
Robert Hirsch Talks with Paul Shambroom

FFaaccee--TToo--FFaaccee  WWiitthh  tthhee  BBoommbb::  NNuucclleeaarr  RReeaalliittyy  AAfftteerr  tthhee
CCoolldd  WWaarr,, PPhhoottooggrraapphhss  bbyy  PPaauull  SShhaammbbrroooomm..  IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn
bbyy  RRiicchhaarrdd  RRhhooddeess..  BBaallttiimmoorree::  JJoohhnnss  HHooppkkiinnss  UUnniivveerrssiittyy
PPrreessss,,  22000033..
The following dialogue is a distillation of conversations
between Paul Shambroom and the author about Shamb-
rooms project and book Face-to-Face With the Bomb.
Paul Shambrooms next book, dealing with power, Meet-
ings, is due in September 2004.  It is the result of Shamb-
room attending hundreds of small-town America council
meetings and photographing the participants with a large
format camera to depict the humble practice of local gov-
ernment in a classic, tableaux scale. This latter project was
shown at Le Mois de la Photoin Montreal last fall; it will be
exhibited at the Rencontres dArles this summer.
Paul Shambroom is represented by the Julie Saul Gallery in
New York.
Info: http://www.paulshambroomart.com

Robert Hirsch: BBrriieeffllyy  ddeessccrriibbee  yyoouurr  pprroojjeecctt..
PPaauull  SShhaammbbrroooomm:: In a fairly encyclopedic fashion, I
photographed the U.S. arsenal of nuclear strategic
weapons that were deployed at the end of the Cold
War.  Around 1990 I began a long and tedious access
and research process that continued for the 10 plus
years of the project.  It involved a Christo-like interest
in process and negotiation with the military.  I had let-
ters of recommendations from my congressional del-
egation, but none of this would have happened with-
out the cooperation of the top public affairs officials
of the U.S. Air Force, Navy, and the Pentagon.  I was
allowed to photograph bombers, missiles, sub-
marines, warheads, and associated facilities through-
out the U.S.A.  Since 1992 I made 35 visits to more than
two-dozen weapons and command sites (plus hun-
dreds of individual ICBM silos) in 16 states.

HHooww  ddiidd  tthhiiss  pprroojjeecctt  ccoommee  aabboouutt??
Its been an interest of mine to explore the different man-
ifestations of power.  Previously I did several series on
hidden places of power such as corporate offices, facto-
ries, and police stations.  Ive always been interested in
politics and like many other photographers I wanted to
show things that had not been seen before.
Nuclear power was an extension of this work —
the ultimate in power and as a professional
challenge to show what was unseen.

WWhhaatt  lleeaadd  yyoouu  ddoowwnn  tthhiiss  ppaatthh??
My father was in the U.S. Navy and visited
Nagasaki 8 months after the atomic bomb was
dropped there, but I was not aware of that at
the time I embarked upon this project.  It real-
ly stems from my experience of growing up at
the height of the Cold War and thinking about
it a lot and imagining what I would do if there
was a nuclear war.  Would I go down into a
shelter?  I told my friends that I would stand
outside and watch the inside of my eyeballs
melt.  Of course that was a juvenile, rebellious
response that went along with a total package
of rejecting the older generations values, but it
did indicate the powerlessness I felt about this
life and death situation, and the madness of
planning to survive an all out nuclear war.

WWhhaatt  mmoottiivvaatteedd  yyoouu  ttoo  mmaakkee  tthheessee  pphhoottooggrraapphhss??
The core reason was to confront the bogeyman, which was
the psychological presence of nuclear weapons, the fear of
a terrifying invisible thing.  I worked with the notion that
these things do not have to be invisible.  These are real
things and if I made the effort, it might be possible to pho-
tograph them.

FFoorr  mmee  tthhee  nnuucclleeaarr  bbooggeeyymmaann  wwaass  bbeeiinngg  lleedd  ddoowwnn  aa  lloonngg

hhaallll  ooff  oouurr  ggrraaddee  sscchhooooll,,  hhaavviinngg  ttoo  ggeett  ddoowwnn  oonn  oouurr  kknneeeess
iinn  ffrroonntt  ooff  oouurr  lloocckkeerrss,,  ppuuttttiinngg  oouurr  hhaannddss  oovveerr  oouurr  hheeaaddss,,
aanndd  hheeaarriinngg  tthhee  ssoouunndd  ooff  tthhee  bboommbb  ddoooorrss  cclloossiinngg..
It was part of emotional environment of that time.  In the
fifth grade I wrote what I considered to be a sarcastic, wise
guy poem that also contained a modicum of truth:

Look up in the sky.
See the pretty mushroom cloud.
Soon we will be dead.

