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foreword

By Michael Bernard Beckwith

Artistic perceptivity is limitless. And when it’s related to photography, angling the camera and pressing the button are secondary to the inner, perceptive eye of the photographer.

I have known Carl Studna, both personally and as a member of my spiritual community, the Agape International Spiritual Center, for twenty-three years. Throughout those years, he has photographed me countless times. When a selection of my photographs is submitted for public relations purposes, Carl’s are most often “first pick.”

I’ve always known the reason why this occurs is beyond the tilt of my head, the smile on my face, my wardrobe choices or the photo’s backdrop. It is Carl’s inner perception that creates the space for him to clearly see and capture the essential essence of his subjects. What intuitively resonates at his core being about what he perceives infuses the photographs he takes.

Carl’s work is best described by the wise observation of another artist, Mies van der Rohe, a pioneer of modern architecture, who said, “God is in the details.” It is the wealth of Carl’s inner life—his spiritual practices—that inform his work. His capacity to be present to the freshness, to the awe of the moment, to intuitively connect to his photo’s subject, are born of genuinely loving, honoring and respecting what he sees through the lens of the camera.

Click is the result of the wisdom Carl has gathered through his use of the camera as a tool of clear seeing with the eye of the heart. With every click, he catches the rich textures of humanity’s yearnings, aspirations, sorrows, joys, secrets, revelations and triumphs. Carl’s own stories, along with those from a diverse collection of guest authors, will open the eyes, minds and hearts of readers to discover how the power within each immediate moment invites them into a way of perceiving the preciousness of being a spiritual being having a human incarnation.

—MICHAEL BERNARD BECKWITH

Los Angeles, California
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Preface

From the moment the seed was planted to write a book, the information began to flood onto the page without an ounce of effort. It’s as if a lifetime of observation wished to have a voice and I simply said, “YES.”

I’ve been in love with the craft of photography since age fifteen. Throughout my entire adulthood, it has served as a vehicle for expression, particularly for reflecting the awesome beauty and light of this world and its inhabitants. I’ve witnessed areas of success, having the honor of meeting and photographing many luminaries who inspired and contributed to shaping my life choices. I’ve stood in front of hundreds of people with my camera and learned to be honoring with each soul who offers their trust in me.

Over time, it’s become very clear how vulnerable a position it is for each person to muster up the willingness to be seen through this unique medium. Without consciously realizing it, I gradually began to raise my degree of skill, not just in the craft of photography, but in having greater compassion for my subjects. My level of intuition was being sharpened and I was feeling into the perfect moment to click the picture. That moment of the let go… when the ego was taking a break!

I’m not sure when the shift happened, but at some point my role grew from simply taking people’s pictures into fully honoring each individual, and I was naturally showing up and cultivating a relaxed, safe and enjoyable atmosphere. I began to see each person’s essence emanating through their eyes and through their unique way of being. I could never get bored because each individual brought a presence and energy to the session that was unlike anyone else. Somewhere along the path, I experienced a metamorphosis and was no longer just a photographer…I became a revealer of light.

I began to realize that if people could feel comfortable, trusting and fully present in being themselves in front of a camera, embodying these qualities in their day-to-day life should be a piece of cake! I’m absolutely clear that the key element that must be present to reflect an authentic image in every moment of the camera’s click is love. When we are steeped in the pure essence of loving ourselves, everything in our lives must align with this atmosphere of wholeness.

I am most grateful that you are about to join me in exploring what it means to live a life steeped in choices that honor your fullest of expression. Using the example of being in front of a camera as an ultimate metaphor for how authentically you show up in your life, may you glean the gems that will serve you brilliantly in providing a broader stroke of freedom throughout your life choices and in your ability to fully love and be loved.

in Love

Carl Studna
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CLICK

What thoughts, feelings and desires are present in that essential moment when the camera’s aperture opens and closes? Are you present in that moment or wanting to be somewhere else? Be someone else? Look like someone else?











	
	CLICK
	...love or separation?
	



	
	CLICK
	...honor or judgment?
	



	
	CLICK
	...breathe or constrict?
	



	
	CLICK
	...be present or mask?
	



	
	CLICK
	...express or withdraw?
	



	
	CLICK
	...shine or shrink?
	






What does it mean to fully bask in the moment of the CLICK?

