood conveyed leans toward the noirish, though
perhaps this invokes a camp sensibility, and there’s none of that here. But what
is the Noir if not the quintessential murder mystery? So maybe the reference is
apt, for Luster’s photographs are just that, scenes of brutal homicides.

The city of New Orleans provides the ground on which Luster conducts her
investigation. Each of the nearly forty black and white photographs depicts a
vacant, or nearly vacant, scene of New Orleans’ urban sprawl. Possessing a
strange eeriness, they act as the emptied stage of an historical or recent
homicide. At first sight Luster's images might seem distanced and objective, even
removed. Yet they maintain an air of mystery. The banalities of the depictions are
charged with a tension that vibrates just below what is immediately perceptible.
The numerous instances of detritus and the general dilapidation appear to only
be fragments of a more immense bleakness.

Each photograph is delimited within a circle, echoing what the lens of Luster’s 8 x
10 Deardorff field camera sees. This framing device disturbs the conventional,
and therefore neutral, rectangular frame. They might remind one of the view
through a spyglass, demarcating a distance within the narrow margins of a circle
while simultaneously calling attention to the act of looking, and by extension,
searching for something.

New Orleans is the city with the highest homicide rate in North America. It is the
immensity of this incomprehensible fact that Luster is attempting to probe. By
revealing these surfaces and the concrete materiality of the city, Luster attempts
to answer the many question of ‘why’ - Why this city? Why its inhabitants?

~Yvan A. Rosa

Images: Tooth for an Eye, 2022, installation views. Courtesy Jack Shainman
Gallery.
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Latest News and Views in New York City
John Haber - http://www.haberarts.com

1.26.11 — An Eye for an Eye

Every death, they say, leaves a hole in the community. Loss of life is everywhere in Deborah Luster’s
New Orleans, but with only the barest hint of community. Perhaps only the emptiness unites them—the
fence, the narrow alley, the shuttered house or

storefront, the underside of a highway, the thick

weeds outside a cemetery. Perhaps the emptiness is

the community.

| did not know at first that she had photographed
the murder capital of the United States, but | might
have guessed. Indeed, the look of abandonment
made me think of the aftermath of Katrina, as with
Sara VanDerBeek. Luster calls it “Tooth for an Eye: A

Chorography of Violence,” which is not the same as

choreography, for this is a very slow dance. One

woman sits in a lawn chair, with no eye contact,

staring away. Otherwise, one can look for a long

time for signs of life, other than absences. Graffiti of

a little girl or the blanket cast aside on an empty

mattress tempts one for a moment to imagine more, but only for a moment.

Did the portrait begin as a memorial and the blanket end as a shroud? Even then, they look abandoned,
without the hopefulness of a proper memorial or the fashionable populism of street art. One wall reads
RIP, but warnings like NO LOITERING or FUCK YOU seek self-preservation in keeping others away. So, in a
sense, do the photographs in black and white, at Jack Shainman through February 5, no matter how
beautiful and riveting. Often frontal, they preserve the regularity of closed spaces. They also keep the
circular frame of the large-format camera, like a porthole, and the surrounding white emphasizes the
photographer’s distance from what she sees.

Yet they also draw one in, as violence has a way of doing. One could mistake the circle for a fisheye
panorama, and one could mistake the largest photographs, at nearly fifty by sixty inches, for the scale of
the objects themselves. They are not, but they bring one up close, like the perspective of unmediated
vision—a literal eye for an eye. The paradox of distance and immersion reflects the disturbing subject
matter, but also work’s place between documentary photography (and indeed chorography means the
detailed analysis of a place) and portraiture or poetry. That space between continues in smaller but still
large prints, at more than twenty-four by thirty inches—many in tight rows on a gallery wall and others
in portfolios on a table. One can turn the pages and appreciate the quality of the medium, as well as the
care to label each print with a name, age, place, and date of murder.
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Documentary photography and portraiture alike have to deal with that paradox of sympathy and
scrutiny. It appears obviously in other records of confrontation, as by Catherine Opie, or of
displacement, as by David Goldblatt and Zwelethu Mthethwa in South Africa. Luster is certainly no
stranger to dedication or detachment. Although she grew up in Arkansas, her commitment to Louisiana
dates to 2002, when, after her mother’s murder, she took on the project of photographing prisoners.
She has stressed that she could not know them as individuals or present them as psychological studies.

