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This book is about the Sylvania flashcube—a space-aged, flash photography device, 
revolutionary in 1965 and nearly obsolete by 1975.  Like any visual study of a single 
object, this project isn’t fixed neatly in one discipline or one time.  When I look back at 
this artifact I am given access not only to its material residue but also to its more ghostly 
reflections of the cultural, political and economic imperatives of its moment.1   

Why this object?  The flashcube was a mesmerizingly beautiful and utopian source of 
light.  It was manufactured by the millions, for amateur use at a time when photography 
was radically expanding as a domestic practice. The cool, contained cube marked an 
important break from the burn-prone, open-faced flash devices of the 1940s and 1950s. 2

Its shiny, Warholian surface encapsulated the counter cultural zeitgeist of the late 1960s; 
after firing, the flashcube’s blasted interior looks like the devastated landscape of an 
atomic age. 

Despite its mass appeal the flashcube was, like most technologies, eventually abandoned 
for bigger and brighter things. Today, aside from a short entry on Wikipedia and its 
collection as a novelty item online, the flashcube is largely forgotten. Photographic flash is, 
in fact, often relegated to a footnote and is strikingly under-analyzed. 3 

 Yet flash’s blinding 
effects and military genealogy, and the flashcube’s precise contemporaneity with the war in 
Vietnam make this a rich analytical object to reflect on the continuous links between light, 
war, history and photography.  As Claude Lévi-Struass would put it, the flashcube is good 
to think with. 

In most urban spaces we are conditioned to the total presence of cameras.  We expect to 
see hundreds of photographs-in-the-making in the course of a day, from a tourist using 
a camera phone to a security camera gathering images from the side of a building.  We 
are, by now, mostly numb to these things. But we are not (and perhaps can never be) 
entirely anesthetized to the bodily effects of photographic flash.  Its light is a startling 
physical reminder of a camera’s proximity and its power.  The short, intense blast of a 
light is what awakens us to the fact that a photograph has been taken and, by extension, to 
photography’s profound sensory presence in our lives, for better or for worse.  For better, 
we have nearly seamless access to images in our intimate spheres as well as from across the 
world.  For worse, we have the constant nagging feeling that we might be the subject of 
an unwanted “tag” or on the receiving end of a surveillant camera.  On the extreme end 
of this experience, there is now a prototype camera that can photograph around corners. 
Using an ultra-short laser flash, that camera records a hidden subject’s multiple reflections 
and then interpolates a 3-D image based on those reflections. 4  While we will never be 
physically “awakened” to this stealth camera (silence and secrecy are the preconditions 
of its very existence), we can, via the kind of close analysis that I perform here, more fully 
understand the potential applications and implications, both positive and negative, of a 
future camera that can “infer the structure of things” outside of its direct line of vision. 5
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All outmoded objects have a story to tell.  But how does looking at a defunct 
photographic device differ from unearthing something like a manual typewriter 
from 1960s or an 8-track tape from the 1970s?  Specifically, what is the significance 
of the flashcube’s status as an expired photographic tool? Examining photography’s 
material past seems crucial at a time when photos themselves have become increasingly 
important in our everyday lives and yet strangely untouchable and de-materialized—
flying by as bits of matter on a screen or floating somewhere on a distant “cloud”.
There has been new urgency expressed—among artists, art historians and theorists – in 
considering photography’s more concrete physical forms. Photographic prints, though 
materially present, can sometimes fail us in this regard.  They record a precise moment 
in time but they don’t often reveal much about the conditions under which they were 
made, the information outside of the frame.  Photography’s material supports—the 
cameras, the lenses, the computer chips—can however provide deeper insight into 
the social, political and economic forces behind the pictures we make, circulate and 
consume. 6

This book was conceived as an artwork.  It is an archive of pictures and texts intended 
for the printed page. The materials are wide ranging: from a “terrorist letter,” 
advertisements, press photographs from Southeast Asia, G.I. snapshots, my snapshots, 
1970s photo contest pictures, newspaper and magazine clippings, to corporate 
communications, blog entries, technical drawings and montage. Some of these 
materials have been altered; all of them have been carefully assembled to encourage 
close scrutiny of the flashcube and its material circumstances. 

Like any other archive, this one is not neutral.  The project grew out of the love of 
an object.  Over time it became a negotiation between that attraction and a critical 
assessment of the conditions that produced it.  In the end I hope that my unorthodox 
strategies—a visual study assembled primarily of visual materials—can point to other 
experimental ways for artists, scholars and others to approach the investigation of the 
everyday devices we use, both past and present. 

Marget Long
New York, January 2012 
 

1. Nicholas Mirzoeff’s ground-breaking work in 
the field of visual studies was crucial in shaping 
the way I came to think of and think through 
the flashcube. The ideas, debates and object 
studies collected in The Object Reader, edited by 
Fiona Candlin and Raiford Guins (New York: 
Routledge, 2009) were also formative: that 
book gave me the intellectual framework and 
the permission to ply the flashcube with the 
attention that I was already (artistically) intent 
on giving it.

2. The flashcube was replaced by the “flashbar” 
around 1976, and later by the more powerful 
built-in flash units used on most cameras today.

3. There are countless how-to manuals on 
the use of photographic flash.  There are 
also several excellent historical accounts 
of flash’s early applications.  For example, 
see Chris Howes’s To Photograph Darkness: The 
History of Underground and Flash Photography 
(Carbondale, Ill: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1990).  There is, however, a near total 
absence of theoretical writing or scholarship on 
photographic flash.  One exception is Thomas 
Keenan’s “No Flash” in Assemblage, No. 20, 
Violence, Space (April 1993) p. 48-49.

