
Dame Judi Dench as photographed
by Joyce Tenneson with the
Polaroid 20 x 24 camera.

THE BIG PICTURE
There are only five of the original cameras

in the world. The Spook joins photographers
John Reuter, Timothy Greenfield-Sanders,

Joyce Tenneson, and William Wegman
in an intimate look at the Polaroid

20 x 24 instant camera



igital photography may
be neat and nifty, but the days of Polaroid
photography are far from over. Looking at
a tiny still image on the back of a digital
camera just doesn’t have the same thrill as
the whir of a Polaroid emerging, and some-
how turning a friend into a digital image
just isn’t as exciting as watching a picture
of that same friend slowly appear as if from
nowhere. 

Polaroid’s most recent consumer camera,
the mio, takes wallet-sized photos that
inspire the same enthusiasm that the origi-
nal SX-70’s did back in the day [see review
on page 32]. But lurking in the shadows
like a silent behemoth is the Polaroid 20 x
24 camera, which, as its name implies,
takes 20" x 24" instant photographs. Stop
for a moment and think about how big that
is. It’s big enough to frame and hang on the
wall. It’s big enough for a life-size head
shot with room to spare. Now remind your-

self that this is a Polaroid, an instant
picture. There’s just nothing else like it.

Created by Polaroid to accurately photo-
graph artwork, this camera has been used
by such notable artists and photographers
as Chuck Close, Ansel Adams, and William
Wegman, to name a few. It has produced
works one would never have guessed were
taken with a Polaroid. The camera itself —
there are five originals in the world —
stands five feet high and weighs 235
pounds. It’s not exactly the kind of thing
you hang around your neck for casual pic-
tures at a family picnic.

So when we were offered the opportuni-
ty to speak with some of the masters of this
extraordinary camera, we accepted —
instantly. 

We first spoke with Timothy Greenfield-
Sanders, whose Polaroid 20 x 24 work with
celebrities from the art, film, and music
field is renowned. His latest book, Timothy

Greenfield-Sanders, is a monograph of
over 350 portraits, from Madeleine
Albright to Orson Welles, taken with both
the 20 x 24 and his trusty old 11 x 14 Dear-
dorff. Next was Joyce Tenneson, who took
time from her busy shooting schedule to
talk about her recent book and project, Wise
Women, which is not only chock full of 20
x 24 portraits, but is an inspiring and
thought-provoking work of art and knowl-
edge. And then there was the reluctant mas-
ter himself, John Reuter, the man most
identified with the 20 x 24 camera, be it
behind the scenes with William Wegman or
through his own brilliant and exploratory
work. Reuter also runs Polaroid’s New
York 20 x 24 studio. His genius is like that
of the great cinematographers, without
whom directors could not do their thing. He
has worked with some of the greats, includ-
ing Tenneson, Greenfield-Sanders, and
Chuck Close, to name a few. 
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Alec Baldwin as photographed by
Timothy Greenfield-Sanders with
the Polaroid 20 x 24 camera.

“For me it’s about the person, it’s not
about gimmicks and lighting and crazy
environments. It’s about a very simple,
minimalistic approach to photography”



“The Polaroid is my favorite to
work with when it comes to colors”

—Timothy Greenfield-Sanders

Velvet Underground icon, Lou Reed
by Timothy Greenfield-Sanders 



“I was supported by Polaroid while I was
in graduate school for my SX-70 work.”
explains Reuter. “When I graduated, I
moved to Boston and was looking for a
teaching job but heard through friends that
Polaroid was searching for employees for
two new jobs. One was the genesis of the
20 x 24 studio and the other was a research-
testing studio for different film types. I was
actually more interested in the testing stu-
dio than I was in the 20 x 24 at the time. So
I took the testing lab job for about a year
and a half, then the guy who took the 20 x
24 studio left. I moved into it in 1980 —
still kind of reluctant. Perhaps my unique
story in all those years has been my reluc-
tance in doing it, but I’ve been doing it any-

way. I really wanted to be focusing on my
own work. I wanted to be a teacher, and yet
I seemed to posses this innate talent that
was beyond my consciousness, to let this
technology be available to other artists.”