The series grew all the same into two books and a collaboration with a poet, C. D. Wright.

The series took her to medium- and maximum-security detention in the northeast part of the state,
including the infamous Angola prison. And there, too, humanity does not mean community, while a lack
of community does not mean a deficiency of sympathy. Luster called the work One Big Self, but it used
neutral backgrounds to focus on the people and efface their surroundings. The new photographs, in
contrast, are all surroundings. “Tooth for an Eye” clearly refuses the logic of revenge, suggesting rather a
breakdown in logic entirely. Instead of a cycle of violence, it depicts a cycle of violence and the loss of
community.
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Deborah Luster and Carlos Vega: The
Pleasures of a Great Two-Artist Exhibition

Benjamin Sutton / January 20, 2011 http://www.thelmagazine.com/

The West 20th Street gallery Jack Shainman, with its two large galleries and series of
smaller rooms, generally shows works by two artists simultaneously. But rarely do its
parallel exhibitions work together so well as the current pairing of Deborah Luster's
circular black-and-white photos of murder sites in New Orleans and Carlos Vega's etched,
punctured and painted sheets of lead (both through February 5). The two could not be
more different, whether materially, stylistically or in terms of their temperament, and
the extreme juxtaposition adds immensely to the impact of each.

Deborah Luster's large-format circular photos, the shape of which is the result of her 8x10
Deardorff field camera, evoke portholes to a different world. The first few pieces in her
show, Tooth for an Eye, sustain this sense of dislocation, and it's only gradually that the
time and place pictured becomes clear: post-Katrina New Orleans. The images are
incredibly forceful and eerily beautiful, even without reading the exhibition description
and discovering that each was the site of a murder. The all-encompassing emptiness of
the city after the flood takes on spectral tones in light of the homicidal theme—Weegee-
style crime scene photography this most definitely is not. Luster manages to convey that
desolation with great sensitivity, an impressive accomplishment considering the restricted
and often cramped compositions of circular images. The format lends these photos an
unexpected softness, the broad curves playing against the rigid diagonals of trash-strewn
streets in undeveloped subdivisions, train tracks under elevated highways, narrow alleys
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and concrete sidewalks. Knowledge of the locations' criminal past renews the sense of
devastation: not only was this city abandoned to a natural disaster in 2005, most of its
citizens remain in a state of perpetual abandonment. Luster melds notes of unsettling
beauty and intense sadness—a "Fuck You" tag at one murder site seems directed at the
viewer standing safely in the Chelsea gallery. The massive series, which can be perused in
its totality in large bound ledgers in the main gallery, punctuates a metropolis in
mourning with more personal and specific death notes. An unfortunate decision to include
two screens framed in kitschy lockets marked "Friends" and "Family" on which photo-
portraits of the deceased pass in a looping slideshow detracts from the ghostly absence
felt throughout Luster's photos.

Carlos Vega's etched, perforated, painted and collaged lead sheets substitute grayscale
for the black-and-white of Luster's photos. One piece in particular, the epic "Nebula"
(2010), looks minimalist from certain angles where the light doesn't catch the grooves
marked on the malleable lead surface. Getting closer one picks out the scene: a huge
Broadway-sized theater filled with spectators looking towards the stage, which we can't
see. Above them, an explosion of color has ripped through the metal, allowing us
glimpses of the colorful collage beneath. As with Luster's photos, the presentation creates
the experience of looking in, of peeking onto a concealed or rarely glimpsed scene—not
quite voyeurism, more like being in on a secret. In other pieces Vega paints the marks he
makes on the matted gray surface in sparse, bright hues, conveying brushstrokes that are
wispy and delicate in appearance, but thick and heavy in dimension. He moves between
figurative etchings and collages—a tree, a tuft of grass filled with strange insects—and
abstract patterns of objects and carved notches, like the Tomasellian set of concentric
rings rippling outwards from rocks embedded at the center of "Worn Out" (2011). Aside
from the intrigue of this highly tactile and rarely used material, Vega's collaged, painted
bas-relief sculptures are incredibly rich and sensitively composed, the subtle work on the
metal surface contrasting with the elaborate found materials layered beneath, all
assembled into sometimes-jarring, sometimes-organic relations. Each piece demands
close, detailed inspection, whereas Luster's photographs require distance, and work well
in great numbers as one flips through the whole series.