4. This “transient imaging” camera technology 
is the creation of Ahmed Kirmani, a graduate 
student at MIT.  He frames the project as an 
“entirely new imaging domain” that relies on 
continuous time sampling of the light reflected

off of hidden objects.  Some of the recorded 
imagery is not visible to either the camera or 
the source of illumination.  When finally “field 
ready” the applications for this new technology 
include “looking around the corner: rescue 
and planning, vehicle navigation around 
blind corners, medical imaging” as well as, 
presumably, many other unspecified military 
applications.  For a full description of Kirmani’s 
project, see http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/
handle/1721.1/58402/656284100.pdf

5. Ahmed Kirmani, Femtosecond Transient 
Imaging, Thesis Submitted to the Program 
in Media Arts and Sciences, Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (June, 2010).

6. Phil Chang, Liz Deschenes, Penelope 
Umbrico and many other contemporary artists 
often emphasize the photographic medium 
itself, with keen attention to the tools of 
production, modes of dissemination and forms 
of display.  In his book, The Edge of Vision: 
The Rise of Abstraction in Photography (New York: 
Aperture, 2009), Lyle Rexler gives a provocative 
account of artists that, confronted with the 
rise of digital technologies, have started to 
“look intently at every aspect of the process of 
photographic representation.”  See also “Hard 
Copy/Soft Image,” Charlie White’s essay on 
the potential of the photo book in the age of 
photographic immateriality, published in Mark 
Wyse’s Seizure (Bologna: Damiani, 2011). 
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Knowledge comes only in flashes.
-Walter Benjamin
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[NOTE 1] Life, August 22, 1969.
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The New York Times, March 13, 1970.
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In the early morning hours of March 12, 1970, blasts ripped through the 
headquarters buildings of GT&E and two other companies in New York City.  
The terrorist group responsible was protesting the companies’ participation 
in defense work.  Ironically, the explosion within an upper floor of GT& E’s 
Third Avenue headquarters destroyed the photo lamp sales department.

Thomas E. McCarthy, The History of GTE: The Evolution of One of America’s Great 
Corporations, 1990

Magnesium flash powder test, photographer unknown, circa 1920.
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Marget Long, The Photo Lamp Division is Bombed, (GTE/Sylvania Headquarters, 
730 Third Avenue), Inket Print on Archival Paper, 18 x 12 inches, 2009.[NOTES 2 & 3]
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The New York Times, March 13, 1970. 
Photo by Edward Hausner/ The New York Times.
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 “Bombs Blast a Message of Hate,” Life, March 27, 1970.“Beach in Da Nang,” Soldier’s photograph, circa 1968.  
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Lighting Diagram, Ansel Adams, Artificial Light Photography, 
Basic Photo Series (New York: Morgan & Morgan, 1956).[NOTE 4]
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U.S. News and World Report, January 24, 1966.[NOTE 5]
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[NOTE 6]
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Published: July 9, 1965
Copyright © The New York Times

(previous page, left)  Marget Long, Casino, Reunification Palace, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, 2010.
(previous page, right)  Life, 1969. 

(this page, left)The New York Times, July 9, 1965.
(this page, right) Marget Long, Sylvania Flashcube (Used), C-print, 40 x 30 inches, 2009.[NOTE 7]
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The New York Times, March 13, 1970.
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[NOTE 8]
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(previous page) Marget Long, Papa Flash’s Gun, (Edgerton’s High-Speed Flash Photograph, 
Phillip Jones Griffith’s Elephant Grass, Sylvania Blue Dot), 

Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2009. [NOTE 9]

The idea had got abroad that there is great risk and danger involved on account 
of the explosive nature of the blinding, smoke belching, evil smelling, flashlight 
powder...The flashpan was a piece of equipment which a wise photographer kept 
in his cupboard, and only took out when there was no other way to get the job 
done...The unsavoury reputation of this disgusting powder still clings to the name 
of flash.

Photo-Flash in Practice, 1947

Forbes, August, 1965.
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(left) Large Flash Installation, The American D5 used for aerial reconnaissance. 
Ralph L. Aspden, Electronic Flash Photography (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1960).

(right) Life, April 12, 1968. [NOTES 10 & 11]
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Forbes, April, 1965. 
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[NOTE 12]
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(previous page) Life, September 4, 1970. 
(this page) U.S. Air Force Photograph, Vietnam, precise location unknown, circa 1969.
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Life, Special Issue: Picture Contest Winners, July 9, 1971.     [NOTE 13]
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Early flash apparatus used a blast of air from 
a bulb (A) to blow lycopodium spores (B) 
into a candle flame (C).  These glowed and 
were directed down a tube (D) to light a twist 
of guncotton (E) which fired the flashpowder 
(F).  This was used successfully, on the end of 
a pole (G), in Hermannshöhle, Germany.

Chris Howes, To Photograph Darkness: The History of Underground and Flash Photography
(United Kingdom: Wild Places Publishing, 1989).
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 Marget Long, Thirty Frames, Hush...Hush, Sweet Charlotte (1964), 
Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 16 x 20 inches, 2011.[NOTE 14]
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Published: December 18, 1966
Copyright © The New York Times Sylvania Flashcube packaging, circa 1969. Photograph by Todd Franklin.The New York Times, December 18, 1966.
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[NOTE 15]
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She screamed “Nong qua, Nong Qua!” (“Too hot, Too hot!”) 
when he photographed her running past him.

(previous page) Marget Long, Stills from Kodak Television Commercial (1967), 
Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2010. 

