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Images worth the wait
Capturing photos the old-fashioned way
brings Waterloo artist Stefan Rose joy – and superior quality
BY LUISA D’AMATO

W

PHOTOGRAPHY BY NICK IWANYSHYN

hile you were zig-zagging in and
out of construction last year on
King Street in Kitchener and
Waterloo, you might have caught
a glimpse of Stefan Rose, appearing as a
dreamlike figure from the distant past.
He likely would have had his 1927
Korona Banquet camera with him, a large,
finely crafted machine on a sturdy tripod,

as he documented the changes in the urban
landscape that came with light rail transit.
Perhaps he was taking a photograph
of a building that was scheduled to be
demolished, or of the construction site as
a new building went up. He would have
composed the shot slowly, winding the
brass knob to move the paper accordionlike bellows and change the focus of the
lens. His head would have been covered
with a thick cloth to keep out the light, so

Stefan Rose goes under thick-cloth cover when working with his 1927 Korona Banquet camera.
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“You get the beautiful range of tones.

The quality of the image still can’t be matched
by digital cameras.”
Stefan Rose

that he could concentrate on the image in
the frosted glass at the back of the camera.
At a time when the rest of us are taking as
many photos as we want on our cellphones
and enjoying them instantly, Rose, 50,
has turned back in time to a slower, more
painstaking method that he says yields a
superior image.
His Korona Banquet is one in a collection
of about 25 vintage cameras he owns. It
uses individual sheets of film eight inches
high by 20 inches wide; the camera is
actually named for the fact that it was used
to take wide shots of people at banquets.
The black and white film is imported from
England and costs $17 for just one sheet. At
those prices, “I take time to decide if this is
worth photographing,” he says.
He develops the film the traditional way,
using trays of chemical baths in a darkroom
he has created in the apartment he shares

with his wife, artist Laura De Decker.
It’s all a lot of trouble, in a world where
devices are tiny and time is precious. But
Rose loves the combination of softness and
detail, what he describes as “the sensuous
expansive visual experience” that the old
method offers.
“You get the beautiful range of tones,” he
says. “The quality of the image still can’t be
matched by digital cameras.”
His preference is something like the
current enthusiasm for vinyl recordings of
music, which are prized for the warmth of
the sound they offer when compared with
modern digital recordings.

L

ike many artists, Rose has a day job; he
is a systems analyst for Eagle’s Flight
Creative Training Excellence Inc. in
Guelph, a company that provides experiential training for corporate employees. The

rest of the time, he works as an artist. He
is currently documenting the fall and rise
of the urban landscape in central Kitchener
and Waterloo.
Even before light rail infrastructure
became the spine of the Twin Cities,
traditional industry had departed. Its
buildings were demolished or repurposed
for residences, art studios and hightechnology workplaces. But those changes
have intensified in the past couple of years.
The arrival of light rail has transformed the
space around it. An estimated $2 billion in
investment has gone into the area immediately around the train line. Factories, shops,
warehouses and homes have come down.
Condo towers are rising in their place.
Sometimes, the only thing to remind
us what was there before, Rose notes,
is the name of the building. The Bauer
Lofts complex at King and Allen streets in

Stefan Rose’s images come to life in his darkroom, which is a converted bedroom in the apartment he shares with his wife.
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Stefan Rose captured this image of Pete Ward, a.k.a. Dr. Junk, around 1996. Rose photographed
the Cambridge antique junk dealer with the 1914 Kodak Premo camera he had purchased from him.

Waterloo, with its shops and restaurants
below, was once Bauer Industries, which
made padding for mattresses and insulation products for vehicles. The Red Cross
office was once located across the street
in a graceful Victorian home. Today, the
old house is gone, replaced by a six-storey
condominium building, named The Red.
Rose’s panoramic before-and-after photos
were shown last summer at Wilfrid Laurier
University and now they can be seen on his
website, www.stefanrose.ca
Documenting the downtown is just one
of his many and diverse projects that
incorporate still photography, video and
sound recording. His video art was commissioned by the Penderecki String Quartet to
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accompany its performances in Canada
and abroad. He took a series of photos of
dry-cleaning shops to study their particular
design and architecture. He is also in the
midst of documenting the widening of part
of the Trans-Canada Highway between
Quebec and New Brunswick, and again
the change in the landscape interests him,
as rock was dynamited out of the hillsides
to be ground down and laid on the new
roadbed.
In 2010, as artist-in-residence for the City
of Kitchener, Rose wrote a book of poems,
illustrated with photographs, about the
Grand River in Kitchener. Each poem was
based on a conversation with someone who
had a relationship to the river. People told

him how they had walked across it on the
ice as children, from one bank to the other;
or described how they liked to fish in the
river after getting off the night shift at work.
Rose’s work has a “poetic essence to it,”
says Suzanne Luke, curator of the Robert
Langen Gallery and of a series of art
displays at the Wilfrid Laurier University
library. Luke invited Rose to display his
photographs at the library.
“The stillness of the landscape, I found
it very emotional,” Luke says. “You look at
these images and you can create your own
narratives in your mind. It captures your
heart.”
Rose also documents music performances,
as well as “sound walks” in which visitors
pay attention to the performed and incidental sounds around them. Those sounds
could be musical instruments played
against the sound of wind and wildlife in
the woods, or a noisy construction site with
the clang of metal against metal and the low
rumbling of heavy equipment.
Currently, he is working on a series of
three pieces, each eight to 10 minutes
long, with composer Victoria Fenner of
Barrie. They’re taking sounds of the cities of
Toronto and Ottawa – traffic, bells chiming,
street crowds, wind blowing through leaves
on trees – and arranging them into audio
compositions, with video.