Since then I have come to learn that the intention of civil
defense procedures was not really to protect people, but
to convince the then Soviet Union that we meant business
and were equipping our population to survive.  As kids we
saw pictures of atomic tests and knew what they were
doing was ridiculous.

WWhhaatt  wwaass  yyoouurr  pphhoottooggrraapphhiicc  oouuttllooookk  ttoowwaarrddss  tthhiiss  pprroo--
jjeecctt??
First I ask myself what the goal is.  The goal was not to

convert someones attitude to what I thought was the right
attitude.  The first goal was to make compelling and beau-
tiful photographs that people would look at.  Ultimately, I
wanted to convince people that nuclear weapons were
real and not phantoms that we could dismiss.  Within that
framework, I was open to any and all styles of picture
making.  Some images are straight landscapes, almost
greeting card photographs.  Other times I used a photo-

journalistic approach of recording the action of the people
in the scene.  For some, such as the submarine interiors, I
keyed into the clutter and the chaos, taking a more
abstract expressionist approach, filling the frame with lots
of junk while trying to maintain some order.

HHooww  ddiidd  yyoouu  hhaannddllee  wwoorrkkiinngg  iinn  aa  pphhyyssiiccaallllyy  ccoonnffiinneedd  eennvvii--
rroonnmmeenntt??
I worked with lightweight equipment and no assistants; its
just my two cameras and me.  Ninety percent of the pho-
tographs were done with a Plaubel Makina 6 x 7 wide-

angle and the remainder with a Pentax 6 x 7 with a 45mm
lens, sometimes with a waist level finder.  I also had a
hand-held bare bulbed flash.  In addition, I used a col-
ormeter to balance the flash with appropriate filters.  At
one time I worked as a commercial photographer and
learned to mix flash with ambient light.  I have worked in
small environments with an assistant and 400 pounds of
lighting equipment, but I didnt want the photographs to
have the slick, polished look of advertising photographs.
Plus, it was difficult enough to get myself into these
places, and security concerns would have made it impos-
sible to bring an assistant and all that lighting gear.

HHooww  ddiidd  tthhee  pprroocceessss  ooff  mmaakkiinngg  tthhee  pphhoottooggrraapphhss  hheellpp  ccllaarr--
iiffyy  yyoouurr  uunnddeerrttaakkiinngg??
When I first began photographing for this project, I had lit-
tle understanding of my own motivations.  Projects are an
opportunity to learn things about yourself.  If I knew why
I was doing it, or what the pictures were supposed to look

like ahead of time, it wouldnt be worth doing.

HHooww  ddiidd  RRiicchhaarrdd  RRhhooddeess  ccoommee  ttoo  wwrriittee  tthhee  iinnttrroodduucc--
ttiioonn??
Rhodes received the Pulitzer Prize and the National
Book Award for his The Making of the Atomic Bomb
(1986) and he also wrote Dark Sun: The Making of the
Hydrogen Bomb(1995).  He has the kind of intelligence
and credibility I admire.  He has the talent to blend sci-
ence, culture, and politics together to tell a compelling
story.

WWhhaatt  ccoonnnneeccttiioonnss  ddoo  yyoouu  nnooww  sseeee  bbeettwweeeenn  yyoouurr  bbooookk  aanndd
tthhee  wwoorrlldd  ssiittuuaattiioonn  ssiinnccee  99//1111??
One is that the attacks of 9/11 radically altered the security
situations and effectively stopped the possibility of further
access.  It provided the closing bookend for the project with
the beginning bookend being the ending of the Cold War.
The other aspect is the filter of irony that it places over the

topic of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).  In terms of the
pretext of our invasion of Iraq, our foreign policy rhetoric was
based on the urgent need to find WMDs.  Yet our vast, highly
sophisticated, and more lethal arsenal continues to remain
invisible, making my impulse to picture the actual working of
nuclear technology even more relevant today.