(this page) AP Photo/Nick Ut, June 8, 1972. 
Published in Life, Special Double Issue: Year in Pictures, December 29, 1972.
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Marget Long, Nikon F on Ice # 1, (Dirty snow on Third Avenue, Camera with Bullet Hole,
War Remnants Museum, Ho Chi Minh City), 

Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2010.    [NOTE 16]
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Life, November 22, 1968.[NOTE 17]  “Beach in Da Nang,” back of Soldier’s photograph, circa 1968.  
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Kodak Instamatic 104/Outfit box, manufactured 1965.[NOTE 18]
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Marget Long, How to Win a Photo Contest in 1970,  
Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2011.
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Life, B-52 Trigger, April 28, 1972.
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(previous page, right) Life, April 28, 1972. 
(previous page, left) Life, April 28, 1972.

(this page) Life, November 6, 1970.[NOTE 19]
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(this page) AP Wirephoto, Vietnam, February 5, 1966. 

(next page, left) Life, May 26, 1972.
(next page, right) “China Beach, Danang,”  Soldier’s photograph, photographer unknown, 1967. 
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 (next page) Marget Long, Cubes, (Olek’s crocheted cover for “The Cube,” New York City, 2011, 
Robert Morris’s Untitled (Mirrored Cubes), 1965), Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2011.Life, Special Double Issue: Year in Pictures, December 29, 1972.
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[NOTE 20]
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(next page, left) Life, December 29, 1972.
(next page, right) Life, April 28, 1972.(this and previous page) UPI Photograph, front and back, December 28, 1970.

FLASH+CUBE.indd   84-85 1/18/13   11:08 AM



FLASH+CUBE.indd   86-87 1/18/13   11:08 AM



Forbes, 1964.[NOTE 21]
GTE World Headquarters, Stamford, Connecticut 

  Bethlehem Steel, Building Case History, No. 33, February, 1974.
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[NOTE 22]
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Marget Long, How to Win a Photo Contest in 1971, 
Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2011.
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Helicopter Crash, Soldier’s photograph, Vietnam, 1969.
(two previous, left) Life, September 22, 1972.

(two previous, right) Marget Long, Bomb Crater, Củ Chi Tunnels Tourist Site, Vietnam, 2010.
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(previous, left) Soldier’s photograph, “To Carol From Charles,” date unknown. 
(previous, right) Life, May 28, 1971.

(next, left) Life, September 22, 1972.
(next, right) Soldier’s photograph, location unknown, 1970.[NOTE 23] Forbes, January 1, 1966.
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Marget Long, Sylvania Blue Dot, C-print, 30 x 30 inches, 2010.[NOTE 24]
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[NOTE 25]
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 (previous page) “Big Shot” mass flash promotional photo by Sylvania Photo Lamp Division. 
New York Stock Exchange, 1957.

(this page) Marget Long, Telecommunicating, Photomontage, 10 x 14 inches, 2010. 
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New View Picture Cube, Promotional photo of girl in bikini and author photo, circa 1972.
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Flash grenade thrown by police into the crowd of activists, Occupy Oakland.
Still from a YouTube video posted by “pquegg,” October 26, 2011. 
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(previous page, left) Life, July 28, 1972. 
(previous page, right) UPI photograph, April 28, 1972.

Marget Long, Nikon F on Ice # 1, (Dirty snow on Third Avenue, Camera with Bullet Hole,
War Remnants Museum, Ho Chi Minh City), 

Inkjet Print on Archival Paper, 13 x 19 inches, 2010.    
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Life, January 31, 1969.  
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[NOTE 26]
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The cannonballs are gone, but the ground is littered with very tiny snail shells on 
what is called ‘Shell Hill’ in many accounts from the Crimean War.  The snails, 
oddly enough, made me feel connected to history.   
 
Errol Morris, Believing is Seeing (Observations on the Mysteries of Photography), 2011

(previous page) Carolyn Dinshaw, Great White Shark Seen in Danang, 2010.

(this page) Ansel Adams, Artificial Light Photography, 
Basic Photo Series (New York: Morgan & Morgan, 1956). 
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Paris Hilton, AP Photo/Nick Ut, June 8, 2007.[NOTE 27]
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Presidential Palace (now Reunification Palace), 
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, circa 1970. Photographer Unknown.[NOTE 28]
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PAVN Tank Smashing Through Gates, Presidential Palace, 
Saigon, Vietnam, The New York Times, April 30, 1975.
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 Life, Special Issue: Picture Contest Winners, July 9, 1971.
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First edition of Liberated Saigon, AP Wirephoto, May 23, 1975.
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Time, May 12, 1975.
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Centerville, South Dakota, December, 1975.  Photo courtesy of Craig Cristiansen.
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Marget Long, Beauty Contestants at Reunification Palace, 
Source photo, Reunification Palace photo collection, photographer unknown,

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, 2010. 
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Ansel Adams, Artificial Light Photography, 
Basic Photo Series (New York: Morgan & Morgan, 1956).

Marget Long, Replica of the Tank That Crashed the Gate, 
Reunification Palace, Ho Chi Minh City, 2010.
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Marget Long, 1975, (Kodak’s Creative Darkroom Techniques Cover Art, 
Golden Grenade Candle, Flashcube Advertisement), Archival Inkjet Print, 13 x 19 inches, 2010.