R

ose and De Decker are each absorbed
in their art. Their 1930s apartment
has many small rooms, and each
one is packed with artwork, supplies
and equipment. The dining room table
is covered with work, surrounded by
filing cabinets filled with more work, and,
whimsically, a life-size cardboard cutout of
the Princess Leia character from the Star
Wars movies. “She’s been here probably 20
years,” Rose says.
On a wall is a Josef Albers abstract print
that Rose bought as a wedding/engagement
gift for De Decker. On the other walls are
De Decker’s oversize abstract computer-

generated designs, which are informed by
the principles of quantum mechanics.
De Decker looks around the crowded
room. “I aspire to be a minimalist, but look
at our place,” she says, not unhappily.
De Decker, 41, works part time in the
audio-visual department of the Perimeter
Institute for Theoretical Physics, recording
lectures and putting them online. Her
passion is writing computer code to make
patterns that simulate the laws of quantum
mechanics.
Two years ago, as part of a Chalmers Arts
Fellowships research grant from the Ontario
Arts Council, she studied with Raymond
Laflamme at the Institute for Quantum
Computing to learn more about quantum
phenomena. Now, using a 20-year-old
Microsoft program called Visual Basic,
she writes code that generates enormous,
sweeping fields of colour and form that, on
closer inspection, are revealed to be tiny
squares and other shapes massed together.
Rose and De Decker’s work couldn’t
look more different from the outside: his
traditional black-and-white photography
against her computer-generated mathematical patterns. But both artists are all about
precision and detail. They met at an exhibit
opening at an art gallery and got along
so well it took only eight months before
they decided to get married. Eleven years
later, “we’re always bouncing ideas off each
other,” Rose said.
He is excited about his latest project,
which he calls “Peninsula.” With Hamiltonbased photographer John Haney, Rose is
exploring the places where water and land
meet in the Niagara peninsula, including
the rivers and Welland Canal, as well as
the lakefront. They have photographed
everything from cargo ships unloading, to
the interplay of light on water, to dead fish
washed up on shore.
They know a theme will emerge, but they
don’t yet know what it is. “This is all part of
the process of discovery, the point at which
we start to print images and lay them out,

Sandi Loreen Duclos
InterIorS

5 1 9 -8 9 7 -3 0 6 1
slduclos@rogers.com

|

sandiloreenduclosinteriors.ca

JANUARY I FEBRUARY 2018

GRAND 43

and look at where the resonances are,” Rose
says. “Then you start to see the story.”
Rose uses vintage cameras for all his
photography work except for the occasional
job where he’s documenting an event and
the customer wants quick images to post on
social media.
His personal camera collection includes
a seven-year-old Chinese-made Shen Hao
that has a German Schneider lens from
the 1960s. It uses colour film four inches
high and 10 inches wide. He also has a
“workhorse” double-lens Mamiyaflex that
was popular in the mid-20th century. He
has a military camera that was used to take
aerial photos. And, for the sake of historical
interest, he owns a Brownie camera. Made
in the millions from the beginning of the
20th century, Brownies “brought photography to the masses” because you could take
the film in to be processed instead of having
to operate your own darkroom.
And then there is his oldest prize, a
Kodak Premo, that he thinks was manufactured in 1914.
“I haven’t taken any pictures with this in
12 years,” he says of the Premo. “It’s such a
beautiful little object in its own right.”
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The contrasting styles of Stefan Rose and his wife,
Laura De Decker. At top of page, an image from
Rose’s Peninsula series: Niagara River, 2016. Above,
a computer-generated piece by De Decker that can
be found at the Perimeter Institute.

He got it 21 years ago for $90 from an
antique junk dealer in Cambridge called
“Dr. Junk.” The owner, Pete Ward, gave him
a good deal. In return, Rose took his photograph. The image is luminously beautiful,
with a softness at the edge of the picture.
The twirled edges of the proprietor’s long
white moustache give him a look as old as
the camera.
So much of Rose’s work is about loss:
a world captured before it disappears; a
beautifully crafted building knocked down
and a generic one replacing it. Sometimes,
he says, it can be painful to try to salvage
what is disappearing not only from the
physical landscape but also from collective
memory.
“If we don’t record what has happened,
that may be lost to history,” he says.
Yet for him, there is redemption in the
long slow composition of a frame. Even
though he doesn’t own a fishing rod, he
finds the same kind of peace contemplating
the landscape as a person who likes to cast
their line in the river. He sets up his gear
and waits for the light the way anglers wait
for the fish. Then, at just the right moment,
he takes his shot.
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