Polaroid also opened the door to the tal-
ented Greenfield-Sanders. “In 1987, Bill
Wegman, Chuck Close, and Stephen Frai-
ley were all using the Polaroid camera,”
Greenfield-Sanders told us. “They were
friends of mine and suggested that I try it
also. They helped to get me a three-day fel-
lowship, where Polaroid gave me three
days with the camera and a bunch of film.
That was my introduction to the camera.
But of course for me it was a very natural
move from the 11 x 14 Deardorff because I

was used to running a large format camera
and this was actually easier as I had some-
one to run it for me. The portraits that I did
in that first shooting of three days were of
artists who work with photography but
don’t see themselves as photographers.
People like William Wegman, Chuck
Close, Stephen Frailey, Barbara Kruger,
Sherry Levine, Richard Prince — people
who make art-using photographs. That was
my theme, and that group of portraits was
seen by Mary Boone, who offered me a
show.”

Joyce Tenneson received a grant from
Polaroid fifteen years ago and began her
work with the 20 x 24 then. “All of my
images involve people, and the camera
gives me the ability to work quickly and
move forward when you feel that you’ve
gotten what you want. It’s a big plus for
me.”

Working with such a large, intimidating
camera would be unnerving for those of us
who are used to modern, near-pocket-sized
devices. We asked John Reuter what prob-
lems even an experienced photographer
might experience when using this relative
behemoth. “It depends on what formats
they’ve worked with. If they’re dedicated
thirty-five or two-and-a-quarter shooters,
there may be more problems. Lighting
issues, framing issues, speed issues, and
depth of field issues are much different in
this format. But people who’ve worked in
4 x 5 or 8 x 10 are much more comfortable
because they’ve actually encountered that
sort of stuff on their own. We’ve always
tried to give it a freedom so that anyone
could do it, whether a painter or a sculptor,
an experienced photographer in large for-
mats or a photographer who is not experi-
enced in large formats. It really comes
down to a personality issue: how much they
trust you when they come in and the rela-
tionship you build with them once you start
up.”

Trust is certainly a major factor when
working as a team with the 20 x 24, and
nobody knows that better than Timothy
Greenfield-Sanders: “For me its about the
person, its not about gimmicks and lighting
and crazy environments. It’s about a very
simple, minimalistic approach to photogra-
phy and portraiture, so that it’s really about
the face and about the person without a lot
of distraction. A good illustration of the
Polaroid is that it’s such an intriguing cam-
era that even people who have been pho-
tographed a lot get stopped in their tracks
and pay attention to it. A perfect example is
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when I photographed President Bush the
elder for the cover of Texas Monthly a few
years ago. We flew the camera down to
Houston and set it up in his offices — we
were supposed to have a five or ten minute
session with him, but he was so intrigued
by the camera, and Barbara was there, and
it was sort of fun — so we had an hour and
a half. And we kept shooting more and they
said, “Let’s do another one.” You know,
they got very into it. If you can pull off
something that’s somewhat flattering, you
start to get the cooperation of the subject
and they feel like they can do better. “Let’s
try this,” or “Let’s try and make it better.”
I think that’s what so special about this
machine; it’s very much something that’s a
collaborative form of photography. And in
a way, because John [Reuter] is operating
the camera, I see myself as a director. I’m
able to spend more time with the subject
and not worry too much about the technol-
ogy of making everything perfect. I can
depend on John to do all that, and he and I
have done it so long together that I can just
give him a signal or two and he knows how
I want my cropping or where I want my
lights and we just kind of do it seamlessly.”

“There are so many interesting people
I’ve met shooting with the Polaroid, and to
me interesting doesn’t necessarily mean
famous,” explains Joyce Tenneson. “There
is also the collaboration you have between
the subject and yourself. Yesterday we did
photos of author Elizabeth Gilbert (The
Last American Male) for Entertainment
Weekly. I think she loved the idea of being
there for the entire process from the shoot
to the finished work.”

“We’ve also worked with people who are
not even photographers at all,” says Reuter,
“such as Tim Burton the film director (Bat-
man, Planet of the Apes). We’ve done quite
a bit of work with him. And Robert Wilson,
the theatre director. Some of our best situ-
ations come about because they are used to
trusting a group of people. They’re much
more attuned to working with a team than
an individual photographer who might
come in and feel they need a total control
over the environment.”