I love having my picture taken! How often do you hear people proclaim this statement with glee and conviction? I imagine that most of you love having your picture taken as much as going to the dentist or the proctologist! That’s the consensus I’ve heard during my thirty-plus years of photographing people.

My first vivid memory of having my picture taken was a family portrait when I was four years old. After setting up his lights and camera in our living room, the photographer stuck us in a rigid pose. The last thing I wanted was being told to be still. I wanted to bolt off the couch and run around outside. I wanted to be free, not pinned down and ordered to be quiet and constrained. I’m sure that I was a royal pain in the butt as I squirmed and complained! I surely did not see any value in this experience, nor any purpose whatsoever that made it interesting or worthwhile.

Shortly after this fiasco, I began watching the television show, Love That Bob. Bob Cummings played a hip, bachelor photographer who appeared carefree and quite the ladies’ man. The show always began with an upbeat theme song and as the song ended Bob entered. As he lifted his camera and took a picture of the viewing audience he would say, “Smile, I think you’re going to like this picture!” This carefree, happy, creative adult set an early childhood imprint that taking people’s pictures could be fun. He sure looked a lot happier than my father or any other male adults in my life.

This TV show and the positive reference to having a camera in your face was likely the only time as a child that I witnessed having one’s picture taken as an enjoyable act. The rest of the time it felt like an obligation or something that needed to be done in a certain way.

In the fifties and early sixties, the photographer’s protocol was to give the command, “Say Cheese,” and everyone in front of the camera would respond in unison with their artificial, plastered-on smiles. This technique must have been invented by some brainchild as a simple way of getting people to flex their mouths in the form of a smile while saying this silly word. Clearly, it was not about invoking natural smiles that would look authentic on film. Imagine if there had been a different scenario to effectively get people to authentically laugh and smile. If that approach had caught on, perhaps we might actually enjoy having our pictures taken and see it as an opportune moment to playfully interact and let our light shine.

It’s fascinating to think about some of the words that are used when describing a photographic moment. Phrases like “having your picture taken” evoke the sense of something being taken from you. In certain indigenous cultures, it is believed that when someone takes your picture, they are capturing your Soul. Think about how often we use the word “capture” to describe documenting a specific moment with the camera. “I captured you in the most hilarious pose you could imagine.” For years, I’ve made a conscious effort to avoid using the word “capture” by replacing it with words like document or reveal. I’m still searching for other words that do justice to this act. If you have any suggestions, I’d love to hear them!

What if every time someone was photographing you, you experienced it as a moment of self-honoring, even if that was not the intention of the person behind the camera? Feel like a stretch? Each time I travel to a developing country that has not been indoctrinated by western values, I’m moved by how simply and seamlessly the people respond to my request to take their portraits. When my wife and I traveled to remote areas of Bhutan several years ago, almost everyone that I approached to request a photo had a similar response. They would look at me, perhaps a bit perplexed, not understanding why I would care to have a picture of them, but nod yes and feel completely comfortable with the process. I didn’t ask them to smile or do anything other than be present. They would simply look into the camera and show up without any seeming concerns, thoughts or agendas. I was acutely aware that they were not conditioned to feel like they needed to be a certain way in front of a camera. They showed no signs whatsoever of being concerned about their looks, how they were dressed or whether they were doing it “right.” They only smiled when they genuinely felt like smiling.

Consequently, the portraits of these Bhutanese people convey such an authentic presence. As you look into their eyes, there is an openness that invites you to travel deeply into their hearts and souls. This is the same kind and giving way that we felt when talking with them (those that spoke English). We learned that in their culture they are governed by a king and by a spiritual advisor. Most of the country’s people practice Tibetan Buddhism and you can actually feel a calm, still presence in the air. Many of the country’s decisions are made jointly between the king and his spiritual advisor. What a concept! It’s no wonder that these people feel so comfortable in front of a camera, for they have nothing to hide. Presumably, they don’t associate their self-worth with what they look like, what they own or what kind of job they have. There seems to be a deeper spiritual value that’s not based on outer circumstances or appearances that govern their lives.

Once you recognize that all of life is an “inside job,” looking outside for answers is fruitless. When I bring myself to a still place of high-level listening, the inner wisdom always guides me in the direction that I need to go. So, how does this tie into having your picture taken?

[image: image]

My objective in writing this book is using this unique medium, photography, to serve as an opportunity to reflect. Every time that we are in front of the lens we can assess what’s truly important and muster up the willingness to be real. May this photographic reflection serve as a reminder of who we really are at the core of our nature. May these writings hit upon a deep, resonant chord in each life path and inspire the perfect places within to recalibrate, bringing a fuller sense of wholeness, freedom and self-expression.

