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INTRODUCTION, by James L. Enyeart

Ansel Adams has often said that he is "incapable of verbalization on
the content'" of his photographs. 'If a photograph does not say it, words or
explanation cannot help.'" However, as the following interview will reveal,
Ansel Adams is a most capable spokesman on his work and a great many other
topics. When he says ''verbalization,'" he means his inability to interpret
or put into words the meaning of his photographs and, in that, he is not alone.
Eloquent words by critics or historians may compliment, describe, or serve in
other ways an artist's creations but, in the end, must yield to the muteness
of the pen when applied to the visual arts.

Two series of events early in Adams' life stand out as significant land-
marks in the development of his aesthetic predilections. Chronologically, the
first of the two was his chance meeting with Paul Strand in Taos, New Mexico,
in 1930. Strand had at the time only negatives to show Adams and, as he held
each one up to the light of a window, a dramatic transformation took plﬁce in
Adams' understanding of the medium. He felt he understood for the first time
the poetic strength and structural power potential to the photographic medium.
Up to that point, Adams felt that he had been '"mostly adrift with my own spirit,
curiosity, and vision."  This revelation was of sufficient intensity to inspire
Adams to give up a growing career in music and to devote his life to photography.
(He had for many years trained as a concert pianist.)

For Adams, a commitment to photography encompassed the whole of photography
and all its possible communicable aspects: commercial, documentary, political,
and most important, aesthetic. This experience also revealed to him for the

first time the relevance, spirit, and intent of the work of his friend and
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peer, Edward Weston. Prior to his meeting with Strand, Adams had become a
friend of Weston's but had not liked his photographs; however, two years later,
he, Weston, and several other photographers (Willard Van Dyke, Imogen Cunningham,
Sonya Noskowiak, and Henry Swift) with similar aesthetic ideals founded Group f.64
a visual manifesto of what they believed the straight photograph to bé. In that
same year, Adams had his first important one-man exhibition at the M. H. deYoung
Memorial Museum in San Francisco.

The second series of events which most affected Adams and his subsequent
life as an artist took place between the years 1933 and 1936. 1In 1933, he made
his first trip to New York and met Alfred Stieglitz with the purpose of showing
Stieglitz his photographs. Stieglitz was supportive and encouraged Adams in
the direction manifested in his photographs. In 1936, Stieglitz gave Adams
a one-man exhibition at An American Place, making him the first young photog-
rapher to be shown at Stieglitz' gallery since Paul Strand in 1917. Following
the opening of the exhibition, Adams wrote a letter to a friend which detailed
the success of the show and the impact Stieglitz was having on his life. The
following is an excerpt from that letter: 'To describe what Stieglitz is and
what he does is impossible. He has dedicated himself to an idea and he has
worked like hell for forty years to put the idea over. And it seems to be
going over now with all the inevitability of the tides. The Marin show at
The Museum of Modern Art exceeds anything of its kind shown in America. The
work O'Keeffe is doing now is remarkable. Stieglitz promised me a picture of
New York that will send chills up and down your spine when you see it. And

here is Mr. Adams suddenly handed the most important assignment of his short
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life--to maintain photographic standards as one of the Stieglitz group. 1 was
quite a little stuck-up over the obvious material success of the Chicago show
but what has happened to me here has thoroughly deflated everything but a
sense of humility and responsibility. Nobody has conceit when they are with
Stieglitz. The essential honesty transcends everything. You are or you are
not. The pattern-sequence seems to indicate that I am." Humility, a sense

of responsibility, and a commitment to the art world are all important aspects
of Ansel Adams' character, as is his immutable sense of humor reflected in

his love for puns and limericks.

As an artist, Adams gained an understanding and appreciation of the
"equivalent" concept from his association with Stieglitz. Combined with his
stylistic preference for the straight approach and his love for nature's
grandeur, the "equivalent' aesthetic became for Adams an idea and mission
uniquély his own which remains unrivaled today. Although his famous 'Zone
System'" serves the science and technology of the medium, its primary purpose
was one of providing a means for attaining the highest quality representation
of the philosophical implications inherent in the straight approach and one's
own personal vision. Equally important is Adams' attempt to make his photo-
graphs '"equivalents' of his experiences, emotions, sensations, and thoughts.

It is Adams' forging of the straight and equivalent photographic concepts into
a unique style and philosophy of his own that has brought him the many admirers
and honors he enjoys today.