Because Reuter has used the 20 x 24 and
its studios for everything from fine art to
editorials to magazine covers and photo
essays, we asked him if the subject being
shot by the 20 x 24 is as enthused by the
process; do they want to keep one of the
photos from the session? “Yes. And that
depends on who’s doing the shoot. Timothy
Greenfield-Sanders, for instance, has a set

fee for when he does commissioned por-
traits. So the perception is when you’re
doing a shoot for a magazine or an editori-
al and there are a couple of extras — what
are they worth? We then just transfer that to
the photographer, we’re kind of off the
hook on that because it’s really not our gig.
The Studio provides the production and the
lighting etc., but then the work is owned by
the photographer. So there is an intimacy
and a trust built up during the shoot and it
might be sort of destroyed in the end if the
photographer says, ‘Okay, if you really
want this print it’s going to be six-thousand
dollars.’ A lot of times celebrities don’t
really know celebrity photographers that
well and they just think of the image as an
image, but they don’t realize that, because
of this particular photographer, it’s become
a piece of art. It’s not just worth the price
of the film or whatever, it suddenly
becomes a five- or ten-thousand-dollar

piece of art. It’s all about perception, and
we don’t decide that — the market decides
that.”

“It’s a camera that I’ve used many
ways,” Greenfield-Sanders explains. “I’ve
used it commercially for advertising
clients, I’ve used it editorially for magazine
portraits, and I’ve used it for my own work
for exhibitions. These are unique images
and they have a certain cachet because of
that. They’re in a sense a daguerreotype if
you will — they’re one of a kind. You can
copy it, but there’s only the one original.”

There are celebrity shoots and there are
celebrity shoots. Having recently pho-
tographed Coretta Scott King for Wise
Women, Joyce Tenneson adds, “She was an
icon of mine for around thirty years, so get-
ting to meet her and have the chance to
photograph her was a wonderful experi-
ence. Because she’s an older woman and
she’s lived through so much, I felt like I
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“She was an icon of mine for around
thirty years, so getting to meet her and
have the chance to photograph her
was a wonderful experience”

There are celebrity shoots and
there are celebrity shoots:
Coretta Scott King



“Because she’s an older woman and
she’s lived through so much,

I felt like I was meeting history”

—Joyce Tenneson



This page and folowing page:
Gloria Steinem, age 67
photographed for Wise Women
by Joyce Tenneson





Hear no evil:
Jane Goodall, age 67
photographed for Wise Women
by Joyce Tenneson



was meeting history. It’s not the same feel-
ing when you’re photographing someone
like James Taylor, who’s my age. He’s had
a certain amount of music history but he’s
still young. That sense of history and hav-
ing connected with the past in some way is
very special for me.”

“When I was growing up in Florida and
reading about New York,” adds Timothy
Greenfield-Sanders, “The Velvet Under-
ground and all the cool things that were
happening here — it was very much Andy
Warhol who was center stage for me. Par-
ticularly the ‘Screen Tests’ that he did
which were those three-minute movies
where he just put a person in front of the
camera, turned the camera on and let them
be themselves. That appealed to me, so I
started to think about shooting portraits in
that same way.”

John Reuter can remember some of his
very early experiences with such pioneers
as artist Chuck Close and photographer and
filmmaker William Wegman. “I first met
Chuck briefly in 1982 when he was work-
ing with the 20 x 24 and I was really taken
by his incredible generosity and sincerity.
He really takes an interest in you and what
you do. I was really impressed by that.
Chuck was considered at that time a photo-
realist, which was totally the opposite of
what I was doing at that time. But like other
great artists and exemplary human beings,
his personality was just so overwhelming
that one becomes co-optive to the work and
you suddenly become so much more
attracted to their work. Chuck is an extreme
example of that; he’s probably one of the
most beloved and respected people in the
art world. When I moved to New York and
decided I didn’t want to do transfer work
anymore and wanted to become a painter,
Chuck was extremely generous in helping
me learn about painting and talked to me
about how he stretched canvases and how
he used rabbit skin glue, lead whiting, and
so on and I followed what he said to a T. It
was a great experience to work with him.
We became very close. When he had the
incident where his artery collapsed and he
became paralyzed, it was a huge shock and
devastation for me. But watching him
recover and all that — what a hero he
became, even more so. To keep painting
and keep going on and keep up with his
generosity, his relationship with people just
never changed.