WWhhoo  aarrttiissttiiccaallllyy  iinnfflluueenncceedd  tthhiiss  pprroojjeecctt??
When I was younger, I was struck by seeing Picas-
sos Guernica (1937) at MOMA in NYC.  I admired
Jackson Pollocks pictorial strategies of cramming
stuff into a rectangle and having the order fight its
way out of the chaos.  Photographically, Diane
Arbus has had great staying power in my mind as
well as Garry Winogrand and Lee Friedlander.  Plus
I value Christo for the public nature of his art.  For
Christos process and access become not just the
conceptual underpinning of his art, but the art
itself.

WWhhoo  ccoonncceeppttuuaallllyy  iinnfflluueenncceedd  tthhiiss  pprroojjeecctt??
Long before Google, my research into the psychol-
ogy of the Cold War produced a trail of bread-
crumbs that led to a fellow Minnesotan, Eric
Markusen, who with psychiatrist Robert J. Lifton
wrote The Genocidal Mentality: The Nazi Holocaust
and Nuclear Threat (1990).  It is about psychological
processes - how professionals who work with
weapons of mass destruction do their work, go

about their day, and live with themselves.  Lifton is the
patriarch of a small, informally organized group engaged
in psycho-historical studies.  Lifton, who is the author of
Death in Life: Survivors of Hiroshima (1982), has spent 40
years analyzing how men and women lose and recreate
their humanity in extreme situations - Hiroshima, the
holocaust, the Viet Nam War, and now terrorist cults.  I
found Liftons approach to be remarkably nonjudgmental
in that he scrutinizes and analyzes how people can think of
themselves as decent human being and be thought of in
that way by others while carrying out work on weapons of
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mass destruction.  These findings also apply to people
going off to war, which is a time when societies suspend or
make up new rules so that one can do such work.

DDoo  yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  ppeeooppllee  iinn  tthhee  aattoommiicc  pprrooffeessssiioonnss  aarree  ddiiffffeerr--
eenntt  ffrroomm  yyoouu  aanndd  mmee??
I thought that before I got into the project, but afterwards
I thought  they were just like you or me except that they
had made different choices, had different values in some
areas.  I made judgments that I should not have made.
They did not seem like they were programmed robots or
that they were stupid.  Some people were very thoughtful
and they knew what they were doing and what it meant.

HHaavvee  tthhee  mmiilliittaarryy  ppeeooppllee  yyoouu  wwoorrkkeedd  wwiitthh  sseeeenn  yyoouurr
bbooookk??
My publisher sent copies of the book to every base I
worked at.  The problem is that some of these pictures
were taken 10 years ago and military personnel rotate
around so often that its hard to keep in touch with them.
I havent heard directly form them, but I have gotten very
positive comments from nuclear veterans and contrac-
tors.  I did show work in progress to people in the military
and at the Pentagon and to people where I made repeat
site visits.  In the latter group, one mans response to the
photographs remains vivid in my memory.  He made it
clear to me he was proud of his work.  He saw the pho-
tographs as depicting technical devices of his desire and
not as critical documents.  His reaction reconfirms my
belief that the reading of photographs mirrors the atti-
tudes of the viewer rather than that of the maker.

DDiidd  yyoouurr  rreesseeaarrcchh  lleeaadd  yyoouu  ttoo  ootthheerr  pphhoottooggrraapphheerrss  wwhhoo
hhaadd  ssiimmiillaarr  iinncclliinnaattiioonnss??
Yes, I became aware of Robert Del Tredici, an American
living in Montreal, whose work resulted in At Work in the
Fields of the Bomb (1987).  I was rather deflated when I
first came across this book, but I contacted him anyhow.
He was very encouraging and since then he has become a
mentor and friend.  His comment to me at the time was:
"This was a very big subject and there is room for more
than one person."  He introduced me to other inspiring
photographers, such as Peter Goin, Mark Ruwedel, and
Carole Gallagher, who are part of the Atomic Photogra-
phers Guild, a VERY loosely knit organization that Bob
founded and of which I am now a member.  There has
been a traveling show, Visibility and Invisibility in the
Nuclear Era, organized by the Toronto Photographers
Workshop that features the work of thirteen such inter-
national photographers who are committed to recording
atomic evidence.