One of Adams' greatest supporters and technical collaborators, Edwin Land,
has said better than any other just what this unique Adams aesthetic is: ''Adams

realized that even the most precisely representational photograph is so far
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removed from external reality that he was free fo use such photography as a
point of departure for his own kind of abstraction. That Adams has chosen

what appears to be the most representational of media and subjects most

prone to be represented, that he has chosen these to be the basis of his most
abstract perceptions, is the first essential step in his genius. The challenge
of making a non-sentimental statement about a grand insight into the abstract
is multiplied a thousand-fold when the components of the subject have names

and reminiscences to characterize them--tree and twig, rock and boulder--
components assembled furthermore not as accidents but in their natural habitats
as ordinary 'beautiful' arrangements. The greater the photographic skill brought
to bear, the more elegant the technology employed, the more serious the threat
to the artist who would lead us step by step in his own direction. For, as
compared with the forms in ordinary abstract art, the direct derivatives from
reality are distractions of deadly power.

"Thus the challenge which Adams undertook to meet was to show that these
meticulously beautiful photographs, these instruments of distraction, could be
directed by him towards unified new insights. He demonstrates that there is
no greater aesthetic power than the conversion of the familiar into the
unbelievably new."

Aside from the inventors of the medium, there have been few photographers
who have made greater or more lasting contributions to the field of photography
than Ansel Adams. His books on the aesthetics and technology of photography
(including those books of his own photographs) are basic to the literature of
the medium. Since 1949, he has been a consultant to Polaroid Corporation,
and he was a major force in the creation of the Photography Department at The

Museum of Modern Art, the Photography Department of the San Francisco Art



Institute, the Friends of Photography in Carmel, and the Center for Creative
Photography at the University of Arizona in Tucson. He has helped to establish
major collections of his work and the work of others at major museums and
recently, with his wife Virginia, established the Beaumont and Nancy Newhall
Fellowship at The Museum of Modern Art. 1In a different vein, but still through
his photography, Adams has been a major spokesman for the Sierra Club (Board
Member 1934-71) and remains today an ardent conservationist; that is, an
active advocate of the preservation and protection of the natural environment,
Ansel Adams is perhaps the most well-known 20th century photographer
throughout the Western world. In fact, his name is probably more familiar to
a greater variety of people (and thereby a greater number) than any other
visual artist, regardless of medium. This fame is not based on the murmurings
of an elite art world and economy, but is the result of fifty years of pub-
lishing and exhibiting his photographs in those forums which allowed him to
reach the broadest spectrum of society possible.
If Stieglitz and his circle are considered the pioneers of photography
in modern art, then Adams may be considered the master of those earlier horizons.
His legacy to the art world will be the institutions he helped create, the
technology he subdued, the photographers he inspired and, most importantly,

what he terms his "affirmation of life'--his photographs.

September 14, 1978 James L. Enyeart
Director
Center for Creative Photography
University of Arizona, Tucson
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INTRODUCTION by Richard M. Leonard

The life of Ansel Adams is happily condensed and exemplified in a photo
by his close friend Cedric Wright. ''Sermon on the Mount" shows Ansel with
tripod and large view camera on the summit of Mount Whitney speaking with almost
religious fervor to a large group of Sierra Club friends. He was telling of the
gentle beauty of the "Range of Light," Muir's favorite subject. Ansel continued
his love of the Sierra Nevada for more than sixty years, to a culmination in the
[forthcoming] publication of his great scenic book Yosemite and the Range of Light.

Ansel always was, and is, a very generous, outgoing person. Hundreds of
his finest prints have been given, without charge, to '"the cause'--any
publication that would help public appreciation of the beauty of nature. One
time Ansel and my wife, Doris, were on photographic business in Yosemite. At
Valley View, the great scenic vista of the valley, two little old ladies in
tennis shoes approached Doris asking her to take their pictures with their
camera. Doris suggested the kindly man with the handsome beard. They did, and
Ansel calmly analyzed the controls of the box camera and took a truly beautiful
picture of them. They never knew the fee they missed.

For almost sixty years Ansel has been a member of the Sierra Club. It has
been one of his greatest joys, and in later years one of immense frustration.
He was of the o0ld school, with views similar to the founders of the club and to
Colby, LeConte, and Farquhar. He loved the knowledgeable negotiations for more
park protection, based on facts as to the beauty and importance of the areas
involved. It hurt him to see the leadership of the club pass for a while into
bitter antagonism to the land protection agencies, "kicking their shins," as he
called it, instead of supportive negotiation based on reason.