“I started working with Bill Wegman in
1980. He had been working with the 20 x
24 for a few years already and he was

working with Man Ray, his first dog, at that
point in time. He had already begun to
establish his work. He wasn’t quite sure
what he wanted to do when we first started
working together, but we actually created
some of the most classic Man Ray photos
between 1980 and 1982, before Ray died.
We began to develop a pretty good rela-
tionship. Bill’s about ten years older than I,
and I always considered him like my older
brother. We’ve been through a lot of things
together. We were working in the studio
together the day my father died of cancer.
Bill and his wife Christine actually got mar-
ried in my studio, and Fay Wray got sick
and died while we were working together.
On my Web site I mention sort of briefly
how Bill once said, ‘You and I are like
Polaroid friends — we’re really close when

we are working together, but we really
don’t actually spend time together out of
the studio.’ He lived in New York and I
lived in New Jersey. After a while we sud-
denly went from being ‘Polaroid friends’ to
being ‘Polaroid family.’ People always
asked me who’s your favorite client in the
Polaroid studio — and I would say Bill
Wegman, because the shoots are always fun
and they’re always relaxed. He’s very open
and he’s very intuitive when he works.
He’ll show up with actually no idea of what
he wants to do, but then he’ll feed off the
energy of the people in the room and it just
builds. I’ve never not had something won-
derful happen with Bill. It just somehow
works out in the end.”

William Wegman’s work is beloved not
only in the art world, but by the public at
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Blue Ribbon Party
by William Wegman



“When people come to see
them, they treat them like
they’re superstars and as
if they’re not really dogs”



“It’s Bill’s mentality
and Bill’s genius that’s
actually translated
through these dogs”



large as well. Even children know and love
him and his famous dogs from his beloved
“puppies” books, calendars, and renditions
of fairy tales told through photographs with
his wonderful Weimaraners. John Reuter
remembers his early meetings with Weg-
man’s most famous dog, Man Ray: “Meet-
ing Man Ray you almost think that this dog
is not really a dog — he’s gotta be some
kind of icon or something like that. And I’ll
never forget the one time that I came to see
Bill at his Cedar Street studio and seeing
Man Ray just lie on the couch like a dog.
And then someone rang the doorbell and he
barked like a dog. I realized, ‘He actually is
a dog!’ It goes that way now with the other
dogs. When people come to see them, they
treat them like they’re superstars and as if
they’re not really dogs — but they are actu-
ally dogs. And the genius of Bill to me is he

translates them into the art world persona
that people see them as. The dogs don’t do
this on their own — it really is Bill. I’ve
seen him do this through generations of
dogs now. It’s Bill’s mentality and Bill’s
genius that’s actually translated through
these dogs.”

For the most part, they don’t lie on their
backs and let you rub their bellies while
their tongue and tails are wagging, but pho-
tographing people has its memorable expe-
riences as well. “In the eighties, I did a very
big campaign with the Polaroid camera for
Barneys and I shot a lot of celebrities for
them,” says Greenfield-Sanders. “In the last
couple of years I did the Eileen Fisher
clothing ads, which were all shot on 8 x 10
Polaroid in my studio in New York. I’ve
shot Tipper Gore, Madeleine Albright. I’ve
shot Ruth Bater-Ginsburg on the Polaroid

— these are pretty major people we’ve
moved the camera to, or they even came to
us in some cases.”

“I’ve been working in earth tones now,”
explains Joyce Tenneson as she talks about
her new book, Wise Women. “I use a color
and black-and-white film which gives me a
cross process. I’ve always been interested
in the female psyche, so it was a natural
evolution to my work and I just decided to
go for the end of the life cycle. The women
in the book are between the ages of sixty-
five to a hundred. In my opinion, it’s more
than a book — but really an awakening for
our culture to rediscover what former cul-
tures knew: that their elder women were a
national treasure. That’s why they called
them ‘wise women.’ That title goes back to
antiquity when older women were revered.
One of the reasons that I concentrated on
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“Edward Burne-Jones
was a Victorian painter

that I greatly admired, so
I took a snippet from his
work and super-imposed

those figures onto the
back of the wall to get

this sort of duality to it”



older women is that there are nineteen mil-
lion of them as opposed to thirteen million
men. Also because older women are often
made to feel that they are ‘over the hill’ or
‘gone to seed,’ whereas older men often are
thought to be dignified. There’s a double
standard. As the baby boom gets older, our
culture is going to need to reawaken to the
values of its elders in general. Each of these
women is so unique. One of my favorites is
the photograph of Lola and her grand-
daughter. It was wonderful just to see their
relationship and the spanning of the gener-
ations. And to have them see themselves on
such a large image — they just broke into
tears. Then there’s Kitty Carlisle Hart who
is showing her ninety-year-old legs and she
is just gorgeous.”

