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I was born in Hamburg,  Nor th Germany.  I  grew 
up in a picturesque suburb next  to the wide 
r iver  E lbe.  Being the eldest  of  f ive s ib l ings,  our 

house was always ful l  of  chi ldren and ful l  of  l i fe . 
We did not  have a te lev is ion (out  of  choice)  so we 
played a lot  of  games.  My mum would do many ar t 
and craf ts  projects with us;  I  loved drawing and 
knew from a young age that  I  wanted to become 
an ar t ist .  My dad is  a radiologist  and gave me my 
f i rst  camera when I  was 15.  I t  only  occurred to 
me much later  that  he actual ly  spent  a l l  h is  day 
working with images and in those days i t  was al l 
f i lm and chemistr y.  Maybe my mum nur tured my 
creat iv i ty  and my dad’s sc ient i f ic  mind pushed 
me to explore the boundar ies of  photography. 

When did you star t  making ar twork?

I  have always loved drawing and paint ing and 
knew I  wanted to study something creat ive.  A 
fami ly  f r iend convinced me though to go for  some-
thing “sensible,  where you can actual ly  get  a job 
af terwards” so I  chose graphic design.  I  came to 
London in 1996 to do a foundat ion course and 
went on to study graphic design at  Camberwel l 
Col lege of  Ar ts  in  South London.  I  never  real ly 
l iked working on the computer  or  the disc ip l ined 
ar t  of  typography.  I  a lways saw myself  as an 
image maker and did a lot  of  exper iment ing and 
rule-breaking.  I  f inal ly  fe l l  in  love with photogra-
phy on a school  exchange program to New York’s 
Parsons School  of  Ar t  in  1999 where I  took a c lass 
about  a l ternat ive processes with J i l l  Enf ie ld.  She 
showed me how unique photography could be and 
I  was instant ly  att racted to processes that  were 
handmade,  exper imental  and were of ten prone to 
mistakes and fa i lures;  I  have been hooked ever 
s ince.  For  my f inal  degree show back in London,  I 
used Liquid L ight 1 on found objects.  Af ter  t ravel -
ing for  a year  and l iv ing in  Israel  wi th my boyfr iend 
I  came back to London to do my masters in  pho-
tography.  For  two years I  immersed mysel f  in  the 
study of  a l ternat ive processes out  of  which the 
Ophel ia  ser ies emerged. 
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Can you please describe in detai l  the process 
you used to create the Ophel ia series and how 
you came to i t?

I  created the Ophel ia  Ser ies dur ing my two-year 
masters degree course at  Central  Saint  Mar t ins 
School  of  Ar t  in  London.  We were encouraged to 
work on a personal  project  f rom ear ly  on in the 
course.  Af ter  watching a f i lm on the instal lat ion 
ar t  of  Chr ist ian Boltanski  I  had a dream of  wom-
en’s faces f loat ing in water  l i t  wi th a myster ious 
orange l ight  f rom below.  So I  decided to exper i -
ment with putt ing l iquid l ight  emuls ion onto wax 
plates so I  could subsequent ly  f loat  the pieces in 
water.  I  have always admired the Pre-Raphael i te 
ar t  movement in  England,  and especial ly  Mi l la is ’ 
famous “Ophel ia”  paint ing that  I  saw at  the Tate 
Br i ta in a few years previously ;  I  instant ly  saw 
a connect ion and decided to name this  body of 
work af ter  i t .  The sad looking,  beaut i fu l  and mys-
ter ious,  eternal ly  young women in Pre-Raphael i te 
paint ings epi tomize for  me feminine beauty,  sym-
bol ized by their  long f lowing hair.  Bol tanski  deals 
a lot  wi th death in h is  instal lat ions and I  t r ied to 
integrate th is  aspect  into my work through the 
evocat ive reminiscence of  waxen death masks, 
whi lst  p lay ing on the ambiguity  of  the former— 
the possibi l i ty  of  i t  s imply  being innocent  s leep.  I 
was drawn to the beauty  in  decay and death.

I  took a lot  of  photographs of  my female f r iends 
f rom al l  around the wor ld,  ly ing on the f loor  with 
their  long hair  spread out .  From the dig i ta l  f i les I 
pr inted large internegat ives 2 onto acetate which I 
contact -pr inted onto the wax plates.  To make the 
plates,  I  bought  wax pel lets ,  heated them up and 
poured the l iquid wax onto a table coated with 
cooking oi l  ( to  l i f t  the plates of f  af terwards with-
out  breaking)  in  several  layers to create 5-7mm 
thick plates of  wax.  To help the emuls ion st ick to 
the wax I  sprayed them with ar t ist  varnish before 
coat ing them with l iquid l ight  emuls ion and ex -
posing them under an enlarger.  I t  is  hard to get 

1Liquid Light is a silver-based sensitizer for applying on any surface, 
exposing by an enlarger, and processing in conventional chemistry.