(next page) Marget Long, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, 2009.
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[NOTE 29]
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(left) Flashcube Patent Application Diagram, United States Patent and Trademark Office, 1970.
(right) Marget Long, Nguyễn Văn Thiệu’s Mercedes/GTE Phones, Photomontage, 20 x 16 inches, 2009.
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ENDNOTES 
1. In the summer of 1965 at a joint press 
conference at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in 
New York, GTE Sylvania and the Eastman Kodak 
Company unveiled a revolutionary new product 
called the “flashcube.” The one-inch, light-
transmitting plastic cube enclosed a tiny flash 
bulb and reflector in each of its four sides and 
was described as, “in effect, a repeatable, self-
contained, disposable flashgun.” The flashcube 
was made for amateur use with a new line of 
Kodak Instamatic cameras; it was designed to 
stay cool to the touch and prevent the “burns 
and misfires” of its predecessors, bulky and 
unpredictable open-faced flash units.  

The announcement made big news on Wall 
Street. Both GTE’s (Sylvania’s parent company) 
and Kodak’s stocks surged that day.  GTE 
Sylvania introduced the “Magicube” five years 
later, updated with “blue dot technology” and 
a mechanical trigger pin to further reduce the 
“millions of pictures lost to misfires each year.”  
Gene Smith, The New York Times, 18 July 1965, 
p. 23 and 25 June 25 1970, p. 67.

In 1967, GTE Sylvania hired Doyle Dane 
Bernbach (DDB) to market its consumer 
products and remake its corporate identity.  
This advertisement’s dark imagery (hand rising 
from the grave) and self-deprecating tone (3 
flops) were characteristic of DDB’s marketing 
style and strategies.  Bill Bernbach and his 
team pioneered the use of wry humor in the 
campaigns for Volkswagon (“Think Small”) and 
Avis (“We’re #2, We Try Harder”).  GTE worked 
with DDB until 1985. Philip Gold, Advertising, 
Politics and American Culture (New York: Paragon 
House Publishers, 1987).

2. The flashcube was not the first large-scale 
collaboration between Kodak and Sylvania.  
During World War II, the companies joined 
forces to make the proximity fuse, a radio 
device that directs a warhead to fire when it 
gets close to its target rather than detonate at 
a specific time.  Sylvania ultimately produced 
more than six million fuses during the World 
War II.  Edward A. Sharpe, “The Radio 
Proximity Fuse: A Survey,” Vintage Electrics Vol 
2,  No. 1 (2003).

3. This building in midtown Manhattan 
was GTE’s corporate headquarters from 
1959 until 1973, when the company and six 
of its subsidiaries moved to a new “world 
headquarters” in Stamford, Connecticut.  
GTE decided to leave the city shortly after 
their midtown offices were bombed by anti-
war activists in 1970.  In Stamford, GTE 
spearheaded a contentious “futuristic downtown 
revitalization” whereby thousands of houses 
were razed to make room for GTE’s fortress-
like, glass and steel building.  F. D. Rich 
Co., the project’s developers, were widely 
criticized for eliminating historic buildings 
and creating pedestrian-unfriendly streets.  In 
1999, reflecting on the criticism, Frank Rich 
said, “The streets were never meant to be for 
pedestrians.  GTE came here because they were 
bombed in New York.  Crime was a problem 
in the city.  That’s why the buildings were 
designed to be impenetrable.” Eleanor Charles, 
“Commercial Property/Stamford, Conn.: 
A Pioneer Business Park That Confounded 
Critics,” The New York Times, 26 September 1999.

4.  Ansel Adams saw light as a “substance like a 
rock or flesh” to be evaluated and interpreted.  
Light, then, was both as dead as a rock and alive 
as a human body.  Was the cube—the form that 
he used in his artificial lighting diagrams—dead 
or live matter for Adams?  Did he view its flat 
surfaces as particularly well suited for observing 
light, like the side of one of his rock faces in 
Yosemite?  Or would the cube have been simply 
an in-vogue modernist object onto which 
Adams could project his rigorous lighting 
schemes? Is it also possible that the cube was for 
Adams something more mysterious—an entity 
as commonplace yet enigmatic as light itself.  
Ansel Adams, Artificial Light Photography, Basic 
Photo Series (New York: Morgan & Morgan, 
1956).

5. By the late 1960s, GTE was a complex 
multinational corporation that made massive 
telecommunication systems.  With the 
exception of Sylvania’s televisions, lighting 
and radios, GTE produced surprisingly few 
consumer products and, as a result, had a 
serious corporate identity problem.  Despite a
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ENDNOTES continued
strong retail presence, the public wasn’t aware 
of the full scope of their business activities.  
Meanwhile their main rivals, AT&T and General 
Electric, spent millions touting their global 
projects and projecting the image of benevolent 
corporate citizens.  DDB was hired to correct 
this problem and to reach GTE’s targeted 
audience, affluent adult males.  They placed 
many ads similar to this one in popular science 
magazines and business periodicals.  Here DDB 
links the flashcube— “its beautiful invention” —
to GTE’s “family of companies.” Nancy Condry, 
“GTE: GEE! No GTE Campaign,” Encyclopedia of 
Major Marketing Campaigns, Vol. 1, 2000.

GTE’s corporate history is long and 
complicated by deregulation and the rash of 
mergers of the 1980s and 1990s.  It sold its 
consumer electronics businesses, including 
the brand names of Philco and Sylvania in 
1980.  In 1984, GTE formalized its decision 
to concentrate on three core businesses: 
telecommunications, lighting and precision 
metals. That same year, GTE launched its first 
satellite and GTE’s cellular telephone service 
went into operation; GTE’s earnings exceeded 
$1 billion for the first time. Bell Atlantic 
merged with GTE in 2000 and named the new 
entity Verizon Communications. GTE Sylvania’s 
lighting division still exists as Osram Sylvania 
and is owned by Siemens AG, a multi-national 
conglomerate.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
GTE; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylvania_
Lighting

6. This couch, round as a roulette wheel, sits 
inside the casino at Reunification Palace, the 
former home and workplace of Nguyễn Văn 
Thiệu, avid gambler and puppet President of 
South Vietnam from 1965 to 1975.  

