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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my dogs, Norbert, Jack, Dempsey, Ashes, Daisy, and Chloe. Over the years you have saved me a fortune in psychiatrist bills, and for that I am grateful.

It is also dedicated to my father, Charles Davidson, who taught me how to catch snakes when I was six years old. “It might bite you,” he said, “but remember, it’s more afraid of you than you are of it, so be gentle. To it, you’re a giant!”

Also to my husband, Tim, whose fascination with being married to an eccentric artist is ever enduring and much appreciated.
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Introduction

Seven years before I was born, a bulldog saved my family’s lives. Daisy was only a puppy at the time, but her shrill bark woke my father to a house filled with thick smoke after an oily rag burst into flame. He roused my mother, and together they grabbed my sisters and Daisy and made it outside to safety.

I was born just in time to meet Daisy—a snorting, drooling bundle of skin. Her grunts and generous licks are some of my earliest memories. I also grew up with our dogs Jack, Dempsey, Chloe, and Ashes, our cat, Hulk Hogan (named after my hero), and a multitude of reptiles and amphibians. I cared for them, played with them, and was comforted by them while I struggled with adolescence. I also watched them age, and mourned them when they passed. Each one of them is part of the reason why I have so much awe and respect for the animals around me. They keep me grounded by providing me with totally honest interactions and an environment in which I give and receive unconditional affection.

Growing up next to a nature preserve gave me the opportunity to work with animals from a young age. I watched butterflies emerge from cocoons and pump their withered wings to fullness. I watched spiders spin their webs, in awe of their attention to detail. I caught frogs for fun, hunting them like I had seen my cat hunt them and then pouncing on them with cupped hands. Through animals I learned the mysteries of life and death, and the miracles of the everyday. It’s no wonder I’ve worked with them for most of my life. I’ve been a zookeeper and a conservation educator. I’ve also volunteered with wildlife and pet rescues, which taught me how to work with animals from different backgrounds.

After years of working in the fields of photography and animal care, I set my focus on running a photo studio. I no longer don coveralls and spend hours cleaning enclosures and prepping diets. Instead I spend more time with my dog, Norbert, on a daily basis than with anyone else. I listen to his droning snores and grunts as I work, and I observe him eternally trying to find the softest spot on his bed. He stretches each time he gets up, and then he shakes his whole body, peppering the walls with saliva from his plentiful jowls. He’s given me thousands of these shakes throughout the years, and they kept hinting at me to photograph them until I was finally watching closely enough to get the message.

In photographing Norbert I was borrowing the idea of capturing an animal in mid-motion from Eadweard Muybridge. In 1878 Muybridge used his camera to prove that horses lift all four legs off the ground at one time as they run. He captured an action that happens too quickly for our minds to grasp what it looks like.

In Shake, two photographs of each dog are presented side by side, like two frames of a movie, to show the animal’s movement. The photos are a reminder that the external is transitory; that superficial thoughts about the appearance of a person or animal are based on how they look at any one moment, or from different angles. With those we know well, we communicate, relate to each other, and form memories based on common appearances and expressions. When we take a familiar smile away, our minds are left searching for an explanation. Shake calls us to challenge our understanding of the familiar.

The images are not meant to be overtly funny, but the photographs certainly make me laugh. The concept is not meant to be dark, and yet by capturing awkward expressions, some of the photos make the dogs look more like monsters than the friends we see every day.

After photographing the first five dogs in the series, I posted the photos online. Shake quickly went viral and took over my life like a storm. My work was appearing in blogs and was being published in magazines. It was being reviewed by people I had only dreamed would ever pay attention to me and my off-the-cuff photos. During a global recession and war, a time when conversations were sad and heavy, I was receiving hundreds of e-mails a week from people telling me my photos made them laugh, and that felt amazing. Seeing how Shake was shared and enjoyed by millions of people worldwide has given me insight into the universality of how much we love our pets, and how excited we are to see our heroes in a new way.

—Carli Davidson


The Photographs
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PHOTOGRAPHING THE DOGS

In Temple Grandin’s book Animals in Translation, she writes about how “animals fear details that people do not notice.” In my studio, animals can get distracted and scared by things as simple as a flapping piece of silk, the pop of the camera’s flash, and the texture of a paper backdrop. This is why I always strive to normalize the space. I need to take the tension out of a room to set up an animal for success.

With Shake, I began each shoot by studying the animal’s body language, reading whether it wanted to be ignored and would approach me of its own volition, or if it wanted me to be the first to engage. Those initial moments were critical. I needed to make the animal feel a sense of comfort and control, to build a bridge for communication.

After our initial meet and greet I would encourage the dogs to play with me. My goal was always to create the least stressful situation for the animal. I could then transition from play to the shoot, and I wanted this to be as seamless as possible. It’s important that the animal make a positive association with the stage because fear is a shoot killer.

In my work I ask for an extraordinary amount of trust, for the animal to let me put it in front of huge flashing lights and allow me to manipulate its body. I then have to assess what is most likely to get it to shake. Sometimes I sprinkle drops of water on the animal’s head. I may scratch its ears, rub it down with a towel, or blow gently on it. Above everything else, my most important tool is patience. Not all the dogs I asked to model for the book chose to shake. Some shook once and let me know they were done. Some shook endlessly and seemed to enjoy the entire process.

Shake took as much technical planning as it did creative. I began by purchasing new strobe lights that pause motion at 1/13,000th of a second. I also needed a camera that could keep up with rapid motion. I shot the majority of the book with the Nikon D4 camera, which is capable of shooting ten frames per second. This was priceless, considering that some dogs would only shake once and it only lasted one or two seconds. Having a variety of shots to work with and choose from was crucial.

Editing these images was a new experience for me. Unlike most of the photography I’ve done, documenting a moment or staging an idea, I saw the images in Shake for the first time only after I shot them. During the shoot the dogs were moving too fast for my eyes to know what their faces looked like. On my camera’s viewfinder, I couldn’t really get a sense of how distorted they would appear in the photos. This made uploading the most exciting part of the process. The photos came out crisp and clear, and the dogs’ expressions were priceless. It was like unwrapping a little gift.

When people ask how to photograph animals, I tell them the first step has nothing to do with photography. Want to know your subject? Volunteer at a shelter, get certified as a dog trainer, or foster dogs for a local rescue. The key is learning how to communicate with animals through experience, time, and patience.
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