The interaction between the two—with the large-format photos hung generously in groups
and series while the lead pieces are gathered in small rooms that invite close inspection—
made for one of the few memorable viewing experiences during a recent tour of Chelsea.
Vega's bright, magical and idiosyncratic pieces provide much-needed and very vivid
optimism to play off the documentary harshness of Luster's arresting photos. But there's
also a good deal of violence in the way Vega carves and punctures each sheet of lead,
which can't help but evoke the acts of human violence that make the locations Luster
shoots more significant than the vacant lot around the corner, or the deserted bit of
sidewalk down the block. Both artists draw our attention to one little bit of activity in a
larger field of possibility—the gleaming lead sheets, the devastated New Orleans
cityscape. This set of overlapping contrasts and parallelisms makes the juxtaposition of
these two exhibitions improbably enriching, their force amplified by their proximity.

(images courtesy the artists, Jack Shainman Gallery)
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DEBORAH LUSTER

LCIW 88, St. Gabriel, ed. 5/25. 1999,
photographic print on prepared black
aluminum. 5 x 4 in. Courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

Deborah Luster began her series of
photographic portraits of prisoners in
Louisiana after the murder of her mother.
Her work does not seek to show images

of prisoners but, rather, likenesses of the
people, bars removed, who are in prison.
The result is a collection of individual
portraits recalling nineteenth-century
tintypes. Luster provided each sitter with

a dozen paper copies of his or her photo,
many of which have now been integrated
into prison barter and exchange systems. I
the artist's words, “The aim is not to conne
particular perpetrators to particular victims
but to convey a cultural landscape of violer
activity, its consequences, its toll. This is
clearly not a systematic document but one
photographer's. ..subjective views of an
American institution, indeed, an American
phenomenon.”





















A PRISON SETS PHOTOGRAPHER FREE

Craig Jarvis / May 21, 2006 / Arts & Entertainment
The News & Observer: Raleigh, North Carolina

Deborah Luster sought solace in photography after her mother was murdered. She never expected to
find it inside Louisiana's state prisons.

Her discovery is captured in an exhibition that has appeared in dozens of venues around the country and
invites viewers to join the photographer's surprising embrace of humanity.

"Once I got in prison, something clicked -- it was what I'd been looking for," said Luster, who will lecture
today at the N.C. Museum of Art, where the "Common Ground" exhibition is on view. "Although it seems
counterintuitive, it was a great help to me."

Along the way, it became something else entirely.

The year was 1988, and Luster had just moved to Beaufort. Her mother, who had remarried and become
a wealthy widow living in Phoenix, Ariz., was shot to death in a suspected murder-for-hire.

Luster, an Arkansas native, began studying photography in North Carolina and immersed herself in that
pursuit around the state before moving to New Orleans in the late 1990s. But her efforts to salve her
grief with a camera didn't work.

"I wanted to find some project that would help me deal with what had happened," she said last week in a
phone interview from her home in New Orleans. "Everything I concocted was inadequate."

In 1998, the Louisiana Endowment for the Humanities invited Luster and five other photographers to
an especially impoverished corner of the state to bolster its application for special tax breaks. As she
drove around Lake Providence, La., everywhere she looked were abandoned buildings, empty streets and
prisons.

"So I thought, 'Well, where is everybody? Is everybody in prison?' " she said. "I rounded a curve in the
road and there was another prison. I parked the truck, got out and knocked on the gate.