Being in front of a camera is a method for receiving instant feedback on where our thoughts are being placed. How are we feeling about ourselves? What “false” values are we placing on ourselves that take us away from being fully present, radiant and alive while in front of the camera? What does it look like to be fully authentic in expressing our true selves, in this very moment, while being in front of a device that objectively documents whatever moment of expression is present?
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“just being”

Igrew up witnessing my father constantly trying to be successful in order to feel good about himself and meet my mother’s high needs and desires. Of course these desires were never fully met because she kept looking for a sense of security from outer circumstances and material goods. Nevertheless, I was raised with a strong model that taught me how necessary it was to “put my nose to the grindstone” in an effort to make things happen.

Entering my teenage years, I began questioning my parents and their generation’s values, and vowed (as most teenagers do) that I would never be like them. I took the route of living a more alternative lifestyle, embracing the “hippie” movement that was flourishing in California during the early seventies. I was initiated into Transcendental Meditation at age seventeen, completed the EST Training at age twenty, and was schooled at Sonoma State University, where most of the teachers practiced an experiential approach to learning. My world became devoted to deepening my awareness of my choices in each moment. I vowed to make decisions that would provide a great sense of freedom in my life, including not being tied down to a day-to-day job or any obligation that would have me feeling the least bit enslaved.
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I married Leslie, a kindred spirit straight out of college, and moved back to Los Angeles to launch a photography business. There, once again I vowed to never allow my business or life choices to drag me down and compromise my freedom and my integrity. Yet the truth is that during the five years of my marriage to Leslie, I was so absorbed in trying to build a business while so desperately trying to be successful that I lost touch with some of my most important core values. I allowed the old conditioning of fear to cloud my priorities and to gradually cause a breakdown in communication and intimacy.

Even with all of my previous training to teach me otherwise, I jumped into the fast-moving pace of Los Angeles with its own set of success values and began to lose sight of what it meant to slow down and listen from the inside out. It took the drama of Leslie leaving our marriage for me to wake up (after months and months of deep pain and introspection) and reassess my beliefs and life choices. Once more, I vowed to never allow fear to cloud and guide my choices ever again (or at least not for long!). From that point forward, beginning in my late twenties, I’ve managed to keep a pretty good perspective on the necessity to tell the truth, at all costs. I’ve found that if I do not speak the truth to others and myself, it will eventually come out in a far more painful and dramatic fashion.

When we are truly living in the present moment, all that can show up is a sense of spaciousness, free of judgment or any form of separation. I recently had a friend ask me, “Can I really let go of control while having my picture taken?” Absolutely, but it takes being mindful and trusting that there is truly nothing you need to do other than simply show up and BE you!

So how does this tie in to Just Being? I love the simple yet profound message at the core of Eckhart Tolle’s teachings: fear cannot reside in gratitude.

Cultivating this state of practicing the presence requires a deepening in faith, a willingness to be vigilantly mindful of catching any beliefs that are based in old fears, like my father’s certainty that success can “only come through great effort and hardship.” Once aware of the “false” belief, we can begin the process of releasing it with love, knowing that it simply has no purpose any longer and replacing it with affirmative statements that are aligned with our true values and beliefs.

I find that the greatest constant thought that keeps me from being still and listening from that clear and receptive frequency is the notion that I need to be “doing” something in this moment other than simply being. At the core of this belief is the conclusion that doing presides over being. It is in this moment of thought that I must challenge the belief and remind myself that it is not true.

While writing portions of this book I was on a cruise ship, sitting in my cabin looking out at the vast Pacific Ocean. All that was present were the moving and glistening ripples in the sea, the horizon line, a pale blue sky and white billowy clouds; all moving from left to right across the large windows framing this moving picture. Sounds pretty idyllic for an environment to “just be” without all the distractions of everyday life coming at me from every direction. I’d say it’s about as idyllic as one could ask for, yet I sat there with moments of thinking, “What’s best to write about next? How shall I tie this in? What format do I wish to use? Blah, blah blah... All of these thoughts were slowing down the process, rather than simply allowing the creative spark to have its way through me from moment to moment. What might it look and feel like to be in the creative flow, that state of allowance where information and expression simply become One?
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