7. The Sylvania flashcube is six-sided and made 
of injection-molded plastic.  Small and light-
weight, it’s not a perfect cube.  The sides (about 
one and a quarter inches long) are slightly 
longer than they are wide. The face of each of 
the flashcube’s four fronts has an oval window 
of transparent plastic.  Inside the windows, 
behind the transparent plastic, is a four-sided 
mirrored plastic reflector set on a base-plate.  

At the center of each reflector is a bulb filled 
with a tangle of fine, combustible zirconium 
wire.  Visible near the center of the bulb is a 
spot of bright blue, paste-like dye.  When the 
cube is unused, this dot is visible.  When fired, 
the “blue dot” burns away; the bulb’s interior 
melts, becomes misshapen and lumpy—a 
miniature, detonated landscape. The top of 
the flashcube reveals a circular etching of the 
sun’s rays with an aqua-blue dot at its center.  
The sun looks hand-drawn and primitive, like a 
hieroglyphic.  In bold black typeface the words 
“sylvania flashcube” encircles the picture of the 
sun. 

8. The ties between warfare, weaponry and 
photographic flash are long and historic.  Some 
of the earliest flash photos were made with 
“flash pistols” that looked and operated exactly 
like ordinary handguns.  In 1939, Harold 
Edgerton (known to his students at M.I.T. 
as “Papa Flash”) published his spectacular 
photographs of firing guns and flying bullets. 
Shortly thereafter, Edgerton was enlisted by 
the Army’s photographic lab to develop a 
nighttime, flash-based reconnaissance system 
that could work from an airplane flying at 
high altitudes.  (During World War II, the 
government’s demand for photo flash units 
was so great that flash became, for civilians, a 
rare commodity.)  On the basis of his success 
with these technologies, the Atomic Energy 
Commission hired Edgerton and his company, 
EG & G, to record the biggest flashes of all, the 
nuclear tests performed by the government 
throughout the 1950s and 1960s.  See Arthur 
Palme, Speedlights Construction and Use (Boston: 
American Photographic Publishing Company, 
1946).

9. Flash photographs are strange photographs.  
This strangeness, art historian Peter Geimer 
points out, is most apparent when the subject’s 
bodily time is out of sync with the “time of the 
photograph.” That lag is highlighted here in 
two magnesium flash photographs by Albert 
Londe, who experimented with flash at the 
Paris mental hospital, La Salpêtrière, in the 
1890s. The upper image records the fraction of 
a second after the flash has fired but before the

body has had time to react; before the eyes 
“could realize their 
own blinding.” The 
lower photo reveals 
the moment when the 
body’s time has caught 
up to that of the photo 
apparatus— when “the 
body’s time-scale is back 
inside the picture.” 
Peter Geimer, “Picturing 
the Black Box: On 
Blanks in Nineteenth 
Century Paintings and 

Photographs,” Science in Context, 17, 2004: 467-
501. 

The eerie, disembodied quality of  Jacob 
Riis’s tenement photographs likewise has 
been attributed to his haphazard use of 
magnesium flash powder.  Many of his 
iconic photos were made in the middle of 
the night in total darkness.  There were no 
niceties or preliminaries: Riis and his posse 
of photographers (his “raiding party”) lit the 
scene by tossing a match into a frying pan of 
flash powder.  Riis’s subjects were suddenly 
confronted with a violent explosion; their blank 
stares and stiffened bodies were indelibly linked 
to the history of 19th century tenement life 
in New York City.  See Yochelson & Czitrom, 
Rediscovering Jacob Riis.  Exposure Journalism and 
Photography in Turn-of-the Century New York (New 
York: The New Press, 2007). 

10. Before the “lightning wars” waged with 
these large, aerial flash installations, Paul 
Virilio identified what he called the “lighting 
wars”—tracer bullets, flares that lit up nocturnal 
targets, and powerful banks of searchlights— 
used in warfare at the start of the twentieth 
century.  Paul Virilio, War and Cinema, The 
Logistics of Perception (London: Verso Press, 
1984), p. 88.  

11. This aerial image of Haiphong Island’s 
amphitheater was part of a multi-page photo 
illustration entitled “The Bombing Pause—Why
It’s Not Total.” The photographs were used as 
evidence to support President Johnson’s 

decision not to completely halt bombing in 
Vietnam in 1968. The caption reads: “These 
photographs offer startling proof of the fast-
improving sophistication of the enemy’s supply 
system.  The pictures were taken over North 
and South Vietnam by U.S. Air Force jets using 
new ultrasensitive cameras to record details 
that escape the human eye.  The U.S. classified 
Haiphong’s island amphitheater as a ‘cultural 
center’ and has not bombed it.  This photo...
shows it being used as a sanctuary for 50 Soviet-
made trucks.” Life, 12 April 1968, p. 38.