"As it turns out, the warden had been from a long line of under wardens at Angola Prison. He wasn't so
uptight about it. He said, sure, come on in."

Once inside the minimum-security prison, she ended up taking portraits of the men, who seemed to
welcome her.

Encouraged by the prisoners' reception there, Luster expanded the project to a women's prison and
eventually talked her way into the notorious Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola, a maximum-security
prison for more than 5,000 men. Her status as a crime victim, rather than just a photojournalist,
probably helped her get inside, she said.



The project consumed her from 1998 to 2002. She enlisted a poet and friend, C.D. Wright, and the pair
began collaborating on a book about the project, which they would call "One Big Self."

Rather than display them on a museum wall, Luster turned the images into 4-by-5-inch silver prints on
metal plates and placed them on top of an old metal file cabinet and inside the drawers -- "sort of neo-
archived," she said. Information about each inmate is on the backs of the metal picture, sometimes
statistical, sometimes personal. Viewers are invited to handle them.

"I realized I wanted them touched," Luster said. "For me, when I picked up the prints, it completely
transformed what I felt about the subject, somebody that society almost doesn't want to admit exists."

Luster also made wallet-size copies of every photograph and returned them to the prisoners -- 25,000
pictures in all, she said. Typically, the prisoners mailed the photographs home to loved ones, sometimes
in hopes of softening the hearts of estranged relatives.

"Once we were returning photographs and this guy at Angola said, 'Damn, I done got old,' " Luster said.
"We asked the guard, what did he mean, 'T done got old?'

"The guard said they just have these stainless steel mirrors. They come in when they're 18, 19, 20 and
they're here 20, 30, 40 years. They don't know what they look like, which is mind-boggling to me.

"I thought, 'Oh my God, that's the reason why they're posing in such a way: It's almost like a 19th-
century photograph. They inhabit their bodies differently than the rest of us -- not stimulated by the
mass media, by the bombardment of images."

That insight was one of many avenues Luster unexpectedly explored. What had begun as an opportunity
to come to grips with her mother's death turned into almost innumerable connections with individuals.
By then, it had transcended from journalism to art.

"The project became more about the power of the personal photograph rather than a document of
inmates," Luster said. "I didn't realize when I started the project, but that's what rose to the top for me."

The photographer said she had prepared herself to be criticized for humanizing criminals, but the
criticism never came. Once at a show at a Chicago gallery, she said, a man walked up to her holding some

of the plates and crying. He thanked her and said his father had been murdered.

"He got it," she said. "It's hard to articulate. I was so pleased he understood where I was coming from."

N.C. CONNECTION

Deborah Luster's many ties to the region include:

- Photographer/interviewer, folklife survey project, Carteret County, funded by N.C. Arts Council and the
National Endowment for the Arts, 1988.

- Creative consultant and videographer for a production funded by a N.C. Visual Arts Project grant, 1992, and
by a N.C. Visual Artistic fellowship grant, 1993.

- Mecklenburg Arts Council, purchase award, "The Light Factory," 1991.

- Meredith College, North Carolina photographers award, 1992.

- Arts Council of the Lower Cape Fear, emerging artist grant, 1994.

- Visiting artist, Penland School of Crafts, Penland, N.C., 1998.

- Dorthea Lange-Paul Taylor prize, Center for Documentary Studies, Duke University (with C.D. Wright),
2000.

- Artist-in-residence, Penland School, 2001.
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Deborah Luster’s photograph of Robin Forgette, an inmate

in Mardi Gras costume, from ‘‘One Big Self: Prisoners of Louisiana.”

close match to that of the young Union sol- ~

diers who had photographs made before join-

* ing their units on the front lines. Both groups
_ faced the very real prospect of death apart
* from their families and loved ones. “Eighty-

eight percent of the men who are incarcerat-

- ed at Angola will die there,”” Luster tells us in
--her introduction. - :

*.,-Her photographs are lustrous and beauti-

“'ful by themselves, but the addition of an ex-
‘tended poem by C. D. Wright makes the book
‘ doubly wonderful. Rather than attempt to
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