HHooww  hhaavvee  tthhee  wwoorrlldd  cchhaannggeess,,  ssiinnccee  yyoouu  uunnddeerrttooookk  tthhiiss
pprroojjeecctt,,  aaffffeecctteedd  yyoouurr  tthhoouugghhttss  aabboouutt  nnuucclleeaarr  wweeaappoonnss??
Let me preface my remarks by saying that I intended for
my photographs to be non-judgmental and neutral in tone
and would not have wanted to engage in his type of dis-
cussion in the book.  That said, and now that the project
is over, I feel I can share my personal views.  I am not a
foreign policy expert, but I am a self-educated outraged
American citizen.  I started the project believing that
nuclear weapons might be mankinds greatest folly and
that belief has only been strengthened and confirmed by
what I have seen and learned over the past 12 years.

Looking back I see the hypocrisy of the U.S. and Russian
stance on the non-proliferation, on limiting the develop-
ment of nuclear weapons by other nations because we
have not led by example.  We have significantly reduced
the number of weapons, but we both maintain a huge
arsenal and we both are actively engaged in developing
new nuclear weapons and delivery systems.  In effect, we
are telling other countries to do as we say and not as we
do.  It is sad that we have squandered the opportunity
with the ending of the Cold War. When working with the
Russians we could have realistically and safely disarmed
to a very minimum level.  This would also have provided
us with some moral high ground from which to limit
worldwide proliferation.

HHooww  hhaass  tthhiiss  ffaaiilluurree  lleeaadd  ttoo  tthhee  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  tthhee  ssoo--
ccaalllleedd  ""mmiinnii--nnuukkeess""??
There is an impulse within the current administration and
the Pentagon, which is probably fueled by the economic
concerns of defense contractors, to develop a whole new
family of nuclear weapons, particularity mini-nukes.  The
notion of mini-nukes is to make them more palatable,

which in turn makes the idea of using them more feasible,
whether or not we intend to use them.  It is part of the
bizarre logic of nuclear deterrence.  There is no deter-
rence if your enemies think that you will never use them
under any circumstance.  There is research underway on
mini-nukes that will burrow deep under the ground
before they are detonated.  The theory is that they would
have such a small yield that the radioactive fallout would
not burst the surface of the ground.  It is very question-
able whether this is possible.

WWhhaatt  iiss  yyoouurr  hhooppee  ffoorr  yyoouurr  bbooookk  ttooddaayy??
During the 1970s, when I was a student at the Minneapo-
lis College of Art & Design, the notion of documentary
photography as a means of political and social change was
being questioned and debunked.  I believe that a lot of
that debate was appropriate in that I do not think that
photographs can change the world.  As a result I have
tempered my ambitions quite a bit with this project.  How-
ever, I do still believe that there is a great power in the
image, regardless of the questions of veracity raised by
digital imaging.  People still want to believe in pho-
tographs, and if they are presented in specific contexts we
still believe them, including the context of this book.  I
have worked to establish myself as a credible and believ-
able source.  That said, my ambition was and still is to
bring nuclear weapons out of the realm of abstraction and
present them as a concrete subject rather than a theoret-
ical policy issue.  Because we have seen the pictures, we
know there are still 500 missile silos with people sitting in
them with their fingers on the button.  There are over a
dozen submarines, fully armed with nuclear weapons, on
patrol in the oceans just as they were 20 and 30 years ago.
Currently the U.S. has some 10,000 active nuclear war-
heads, 7,500 of which are deployed in delivery systems
that are on the same level of alert as during the Cold War.
Besides the reduction in their numbers, not much has
changed since Robert Lifton wrote in his 1986 essay
"Examining the Real: Beyond the Nuclear ‘End": 
"Given the temptation of despair, our need can be sim-

ply stated:We must confront the image that haunts us,
making use of whatever models we can locate.  Only then
can we achieve those changes in consciousness that must
accompany (if not precede) changes in public policy on
behalf of a human future.  We must look into the abyss in
order to be able to see beyond it ."

Robert Hirsch is the author of the soon to be released
Exploring Color Photography: From the Darkroom to the
Digital Studio, published by McGraw-Hill, NY.
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A N T H O N Y  S U A U   O N W A R
I am not a war photographer. I have photographed war
because it is an inherent and a highly unfortunate part of
human life.