2Internegative is a negative created directly from a color-reversal (positive) 
or black-white positive film. It is the negative copy of the camera original.
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I had a dream of women’s faces floating in water 
lit with a mysterious orange light from below”

Ann-Louise #2 by Tina Maas

“
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the emuls ion to st ick ,  especial ly  as the wax is 
temperature sensi t ive,  which causes i t  to  expand 
and contract  unpredictably.  Some days I  would 
come back af ter  leaving coated plates overnight 
to dr y  in  the dark,  only  to  f ind that  the ent i re emul -
s ion had separated and cur led up.  Sometimes 
the image would appear f ine in the developer but 
by the t ime the plate was in the wash the ent i re 
emuls ion had separated from the plate and had 
l i teral ly  washed of f .  Even i f  I  got  per fect  images 
af ter  the wash,  the emuls ion would sometimes 
crack under the pressure of  the wax expanding a 
few days later.  But  a l l  th is  unpredictabi l i ty  is  par t 
of  what  I  love about  the process and what makes 
each plate so unique.  I t  took me about ten plates 
to get  one image I  was happy with.  Af ter  I  had cre-
ated the f inal  wax pieces,  I  f loated them in a tank 
of  water  and i l luminated them with underwater 
l ights to re-photograph them. Most  of  the or ig inal 
wax pieces cont inued to deter iorate and eventu-
al ly  d is integrated.

You mentioned Christ ian Boltanski  and the Pre-
Raphael ites,  who or  what else inspires you?

For inspirat ion I  a lways love going to one of  the 
many museums or  ar t  exhibi t ions here in London. 
The l ist  of  photographers whose work I  admire and 

that  inspire me is  long and  includes,  amongst 
others,  Melanie Manchot ’s  ear ly  emuls ion works 
on canvas,  Abelardo Morel l ’s  camera obscu-
ra work,  the Starn Twins col lage work,  Connie 
Imboden’s underwater  i l lus ions,  J i l l  Enf ie ld’s 
a l ternat ive processes,  Anne Arden MacDonald’s 
sel f  por tra i ts ,  Mona Hatoum’s instal lat ions, 
Sarah Moon’s polaroids and Sal ly  Mann’s large 
format col lodions.  I  a lso love discover ing l ike-
minded photographers on internet  s i tes such 
as al ternat ivephotography.com and I  can spend 
hours browsing in good photography bookstores. 
Seeing other  photographers’  work in lectures and 
talks can be ver y  inspir ing for  me also.

What aspects of  photography come easier  for 
you? How about more dif f icult?

When I  switch into “photography mode” I  become 
total ly  immersed in the moment and enjoy ex -
p lor ing a subject  f rom many di f ferent  angles;  so 
shoot ing usual ly  comes easy for  me.  I  sometimes 
have di f f icul ty  gett ing star ted on a big  project  that 
I  have been thinking about  for  ages.  I  am fear ful 
that  I  wi l l  not  be able to l ive up to my own expecta-
t ions.  A lso,  edi t ing my work is  hard and t i resome. 
But  once I  star t  in  the darkroom I  am ver y  en-
thusiast ic  and even several  misfor tunes cannot 
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dissuade me ( i t  sor t  of  makes the eventual  suc-
cess even sweeter) .  One aspect  that  is  extremely 
d i f f icul t  for  me is  sel f  promotion.  Adver t is ing my 
work,  networking with the r ight  people and con-
tact ing gal ler ies,  magazines,  publ ishers is  not  my 
cup of  tea at  a l l .  I  real ly  hate bother ing people 
and st i l l  l ike to th ink that  i f  people l iked my work 
they would contact  me -  a  ver y  naive att i tude I 
am told.

What is  one of  the f i rst  lessons you teach your 
photography students?

First  of  a l l  I  te l l  my students to stop using their 
cameras on auto mode.  I  bel ieve that  being in 
fu l l  control  of  the camera is  essent ia l ,  and that 
exper iment ing and making mistakes are the best 
ways to learn.  I  usual ly  star t  my courses with a 
revis ion of  depth of  f ie ld as I  see i t  as a key tool 
for  d i rect ing the v iewers gaze,  thereby g iv ing my 
students more control  in  expressing their  v is ion. 
Ul t imately  I  l ike my students to develop person-
al  projects,  which I  t r y  to  foster  by encouraging 
them to look at  other  photographers work,  par-
t ic ipate in  cr i t ical  d iscussions,  and also by going 
to see exhibi t ions,  looking at  re levant  internet 
s i tes,  f i lms,  etc ,  which al l  contr ibute to st imulat -
ing their  creat ive awareness.

What is one of the best lessons you’ve learned?

This may sound cheesy but  an essent ia l  lesson 
I  have learned is  never  to g ive up—to keep be -
l iev ing in yoursel f  and your abi l i t ies.  I f  you do 
become dishear tened,  speak to other  creat ive 
people in  your  f ie ld,  f rom my exper ience they act 
as a wonder ful  suppor t  group and get  you work-
ing again.

Any future or  current projects of  interest?

Too many to te l l  you about . . .  actual ly,  I  am work-
ing on a new personal  project  that  involves my 
wooden v iew camera (4x5)  and the dr y  t intype 
process but  i t  wi l l  be a whi le  before the work is 
ready to show.  At  the moment I  am simply  enjoy -
ing the shoot ing.  ♦

“...once I star t in the dark-
room I am very enthusiastic 
and even several misfor tunes 
cannot dissuade me.”

Takayo by Tina Maas

Peninah by Tina Maas

Tina Mass is an alternative process artist, photographer and 
educator that lives in London, England. More of her work can 
be viewed at www.tinamaas.com.