John Reuter is no stranger to Joyce Ten-
nyson and her striking portraits. “I had a
great opportunity in 1999. Joyce was
scheduled to do a nude workshop in Tus-
cany and had a conflict with the schedule
and so she asked me if I would share it with
her. We had two models to choose from a
group of six, so we chose the most natural-

looking women and we went around all
these little villas in Italy and photographed
them against certain things. In one of my
photographs, ‘Tuscan Wall,’ our model was
leaning against these supports for a wall,
which came out at a strong angle, about
thirty degrees, and I photographed her lying
back on this concrete support. And actual-
ly it was a very beautiful photograph on its
own without any of the other stuff added.
Edward Burne-Jones was a Victorian
painter that I greatly admired, so I took a
snippet from his work and super-imposed
those figures onto the back of the wall to
get this sort of duality to it. This was now
done digitally with a result that looked like
a fresco.”

Prior to Reuter’s work with the 20 x 24,
he created mini-masterpieces with the
Polaroid SX-70. “I worked with the SX-70
for about three years and discovered a tech-
nique through Rick Valencenti, a fellow
graduate student, of being able to strip SX-
70 materials. So you would photograph
something — and in my case it was copy
work — and let it cure for about eight hours

and then turn the piece over and very care-
fully cut off the back of the negative and
take it away. Then I would view the piece
on a light table and with a swivel knife I
would very carefully cut around the areas I
wanted to retain, then literally with this
film — which is no longer available — you
could actually roll out the dyes you didn’t
want to stay in there and remove them so
that you would have the original image that
you wanted to leave intact along with clear
film space, which is like a polyester sheet,
which is the front of the SX-70 prints. From
there I would bring in acrylic paint or col-
lage or other media to complete the back-
grounds. So they were like mini collages
really. For me, the beauty of those pieces
are that they were intimately produced, and
they relied on the notion of the SX-70
frame which when you viewed it from the
front there was a completely fantastical sit-
uation retained within the frame of the SX-
70 photo. So for me it was like a surrealist
piece of art, which looked like it popped
out of the camera as a finished piece.

“In my piece ‘Egyptology,’ for example,
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“…part of the
problem with the
recognition of this
work is that a lot
of people didn’t
understand what I
was doing because I
was the only one
doing it”



“For me, the beauty of those pieces are that
they were intimately produced, and they relied
on the notion of the SX-70 frame which when

you viewed it from the front there was a
completely fantastical situation retained within

the frame of the SX-70 photo”

Dada Max,
created by John Reuter
on the Polaroid SX-70



the woman figure was a copy of an old cab-
inet card that I had found. So I used the SX-
70 with a close-up lens and shot a one-to-
one copy of the piece, then I stripped out
everything behind that and I think the
Egyptian figure in the background was
from something like a National Geograph-
ic. The sky and the landscape were painted
in with acrylic paint. So they’re sort of like
Indian miniatures. Now I work in a much
larger scale and have gone on to do paint-
ings, which are five by seven feet, and my
current work is with digital files, which are
around forty by fifty inches or so.”

