
Rocket Science

Photographer James Maxwell has been obsessed with space exploration 
ever since building rockets in his youth. He describes how he has evolved 
his technique to capture a more enigmatic side of space technology.
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They look like the ghosts of astro-
nauts. Otherworldly – not in an 
interplanetary sense – but in the 
sense that they are possessed by 
something beyond human compre-
hension. Photographer James Max-
well began to create these haunt-
ing images in 2013, travelling to 
such locations as the New Mexico 
Museum of Space History, the US 
Space and Rocket Center in Hunts-
ville Alabama, and the Roswell 
UFO Museum. Obsessed with 
the thrill of building and launch-
ing model rockets in his youth, as 
an adult he set out to capture the 
darker, more complex aspects of 
space exploration. 

‘Because of the internation-
al enemy, communism, and the 
Soviet Union’s competitive level 
with the United States via the 
space race – the Cold War ensued 
with the space race as its pinna-
cle,’ he writes. ‘Rather than being 
a race to the moon, it was really 
about delivering thermo-nuclear 
weapons accurately to a target…
The point is that the same amount 
of effort and focus from the space 
race could have redirected history 
and solved the world’s energy, food, 
and human impact problems sever-
al times over. Although new indus-
tries sprang from the space race, a 
more direct approach could have 
put us hundreds of years ahead.’

In his photos, Maxwell has com-
bined photogravure and digital 
manipulation to portray such ex-
hibits as Ken Mattingly’s Apollo 
XIII space suit, which through his 
eye becomes a crumpled, etiolated 
shell that looks as if the body has just 
been sucked out of it. By contrast 
the Roswell Sled Test figure stares 
blindly upwards like some sinister 
primitive doll. ‘Before I started this 

project, I became enamoured of an-
tique photographic lenses from the 
turn of the twentieth century,’ says 
Maxwell. ‘The lenses were both 
expensive and difficult to find, so I 
started to look at other ways of cre-
ating the effect.’

Maxwell, already a successful 
architect, has always been inter-
ested in experimental photography. 
When he was an undergraduate at 

the Memphis Academy of Arts, he 
used infrared film to produce ar-
resting, softly-glowing images of 
everything from rock surfaces to 
butterflies.

In the most recent evolution of 
his distinctive, unusual style, there 
were two important stages. The first 
was discovering Solarplate – devel-
oped by Dan Welden, a Long-Is-
land-based master printmaker – a 

(L-R): Mercury space suit and 
helmet. One of the original 7 
astronauts space suits; Rocket 
sled test figure, Roswell. 
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technique for creating prints with-
out dangerous chemicals. Instead 
of using acids, grounds or solvents 
to create prints, he deploys a light 
sensitized steel-backed polymer 
material, allowing exposure with 
ultraviolet light. Water – instead 
of acid – then dissolves the unex-
posed portions of the plate.  

For Maxwell, discovering So-
larplate was an important step. 
He contacted Welden who, struck 
by Maxwell’s dedication to creat-
ing photogravure prints that went 
beyond straightforward depictions, 
recommended he went and study 
with Don Messec. ‘He told me that 
he was the best, the most technical, 
the most obsessive,’ says Maxwell. 
‘I went to his seminars in Santa Fe 
over a period of years to study the 
techniques he’s developed.’

Messec is seen as something of a 
guru in printmaking circles – many 
artists and photographers make the 
pilgrimage to the studio he built 
himself in 2000, to sample his tech-
niques, his wide-ranging conversa-
tions, and his cooking. 

F-1 Rocket engine on transport, 
Stafford Air and Space Museum, 
Weatherby, Oklahoma. A cluster 
of F-1 engines powered the 
Saturn V to the moon. 

ALTHOUGH NEW INDUSTRIES SPRANG FROM THE SPACE RACE, A MORE 
DIRECT APPROACH COULD HAVE PUT US HUNDREDS OF YEARS AHEAD.
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For Maxwell, the intellectually 
broad working relationship they 
established went on to provide 
the ideal foundation for the ex-
periments he wanted to conduct. 
The photographer used what he 
learned from Messec to push the 
limits of his form, explaining that 
‘the photogravure process and 
inking is used to create my meta-
phorical interpretations. I search 
for a sense of mystery in my images, 
and when printing the gravures 
I use the inking process to an ex-
pressive end.’

The final rendering of the images, 
so that they represent photographs 
more than a century old, takes place 
digitally. ‘I run it through Photo-
shop to fine tune the work,’ he says. 
The result is an extraordinary visual 

paradox – photographs of different 
aspects of space technology that 
have been made to look as if they 
have come from a time in history 
when space travel was the stuff of 
pure fantasy.

It adds yet another layer to what 
gives Maxwell’s photos their eerie, 
compelling quality. ‘One of my 
artist friends described my work as 
prescient,’ he says. ‘I was very in-
fluenced by reading about Native 
Americans when I was at universi-
ty. Famously they were afraid that 
their souls were going to be taken by 
photographers. Though that’s pa-
tently untrue, I’m still fascinated by 
the idea of photography as a way of 
capturing the essence of something, 
showing some aspect that might not 
have been perceived before.’ ‡

Below: Windmill blade on trans-
port. Not part of the Rocket Science 
portfolio, this highly engineered 88m 
windmill blade oozes with mystery. 
Opposite: Space shuttle escape suit. 
This insect-like image was 
captured in an uplit display.
www.maxwellsilverhammer.com

IT IS A VISUAL PARADOX: PHOTOGRAPHS OF SPACE TECHNOLOGY 
THAT HAVE BEEN MADE TO LOOK AS IF THEY HAVE COME FROM A 
TIME WHEN SPACE TRAVEL WAS THE STUFF OF PURE FANTASY.
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