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The First Interest in Photography
I have always seen cameras around – my father with his 1936 Leica, and my grandfather with old Rollei
and Agfa cameras. I received a Brownie camera when I was about 3 years old, followed by an assortment
of simple cameras, and eventually “inherited” my grandfather’s last toy
in the early 1960’s, an Olympus Pen E. I have never been without a
camera since then. The interest grew over the years, as the hobby
evolved from “snapshots” to a more serious form of documentation,
capturing moments and events and eventually dabbling into
photography as fine art. In high school (in the Italian Alps), I became
the unofficial school photographer – they knew they could count on
me to record important events and provide reprints for everyone. I
finally was able to buy my first SLR 35 mm (a Miranda Sensorex), and
experiment with different lenses. In college, at the University of
Michigan, I took an electron microscopy course. This required learning
black-and-white darkroom techniques to process and analyze the
micrographs, and that was the start of my interest in B&W and the
processing aspects of photography. My introduction to medical
photography occurred in medical school, when I was “drafted” by the
Chair of the Department of Surgery to photograph all major operations
for teaching purposes. At my suggestion, he purchased the then-new
Olympus OM-1 system (the camera I really would have liked for myself –
small and light) which I was then able to use at will. 

Why NYI?
After many years of taking pictures, self-taught, I wanted to learn some photo theory to improve my
technique. I was already an attending pediatric surgeon, on the faculty of a medical school, and did not
have the time to take an on-site course (my schedule would have forced me to miss too many sessions). I
had been reading several photo magazines for years (Modern Photography – now Popular Photography,
Photographic, Shutterbug), and saw the ad for NYIP. This seemed like the ideal compromise, as I could do
the work at my own pace, on my own schedule. It was an excellent decision. 
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What is Most Enjoyable
It is hard to put into words. First, I like to capture what I see, which allows me to relive the moment and take
it with me. This is particularly true with underwater photography (I bought underwater photo gear before I
getting my own scuba gear…). I then discovered that one can see the world in a different way, and in fact
often the photos show things differently from how we remember them –but obviously how the eye and the
middle-man, the brain, had seen them. Sometimes the beauty of the image seems superior to the real thing.
It has also allowed me to follow the passage of time: places changing with the seasons, trees growing, and
most of all, my young patients going from illness to recovery to growth and development over the years.
Last, but not least, it has been a source of enormous satisfaction to capture important moments in the lives
of my patients, and be able to share those moments with their parents. Many of the families I treat would
not be able to afford an 8x10 portrait of their child. The look on their face when I give them enlarged
copies of some of the images I took while caring for their child is priceless, and one of the most gratifying
parts of my medical career. 

Challenges:
Taking pictures in the operating room has a number
of challenges, ranging from lighting, the need for
high magnification to show small details, and being
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able to emphasize the area of interest, the pathology,
the lesion, often in a very homogenous, low contrast
(and very red) field. Finally, it is always a challenge to
get in close, frame the composition properly and take
the picture without contaminating the sterile operative
field. Even after 25-30 years of taking my own pictures in
the operating room, I always ask one of the other
members of my team to “watch me” to make sure I am
not inadvertently getting too close to the field. 

First Photography Job:
I suppose technically, the photography I did in high
school should be considered the first, since I was
reimbursed for the images I gave to others. Any revenue from my photography for the past 20-30 years has
been in the form of donations for images sold at silent auctions, or the occasional print sold during a photo
competition or exhibit. However, a few months ago, I decided to pursue a “real” career in photography,
retiring from the full-time practice of pediatric surgery. While trying to make contacts with photographers,
ask advice on how to proceed, get my images known etc, on an impulse, I responded to an ad in the
local paper, and interviewed for a seasonal job as a high school portrait photographer. I just started this
job at the middle of May (2004) and therefore, for the first time, have an official paid job as a
photographer. 

NYI’s Training:
The NYIP training was extremely helpful. For the first time I understood the principles of photography, the
interaction of aperture and shutter speed, the basics of lighting, and countless important details. The NYIP
Course was also the first time I ever received feedback on my images from professionals, and opened my
skills and technique to outside scrutiny. It was a very important moment. I was extremely nervous when I sent
in my first assignment, and the reassurance and constructive critiques gave me a huge amount of
confidence. When I submitted some of my medical images to NY PhotoWorld, in response to a request for
samples of photography used by NYIP students in their “day job”, I received a letter from Linda Cumming
(at the time, one of NYI’s Student Advisors) expressing very positive opinions (hers and NYI Dean Chuck
DeLaney’s) about my work. That was the shot in the arm I needed to move forward, and an incredible
boost to my ego. That letter is still framed on the wall of my office... 
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What’s Next?
I am getting a late start in my photography career, and do not
hope to be able to earn my living exclusively through
photography for quite some time. I also still enjoy being involved in
medical education, so I anticipate splitting my time between
medical education (but without the demands of clinical activity)
and any photographic opportunity I get, until I am able to
develop my photography into a full-time occupation. While I plan
to enjoy every minute of my current job as a high school portrait
photographer, in the long run I would like to somehow pursue
more varied experiences in photography, putting to good use my
years of medical photography, my eye for candid moments and
the beauty of fine art photography. I already have prepared an
outline for a possible book of images that tells the story of what
pediatric surgery and the care of premature infants and sick
newborns is really all about – the human aspects of medicine. I
would love this project to come to fruition. 

How my photographic career will evolve is anyone’s guess… right
now I am looking for the “right opportunity”: I am wide open to
suggestions and advice! 

–Sarah Van Arsdale
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