Before Photoshop, before digital, there
was John’s Androgyne series. “The
Androgyne series was a hybrid process.
What had happened was Polaroid changed
the SX-70 film in 1980. What I ended up
doing was only possible because I worked
in the testing studio with the scientists and
the engineers who were developing new
Polaroid film. It just so happens that when
Polaroid tests something like SX-70 type
film, they don’t necessarily have to put
them into packs with the white border
around them. They can actually run them
into what we call lab spreads, where they
just take a roll of material which is five
inches wide and then mate it with a positive
and a negative in a pod, just to get a quick
look at what something’s doing. So because
I worked with these guys, I asked if I could
have some of that and they gave me a roll

of the stuff, like enough to do a hundred
images. I took a 4" x 5" negative, pho-
tographed it in a 4 x 5 camera, ran it
through the rollers, stripped it and put it
into contact with the SX-70 sheet that I had
on the roll and the dyes went into that roll.
So then I had this SX-70 type image but
from a 4 x 5 camera. So what I was able to
do with that was strip out everything but the
figure and instead of painting it in like I did,
I would look for reproductions in cata-
logues or books, or whatever that would fit
with the figure and I would lay it over it and
literally re-photograph that on a 4 x 5 cam-
era. And by this time I would then blow that
up to 20 x 24 and make an image transfer
from that. So it was this whole bizarre leap-
up to doing those things, and it’s only
because I had access to this material. So
working at Polaroid has opened up enor-
mous possibilities, because who else would
have access to this film, on this roll, from
the scientist? It was a really fortuitous situ-
ation. But part of the problem with the
recognition of this work is that a lot of peo-
ple didn’t understand what I was doing
because I was the only one doing it.”

“The Polaroid is my favorite to work
with when it comes to colors,” says Green-
field-Sanders. “They’re just so flattering
and rich at the same time — they’re sharp
and yet they’re not cruel. So there’s some-
thing about the film that’s just a beautiful
quality. One of the things that we did

recently — which was a first for me — is
that we digitized the images. Instead of
having copies made the way we used to
where we put it on a wall and shoot a trans-
parency, John has a system now to do dig-
ital scans of these Polaroids. So we were
able to make very large files and deliver
those to the client.”

“We have a scanning back right now, so
we can reproduce the images on an Epson
10,000 printer, for instance,” says Reuter.
“That’s one of the services we are begin-
ning to offer in our studio at the moment.
This works very well with our clients who
we’ve built a trust with, because we know
what they want or care about or when cer-
tain tonal discrepancies are not acceptable.
So we have a good advantage, having this
service in-house.”

Whether shooting the rich and famous,
the richly historical, or the surrealist pho-
tography project, the giant Polaroid 20 x 24
is indeed at the forefront of the Polaroid
family. It has been used and loved by many,
from Annie Leibovitz to the amateur pho-
tographer with a yen for the Polaroid expe-
rience. The superb detail it delivers is stun-
ning.

Eighty-five-year-old Zelda Kaplan, who
was photographed with the 20 x 24 by
Joyce Tenneson, had a ball during her ses-
sion: “Because she designed her own
clothes, she could look at the photograph
and see the hat and how it looked and how
it reproduced,” remarked Tenneson. “It was
really very thrilling for her.”

“I used to dance a lot,” says Zelda in
Wise Women, “but unfortunately, all my
partners are dead. Now I travel to remote
villages around the world where women
weave their own cloth. I design all my
clothes and try to keep the integrity of the
cloth.”

Integrity, style, history, passion: try
getting that out of a digital camera. ~

Following page: Zelda Kaplan,
photographed with the 20 x 24 camera
by Joyce Tenneson

To experience the Polaroid 20 x 24 studio
for yourself, visit www. polaroid.com/stu-
dio/20x24/rental/index.jsp for details. For
more on John Reuter, Timothy Greenfield-
Sanders, Joyce Tenneson, and William
Wegman, visit their Web sites at:
www.johnreuter.com, www.greenfield-
sanders.com, www.tenneson.com, and
www.wegmanworld.com.
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“Because she designed her own
clothes — she could look at the
photograph and see the hat and
how it looked and how it 
reproduced — it was really
very thrilling for her”
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In ancient times, older women
were the keepers of primal

mysteries and were revered for
their special wisdom. For this

very special book, Joyce Tenneson
traveled throughout America
to photograph and interview
women ages 65 to l00. What
she found was a revelation —

women who were vital, energetic,
and deeply beautiful, inside and

out. The 80 portraits are of
women from all walks of life

from the famous, such as
Sandra Day O'Connor, Julie

Harris, and Angela Lansbury,
to the ordinary, such as our
mothers and grandmothers.
Tenneson's compelling and

compassionate portraits,
accompanied by short poignant

statements from these remarkable
women about the experience of
aging, will help to reawaken us

to the power and wisdom
of our elders.
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