WWhhaatt  ssiittuuaattiioonnss  hhaavvee  yyoouu  pphhoottooggrraapphheedd  ssoo  ffaarr??
Check my web-site : www. anthonysuau.com or anthony-
suau.com/ clients

WWhhoo  aarree  yyoouurr  rroollee  mmooddeellss
aanndd  wwhhyy??
Cartier-Bresson, Koudelka,
Peress, Bourke-White,
Klein, Strand  just a few

WWhhaatt  wweerree  yyoouurr  iinntteennttiioonnss
wwhheenn  yyoouu  ssttaarrtteedd  pphhoottoogg--
rraapphhyy??  HHooww  hhaavvee  tthheeyy
eevvoollvveedd??
Currently I am interested
in documenting the effects
of international events on
the lives of people around
the world.

HHooww  hhaavvee  yyoouu  sseeeenn  tthhee  eevvoolluuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  ccoovveerraaggee  ooff  wwaarr
bbyy  tthhee  mmeeddiiaa??  
I dont really see any and that is the problem. The same
images are made and published over and over again.

DDoo  yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  tthhaatt  iinnccrreeaasseedd  tteecchhnnoollooggyy  iimmpprroovveess  tthhee  ccoovv--
eerraaggee  ooff  wwaarr  oorr  iitt’ss  ccoonntteenntt??
No.

\HHooww  hhaass  yyoouurr  ppeerrssoonnaall  wwaayy  ooff  wwoorrkkiinngg  cchhaannggeedd  iinn  rreeggaarrddss
ttoo  cchhaannggeess  iinn  tteecchhnnoollooggyy  aanndd  tthhee  iinnfflluueennccee  ooff  mmeeddiiaa??
Too much time and energy
dealing with technology.

WWhhaatt  ddoo  ootthheerr  vveennuueess  ffoorr
yyoouurr  iimmaaggeess,,  ssuucchh  aass  tthhee
bbooookk  ffoorrmm  oorr  ggaalllleerryy  ssppaaccee
ooffffeerr  yyoouurr  wwoorrkk??
A personal vision of the
work as I see it - not as a
publication sees it. 

WWhhaatt  iiss  yyoouurr  eexxppeerriieennccee
wwiitthh  vviissuuaall  cceennssoorrsshhiipp??
Censorship happens within
publications more than in the field.

WWhhaatt  iiss  tthhee  iimmppaacctt  ooff  yyoouurr  iimmaaggeess  oonn  ssoocciieettyy??  WWhhaatt
cchhaannggeess  sshhoouulldd  bbee  mmaaddee  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  iimmppaacctt  ooff  yyoouurr
iimmaaggeess  oonn  ssoocciieettyy??
I do not live or work under the foolish illusion that I am
changing or can change anything. This can not be changed.

HHooww  ddooeess  wwaarr  aaffffeecctt  yyoouu  ppeerrssoonnaallllyy??  WWhhaatt  aarree  yyoouurr  vviieewwss
aanndd  ccoonncceerrnnss  aabboouutt  yyoouurr  ppeerrssoonnaall  ssaaffeettyy??
In the same way it effects everyone. Nothing special. I use
my instinct when I am exposed to open fire.

HHooww  ddoo  yyoouu  ddeeaall  wwiitthh  oobbjjeeccttiivviittyy??  IIss  iitt  ppoossssiibbllee  ttoo  rreemmaaiinn
oobbjjeeccttiivvee  aass  aa  wwaarr  pphhoottoogg--
rraapphheerr??
I do not want to remain
objective -  I am a human
being not a machine.

WWhhaatt  iiss  yyoouurr  uullttiimmaattee
ggooaall??
To document the effects
of international events on
the lives of people around
the world.

HHooww  lloonngg  ddoo  yyoouu  sseeee
yyoouurrsseellff  ccoonnttiinnuuiinngg  iinn  tthhiiss  pprrooffeessssiioonn??

As a photographer?, my entire life.

DDoo  wwee  nneeeedd  aa  mmuusseeuumm  ooff  wwaarr  pphhoottooggrraapphhyy??
God NO! Definitely not.