12. In 1936, publisher Henry Luce reinvented 
Life magazine by giving pictures new status 
over texts.  The formula—50 glossy color 
photos with text condensed into captions—
was incredibly successful. From that time 
forward Life was closely tied to the practice of 
photography, particularly through the work of 
its all-star cast of photojournalists.  By the 1960s 
and 1970s, the magazine provided readers a 
steady diet of photos reporting on popular 
culture (the Kennedys, movie stars, etc.), 
technology (the Apollo space program) and 
the war in Southeast Asia.  But despite winning 
the National Magazine Award in 1967, Life’s 
subscriptions declined from 1969 onward.  This 
was, at least in part, due to reader burnout 
with images of death and loss in Vietnam.  The 
magazine shut down as a weekly in December 
1972 and published only special issues like 
The Year in Pictures after that time.  Dora Jane 
Hamblin, That Was the “Life” (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1977). 

Beginning in the late 1960s, Sylvania, 
Polaroid and Kodak began to capitalize on 
the photographic aspirations of Life’s readers.  
These companies spent vast sums advertising 
their latest cameras and accessories in the 
magazine. The hope was that photo viewers 
would also become photo producers, requiring 
the purchase of new, easy-to-use equipment.  
Life’s editors did their part in fostering this 
consumer demand as well.  In 1970, they 
reintroduced national photo contests, featuring 
high-profile judges like Ansel Adams.  These 
immensely popular contests directly engaged 
millions of readers in the aesthetics of 
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It’s dark and all I can see outside is a glassy, 
oval-shaped eye. But before I can invite the eye 
in, he hits me with a blast of light so strong that 
I’m lifted off my feet. The light wave carries me 
backwards, feet first, past the portrait and the 
blurry white knot of Papa’s bow tie. 

The eye leaves as quickly as he appeared. He 
has pictures to develop and a story to write. His 
effects are lasting though: the sudden airlift 
lands me in bed. 

When I wake up, Olivia’s pearls are glowing in 
the dark. I hear bulldozers circling outside and 
the grinding sound of my clock starting up.

15. The source of this photomontage is a Kodak 
television commercial featuring flash-frenzied 
dancers and cubic, M.C. Escher-worthy sets.  
The cube was, of course, no stranger to 1960s 
art, popular culture and industrial design.  
Designers Richard Sapper and Marco Zanusio, 
for example, teamed up for Brionvega S.p.A. 
Italy to make the plastic and aluminum cube 
Radio Model TS 502 (1963) and the Black 201 
T.V. (1969).  And Japan Victor Corporation 
(JVC) also manufactured its futuristic Video 
Capsule Television in 1974.  

16. A large photograph of this shot-up camera 
hangs in a light box at the War Remnants 
Museum, which opened in Ho Chi Minh City 
in September of 1975.  The camera belonged 
to Japanese war photographer Taizo Ichinose, 
who died when he stepped on a land mine in 
Cambodia in 1973.  The bullet hit his camera 
during an earlier incident.  

17. “To winterize” something means to prepare 
it for the long, cold months of winter—as in 
the case of a house, to clean out the gutters 
or insulate the attic.  Here the advertisement 
suggests that winter will require the purchase 
and use of a flashcube.  But the text could also 
be read more abstractly as a command to “cool” 
photography itself.  The flashcube, in fact, looks 
strikingly like an ice cube. The advertisement 
might also imply that if you put this cool-
looking device on your camera, you can take 
hip and cool pictures from inside your private

domestic space. Perhaps “to winterize” a camera 
has a less literal meaning as well.  Sylvania may 
have been driven by corporate or political 
necessity to create a safe distance between their 
domestic photo products and the heat of a 
foreign war and its messy photo documentation. 
Camera equipment would be less desirable 
to consumers if it were even subliminally 
connected to death and a morally suspect war. 

18. Kodak’s line of Instamatic cameras, 
introduced in 1963, revolutionized amateur 
photography in the U.S. More than 50 million 
of these cameras were produced between 1963 
and 1970.  The cameras were inexpensive and 
simple to use.  All of the Instamatics with the 
model names ending in 4 (the 104 shown here) 
were designed to accommodate flashcubes.  A 
new series of Instamatics was introduced in 
1970 to support Sylvania’s Magicube, which 
introduced mechanically triggered pyrotechnic 
detonators, an improvement over the original 
flashcubes which required batteries to fire. In 
1976, the Instamatic X line was updated for use 
with the new Flipflash system and the flashcube 
was phased out. Douglas Collins, The Story of 
Kodak, (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1990.)  

19. Ice Cold.  Beyond its modernist aesthetic, is 
there also a material connection between the 
design of the flashcube and the philosophy of 
communist containment that prevailed during 
the Cold War?  (The concept of containment 
refers to the political theory emergent in 
the late 1940s that if one nation falls to 
communism, neighboring countries would fall 
as well, like dominoes. Communism, it followed, 
would spread uncontrollably without proper 
barriers.)  The atomic bomb, of course, figured 
centrally in this narrative: unlike conventional 
weapons, radiation could contaminate and 
destroy invisibly. 

The flashcube, in this context, is the perfect 
Cold War container.  Unlike its open-faced 
predecessors, the flashcube is impermeable: the 
explosion and the heat are sealed inside the 
plastic shell when the flash fires. The light is
controlled; never misjudged or misfired.  

Sylvania’s advertisements tell us as much—
fingers touch and hands cradle the flashcube 
throughout the campaigns.  Yet the specter of 
atomic heat is also present. In the advertisement 
referenced in Note 12,  for example, the 
cool-toned flashcube on the left is contrasted 
with the orange fireball on the right.  For 
a provocative account of the connections 
between nuclearization, light, photography 
and militarization in the context of the Pacific 
Islands, see Elizabeth DeLoughrey’s “Radiation 
Ecologies and the Wars of Light,” Modern Fiction 
Studies, Fall (2009): 468-495. 

