
        
            [image: cover]
        

    








Built From Scratch:

Adventures in X-ray Film Photography

with a Homemade 11x14 View Camera






Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2019 Scott Wittenburg

Discover other titles by Scott Wittenburg at
www.scottwittenburg.com

This book is available in print at many
online retailers (ISBN 978-0-359-60707-5)

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This book is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person to share
it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then you should return it to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

All rights reserved. Except for brief
quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews, no portion of
this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or manner
without the permission of the writer/publisher.

Cover photos and design by Scott
Wittenburg

All photographs and images unless otherwise
noted are by Scott Wittenburg

Please send comments, feedback and
suggestions to scott@scottwittenburg.com

For more information about the author, please
visit www.scottwittenburg.com

©2019 by Scott Wittenburg







Introduction

My first experience with a large format
camera was in the mid-eighties while working as a photo assistant
at Stratos Photography in New York. The owner, Jim Stratos, did a
lot of commercial catalog work and used 4x5 and 8x10 large format
cameras nearly exclusively. Back then, most professional
photographers used Kodak Ektachrome ISO 64 transparency film for
color work. This was an extremely fine-grained film with excellent
color reproduction.

One of my very first tasks at the studio was
learning how to load sheets of large format film into film holders.
It was imperative that the emulsion side of the film faced the dark
slide and was correctly inserted behind the thin slots that kept it
flat and secure. This was a stressful process because if the film
wasn’t loaded properly the results could be disastrous. Adding to
the stress level was the fact that there was no way of knowing if I
had succeeded until the film came back from the processing lab.

My respect for large format photography grew
as I realized the amazing versatility of a view camera—the ability
to precisely compose and focus a shot on the ground glass, correct
for image distortion and increase depth of field through a
combination of swings and tilts. But what really had me hooked were
the final images—images so sharp and detailed that it boggled the
mind.

Thus began my passion for large format
photography. The first view camera I bought was an Omega 4x5. I
spent hours at a time behind the thing, setting up still-life shots
in the makeshift studio in my apartment. I loved the process of
meticulously arranging items on a table, lighting them with a
studio flash powered light box, shooting Polaroid test shots to
ensure that the lighting was just right, and loading film holders
with sheet film for the actual shoot. While going through these
motions, I acquired a whole new appreciation for large photography
and its limitless possibilities.
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My first 4x5 view camera

Several years later I bought a used 8x10 view
camera. It was an old, relatively inexpensive Burke and James. I
loved its much larger image area and the bigger prints resulting by
contact printing the negatives. I had become a dedicated black and
white fan by then and used Plus-X film exclusively.
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My Burke and James 8x10 view camera

In the late nineties digital photography came
along andpretty much threw many photographers like myself off
course. The ability to shoot images digitally and view them
immediately afterwards was attractive and addicting. Addding to
that the capability of digitally manipulating those images in Adobe
Photoshop and the money saved by eliminating film and processing
costs left little doubt why digital nearly virtually replaced film
photography.

Like everyone else, I bought a digital camera
and learned how to use Photoshop to create stunning images. My
entire mindset had changed while my film cameras sat gathering
dust. But after a while the thrill of digital photography began
losing its luster. I longed for the hands-on experience that had
been missing all that time. In other words, I missed film!

So I dusted off my cameras and got back into
film. Around the same time I started experminenting with
alternative processes. I used my 4x5 camera to shoot Polaroid 669
and type 55 film to create image transfers, emulsion lifts and
black and white prints from Polaroid negatives. I loved having the
ability to work with instant film and create images that were
totally unique.

Fast forward to May, 2014. I had moved back
to Ohio from New York, returned to college and became a photography
teacher at a wonderful suburban high school. School was almost out
for the summer and one day it suddenly hit me: How cool would it
be to own an even larger format camera than an 8x10, like say, an
11x14? I could make 11x14 contact prints then!

So I went online and googled 11x14 view
cameras. I was in shock. There were very few available and the ones
that were out there cost anywhere from $1500 to $4500! And this was
without including a lens or even a film holder. I was bummed out.
No way I could afford it.

Then I got a crazy idea. What if I built a
camera myself? It would definitely be cheaper and who knows, it
might even work! So I started googling homemade view cameras.
Nearly all of the results were for 8x10 and smaller cameras. I
think I found one person who had built an 11x14 camera and the guy
had spent a fortune in the process. Most of the materials he used
were supplied by others and pricey. If I was going to do this, I
would have to build everything from scratch on a shoestring
budget.

Once I get something in my head like this, I
can’t stop—at least without at least giving it a shot. So I
downloaded several photos of various old view cameras, started
drafting my own design and made a shopping list. As you will see
throughout the first chapter—and in fact throughout the entire
book—my design and modifications take a number different twists and
turns as I strive to improve my creation.






The rest, as they say is history.

A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE LAYOUT OF THIS BOOK. .
.

As you thumb through the pages of this book
you will notice that there are often two different versions of the
same image. The reason for this is twofold. One, I want readers to
see the actual full-frame contact print of each of the X-ray
negatives before any cropping. This enables the reader to see
everything that was captured on film including the flaws, such as
scratches, light leaks and so on. Two, I want the reader to see the
actual scene layout as I saw it through my camera. This becomes
particularly relevant in the case of the more creative shots near
the end.

The image that you see after each contact
sheet shows a cropped version of the same photo.