20. The cube’s solid, simple geometry 
survives as the minimal form par excellence. 
On October 3, 2011, New York artist Agata 
Oleksiak (known as Olek) crocheted a hot pink 
camouflage sweater onto “The Cube” by the 
artist Tony Rosenthal.  (The 1967 sculpture 
on Astor Place in New York is officially titled 
“Alamo” but is locally referred to as “The 
Cube”.)  Olek’s cube intervention was inspired 
by the Occupy Wall Street protesters’ words, 
“I’m still proud of what I do for a living.”  She 
crocheted that text into the camouflage pattern 
that temporarily swaddled the five-ton steel 
cube.  With the pull of her crochet hook, Olek 
ingeniously connected the multiple meanings 
of this cube at this site with the cube’s wider 
legacy as the form most closely associated with 
minimalist art, as well as the sexual and cultural 
politics of the 1960s.  I’d like to see Olek sink 
her crochet hooks into a Donald Judd slab 
cube or a Tony Smith steel cube, although her 
commitment to such narrowly circumscribed art 
historical critique is, I suspect, next to none.

21. In 1974, GTE’s building engineer claimed 
that “since the building was symmetrical in 
both directions, there are no ‘oddball’ forces.”  
And in the words of the building’s architect, 
Victor Bisharat, the “inverted stepped pyramid 
design....reflects a 21st-century spirit and 
technology...a building floating in the air 
without any visible support, as if it’s defying 
gravity.”  Bethlehem Steel, Building Case 
History, No. 33: General Telephone and Electronics 
Corporation World Headquarters,  February, 1964.

ENDNOTES continued 
photography. The magazine’s non-advertising 
content also promoted new photo technologies.  
In 1972, for example, Life dedicated its cover 
and a feature story to Polaroid’s Dr. Edwin 
Land: “A Genius and His Magic Camera.”

13. A Note From the Photo Judges: “Last fall, 
we considered ourselves inundated when we 
had to cope with the half a million pictures 
submitted in our 1970 photographic contest, 
the first such competition we had run in 19 
years. Nevertheless, in the same Year End issue 
in which we published the winners of the 1970 
contest, we announced a new contest for the 
first part of 1971.  This one, we believed, would 
be on a much smaller scale: it was limited to 
amateurs only, had a duration of three months 
rather than six, and offered less prize money. 
But as it turned out, we received twice as many 
photographs—more than a million...We found 
that few of the portfolios tried to tell stories or 
make social comment. Instead, the main themes 
were traditional ones for amateurs: the land, the 
sky, water and weather, faces, families with the 
emphasis on children, the human body. Many 
of the most interesting pictures were double 
exposures or images created by sandwiching 
two or more color transparencies together.”  
“Winners of the Life 1971 Photo Contest,” 
Life, July 9, 1971. 

14. (VOICE OVER) (MINE)

Everyone thinks that I murdered my boyfriend, 
John, but I didn’t. My father hacked him up 
into pieces in the pool house in 1948. That’s the 
year my clock stopped.

It’s 1964 and I’m still living in Papa’s house with 
his heavy furniture and his portrait. I live alone, 
my solitude disturbed only when my sister, 
Olivia de Havilland, comes to visit. She wears 
pearls and up-to-the-minute wool suits. I wear 
a silk nightgown and, on a good day, look like 
Bette Davis in Hush…Hush, Sweet Charlotte. 

I’m talking to Papa’s portrait in the hallway 
when I hear someone knock, knock, knock at 
the front door. Ominous music is playing, so I 
open the door cautiously.  
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24. This is an isolated, close-up photograph 
of the “blue dot” painted on the bulb of a 
flashcube during the manufacturing process.  
The mark indicates the flashcube’s unused 
status, the potential for another flash picture.   
The photo reveals the dot’s irregular, cell-like 
shape—the only reminder of the human hand 
or body in an otherwise perfectly machine-
made, mechanical object.  

25. The “Big Shot” mass-flash photographs 
were spectacular productions orchestrated by 
Sylvania’s photo flash division to demonstrate 
the importance of flash in modern 
photography.  The first of these nighttime 
photo events took place in Levittown, New 
York to coincide with the opening of the tract-
home residences in 1951.  Photographer Leo 
Chopin took the photo from a water tower, 
opening and closing the camera shutter while 
Sylvania photo division engineers individually 
flashed each of the identical residences.  A 
total of 1500 Sylvania flashbulbs were used 
and the photograph appeared in Collier’s and 
newspapers around the country.  Four other 
“Big Shot” photos were made by Sylvania 
later in the 1950s: the aircraft carrier U.S.S. 
Antietam; Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico; 
Pennsylvania Railroad in Altoona, Pennsylvania; 
and the Wall Street trading floor photo 
reproduced here.  These advertising stunts 
(as well as Sylvania’s constant promotion of 
flashbulbs and other electronic products on its 
in-house television program, “Beat the Clock”) 
solidified Sylvania’s dominance in the U.S. 
photo flash market. By 1956, 590 million flash 
bulbs were sold to amateur photographers and 
more than half of them were made by Sylvania. 
Thomas E. McCarthy, The History of GTE: The 
Evolution of One of America’s Great Corporations 
(Stamford, CT: GTE Publishing, 1990), p. 90.