Here is a preview of how the view camera
photos are presented in this book:
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Because I want to maintain the integrity of
traditional darkroom photography the best I can, none of the
images you see here were manipulated in Adobe Photoshop, except
for cropping and removing any dust spots picked up by the
scanner. I did not lighten, darken, lower or raise the
contrast, or retouch the images any of the images. Every contact
sheet you see was printed in the darkroom using standard black and
white film chemistry. In other words, what you see is the real
deal. The only digitizing that was carried out was the scanning of
the contact sheets I had printed in the darkroom.

I wrote this book to share my experiences of
building this camera, working with X-ray film and working in a
studio setting to create portraits using studio flash. I also hope
to encourage more ambitious readers to give these endeavors a try!
I have seen very little written about X-ray film photography or
building view cameras this size from scratch. If my experiences can
lend some help and insight, all the better!
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Chapter 1: Camera Construction

The Film Holder

As I searched for large format film holders
online I quickly discovered that 11x14 film holders were not only
very rare but expensive, so I decided to build my own. Then I would
attempt to build the camera around it.

I purchased a sheet of 2’x4’x1/4” MDF (medium
density fiberboard) and cut out a sheet 15x12½ inches. I then glued
3/8” craft sticks (which are basically popsicle sticks) along three
edges of the MDF to create a thin space for the film. I cut four
pieces of ¾” oak molding to create the channels into which the film
would be inserted. (The extra 3/8” overhang provides space for
the film.) I mitered three of the pieces that would serve as the
sides and bottom of the holder, glued them to the craft sticks and
clamped until dry. I then attached the fourth piece for the film
entry point by gluing it to the side pieces, using craft sticks as
temporary spacers. I repeated the process for the other side so the
film holder would hold two sheets of film.
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MDF lined with craft sticks. Rounded ends
were sawed off.


For the dark slides, I ordered hard and
strong Garolite (XX), black, 1/32" Thick, 12" X 24" from McMaster
Carr and cut out two pieces 16 ½” x 11 3/4” making sure that they
were exact and would slide neatly into the channels.
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Dark slide added


The Base/Rail

I mulled over a focusing system for several
days until I found an old Besseler enlarger that had a nice rack
and pinion assembly. I removed it from the enlarger and laid it
aside.
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This rack and pinion assembly from an old
Besseler enlarger was repurposed for my camera’s focusing
system
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I used 1x6 poplar 24 inches long for the
base. I then mounted the stripped-down rack and pinion assembly to
the base as seen here.


I built up the mount for the rear
standard with plywood until it was the proper height to clear the
two rods protruding from the gearbox. I used a 1/4 inch bolt to
connect the standard to the mount because I wanted to be able to
disassemble this camera easily in the future if
necessary.
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The Rear Standard

My next challenge was to create a rear
standard that would accommodate a ground glass viewer plus film
holder channel. I knew I wanted the standard to be square so that I
could compose both vertical and horizontal shots by loading the
film holders from the top or the side respectively. I decided to
make the standard an 18 ½ inch square. I used 1 x 2 inch poplar for
the standard, mitered it, glued it and clamped until dry.
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Frame for rear standard


For the ground glass view-er/filmholder
channel, I cut an 18 x 18 inch sheet of MDF and cut out an opening
the exact size of image my film holder would produce, keeping it
offset on one side to allow room for the film holder to be
inserted. I then built the track for the film holder using 1 x 3
inch poplar for the frame and 1x1 inch molding to create the
channel. I used window screen clips to provide tension for the film
holder and attached them to the 1x1 inch molding using a staple
gun.
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Ground glass viewer/film holder assembly for
rear standard
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Detail of viewfinder/film
holder channel. Note the position of the window screen
spring.

Ground Glass Viewfinder

My next challenge was what to do for a ground
glass viewfinder. Like film holders, these things are expensive so
I researched cheaper avenues. I read that somebody had used
Rustoleum Frosted Glass to create a dull, non-glare surface instead
of etching the glass. I thought I’d give that a try.

I had already decided to make a removable
ground glass viewer, not really knowing if this had even been done
before. My plan was to use the ground glass panel for viewing and
then replace it with an identical sized film holder once it was
time to shoot. I knew that this method would help ensure that the
focal plane on the ground glass would be the same as the film
seated in the film holder, plus it would significantly simplify my
design. With that in mind, I simply created another film holder of
sorts but used a sheet of 11x14 picture frame glass glued to one of
the sides. I also cut the opening in the MDF the same size as the
film area. I used popsicle sticks for spacers again and butted the
glass right up against them before gluing 3/4 inch oak molding over
the glass. I had sprayed a few light coats of the Rustoleum window
frosting to the glass prior to mounting it in the frame, keeping my
fingers crossed that this would work
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Oak molding was clamped to the frame to
secure my "ground glass" in place


Removable Back Components

Now that I had all of the basic components
built, I needed to devise a way to attach the removable ground
glass viewer/film holder assembly to the rear standard frame. It
had to not only be secure and easily removed but able to be rotated
90 degrees to allow for both vertical and horizontal composition.
After much deliberation, I devised a way to make it work by using a
combination of L-brackets. To support the assembly on the bottom I
installed two L-brackets on either side of the standard, both
having a single hole drilled through their centers. I then lined up
a pair of brackets with pins that fit into the holes and screwed
them into the bottom of the assembly. At the top of the assembly I
installed a pair of brackets on either side that could swivel and
lock the assembly in place.

To enable successful removal and replacement
while changing from horizontal to vertical format, I installed
brackets on the sides of the assembly as well.
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The removable ground glass viewer/film holder
was secured by a combination of L-brackets
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Completed
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