26. Da Nang recurs as a site throughout this 
book. I chose this place for both historic and 
personal reasons. During the Vietnam War 
this small city in central Vietnam (just 85 miles 
south of the demilitarized zone), was the site 
of a major U.S. air base and, at the time was 
considered the busiest airport in the world. This 
is where the planes that dropped the bombs 

ENDNOTES continued 
22. More Monstrous Pictures. This fascinating 
series of flashcube advertisements ran in Life 
throughout 1971 and 1972.  The quarter-page 
ads refer directly to upcoming U.S. holidays 
(Halloween, Mother’s Day, Thanksgiving, 
etc.) and remind consumers of the photo 
opportunities presented by these holidays.  The 
running joke here is created by the mismatch 
of image and text.  The “incriminating picture” 
ad uses a snapshot of a man in the not-so-
horrible act of raiding the family refrigerator.  
The “monstrous picture” shows a boy dressed 
for trick-or-treating.  The low-key, snapshot 
aesthetic lightens the mood of the text while 
it also, quite cannily, comments ironically on 
the darker images in the body of the magazine, 
particularly the photographs of the war in 
Southeast Asia, which were truly monstrous and 
incriminating.   

 23.  Total Illumination.  In his novel, Sunset 
Park, Paul Auster describes the Florida sun as a 
“Machiavellian sun” that generates a light that 
does not illuminate things but obscures them, 
“blinding you with its constant, very bright 
effulgences, pounding on you with its blasts of 
vaporous humidity, destabilizing you with its 
miragelike reflections and shimmering waves 
of nothingness.  It is all glitter and dazzle, but it 
offers no substance, no tranquility, no respite.” 
Paul Auster, Sunset Park, (New York: Henry Holt, 
2010), p. 7.  

Can flash too be described as a kind of dazzling 
and cunning nothingness?  David Grandy, in 
his writing on otherness and light, observes that 
light’s unfamiliarity and inscrutability come 
from “its capacity to receive and announce 
other things while retreating from view as an 
independent entity.” I would modify this claim 
when describing the unique phenomenological 
effects of photographic flash.  When flash 
breaks into material reality it is perhaps more 
fully something than Grandy’s wash of nothing:  
more like the distinct, linear and quickly 
receding flashes of a lightning bolt. Flash may 
indeed be even more bewitching and “other” 
than Grandy’s light. David Grandy, “The 
Otherness of Light: Einstein and Levinas,” 
Postmodern Culture, September (2001). 

took off and landed. Da Nang was as well the 
location where many U.S. troops first touched 
down in Vietnam. Many soldiers also spent their 
rest and recreation time in Da Nang’s bars and 
on its beaches. 

I was seven years old in 1968, and as far as I 
recall, the Vietnam War was never discussed in 
my household. My first direct knowledge of the 
war came in around 1973, when I was twelve, in 
the form of a guy named Paul who slept on a 
cot on my best friend’s porch. Paul’s long hair 
and army jackets intrigued me but I was slightly 
wary of this quiet man who lived in another 
family’s house. One day, while rifling through 
the albums stowed near his cot, I asked Paul 
where he was from. He told me that he had just 
returned from Vietnam, from a place called Da 
Nang, which he said was “like hell on earth.” 

Today the former air base in Da Nang is an 
international airport and the beach is lined 
with high-end resorts, golf courses, marinas and 
“private villas.” I stayed in one of these resorts 
with my girlfriend, Carolyn, over New Years in 
2010. The hotel has an infinity pool and the 
grounds are lush and green. To the north of 
the resort the hillsides are brown. In many spots 
there is still dioxin in the soil and nothing but 
elephant grass will grow there.

While staying at the beach in Da Nang, 
Carolyn and I talked a lot about her friend 
Rod, who was stationed there in 1968. Carolyn 
remembered that, many years ago on a run 
together in the Berkeley hills, Rod told her that 
the sweeping beauty of the California coastline 
reminded him of the view of the beach at 
Da Nang, which he said was “the most beautiful 
place he had ever seen.” Rod was exposed to 
Agent Orange while stationed in Da Nang and 
died of a brain tumor in 1990.

27. Heiress Paris Hilton is in tears after 
receiving her 23-day prison sentence in 2007.  
This photo by Nick Ut was taken exactly 35 
years after his iconic photo of  Kim Phuc. Ut 
said of the Hilton photo, “I was lucky to get the
shot I did...I focused on her blond hair when
she got out.” David Hinkley,  Daily News,

“A Far Cry from Vietnam,” 12 June 2007.

28. “A visit to the Reunification Palace is like 
traveling back in time to the 1970s. Things at 
the palace were left untouched from the day 
Saigon fell to North Vietnam.  You are free to 
walk around in the Palace, marvel at the James 
Bond-style conference rooms, the casino, and 
the screening room. In the basement you’ll 
find the war rooms full of 1960s phones, radios, 
office equipment, maps and a shooting range!  
Tours are available (in English, French, Chinese 
and Japanese) and are free, but not necessary.  
A visit to the Palace is a must do in Ho Chi 
Minh City.” http://www.virtualtourist.com 

29. “In August I enjoyed a great holiday trip 
to Vietnam with four people, two with digital 
cameras and two shooting analog (film). 
Vietnam is a great place for taking pictures. 
There are rivers everywhere, rice fields of 
incredible brilliant green, Mekong Delta, 
Sapa Mountains, Halong Bay (Unesco World 
Heritage), great portraits of people working, 
smiling, on boats, at the market, driving 
scooters (there are millions of scooters!), 
exercising alongside the lake in the center 
of Hanoi.  It was also surprisingly a great 
place to enjoy looking at photography, 
especially at the very moving exhibition of war 
photography at the War Remnants Museum.” 
http://1000words.kodak.cpm/thousandwords/
post/?id=184869
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