He comments in his text that I called him ''the conscience of the Sierra
Club." That is true. Frank Kittredge, Regional Director of the National Park
Service, told the board of directors of the club one time that '"the administrator
almost always has to make financial and political compromises. If the Sierra
Club's position is not far to the 'white,' then the compromise may be a darker
shade of gray."

So at page 67 of my own oral history I stated in a discussion of the
"purists" of the environmental movement that:

"Ansel is so pure he tried for at least ten years to resign (from the
club) before he finally accomplished the resignation after his (1971)
heart attack. Every time he would want to resign, he knew me so well
and seemed to respect my views that I was always able to talk him out
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of it. He would say that nobody paid any attention to him and his
views. I would say, 'Yes,' quoting Kittredge again, 'but you don't
know how much more closer to the black we would have voted if it
hadn't been for you arguing for the absolute pure white position.’
In those days the Sierra Club did compromise much more than it does
today. Ansel was an absolute purist and still is."

Upon Ansel's retirement in 1971 the board of directors, in appreciation of
his thirty-seven years on the board and his exceptionally high quality contribu-
tions, unanimously elected him an honorary vice-president of the Sierra Club.
Because of Ansel's objection to the new '"shin-kicking" method of negotiationms,
Ansel refused the honor. In 1974 he was again unanimously elected honorary
vice-president, and again refused the honor.

Finally, in 1978 Ansel had "mellowed" a bit, and the Sierra Club had
matured beyond the strident attitude of the past few years and had clearly
accomplished an immense amount of environmental good. So Ansel graciously

accepted the honor, a fitting rapprochement in the fine work of Ansel and the
Sierra Club over so many years.

Richard M. Leonard
Honorary President, Sierra Club

4 July 1978
Berkeley, California
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INTERVIEW HISTORY

The interview with Ansel Adams was held in twenty-six sessions. The
first twenty-four began 12 May 1972 and concluded 8 September of that year.
Of them, the last five were devoted to Sierra Club affairs, although the club
had been referred to and some aspects of it discussed in earlier sessions.
The final two sessions in the series were held on 19 May 1974, and 23 February
1975, and were concerned principally with events recent to those dates.

All of the interviewing was done in Ansel Adams's home at Carmel
Highlands, California. Most were held in the comfortable living room; the
only exception was the darkroom tour described in the interview. All of the
sessions were held in the late afternoons on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays.
Most lasted about two and a half hours. Mr. Adams, who had usually spent the
day working in his darkroom, viewed the interview sessions as periods of
relaxation. He preferred not to consider the subject matter in advance but
to discuss spontaneously whatever was brought up. The result is this informal,
wide-ranging, informative series of conversationms.

Mr. Adams's editing of the interview transcript, which was sent to him in
sections, was done over a two-year period, in time fitted into a busy schedule.
(He read one section while confined to bed with the flu, another on a trans-
Atlantic plane.) He made brief additions, most in response to queries by the
interviewers, and some corrections, but no extensive changes.

The Regional Oral History Office is grateful to Mrs. Helen M. Land, whose
generous contribution to the Friends of The Bancroft Library made the project
possible, and to the Sierra Club for a contribution toward the part of the
interview that deals specifically with the Sierra Club. In addition, thanks
are due to Helen M. LeConte, long-time friend of Ansel and Virginia Adams and
of the interviewer, for valuable assistance in the project.

Ruth Teiser
Catherine Harroun
Interviewers-Editors

18 August 1978

Regional Oral History Office

486 The Bancroft Library

University of California at Berkeley
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Adams:

[Interview I -- 12 May 1972]
[Begin Tape 1, Side 1]

Education and the Creative Process

My father [Charles Hitchcock Adams] was a very broad-minded man,

and I guess he must have known that I was a bit of a nut, but he had
faith, and they sent me to various schools, I didn't do at all well,
so then I got into music and decided that was pretty good, and my
father said, "Well now, if you want to you can go to the university,
or study music, and if you do music all 1'11 ask you is to take some
languages and sciences because they are useful."

So I studied with several private people--a little Greek, and
my father taught me a little French. Had a miserable time with
German--didn't go anywhere with it. And so I was free to do pretty
much what I wanted. All that he wanted was the satisfaction that I
was getting somewhere.

It would have been extremely difficult today to have done that
because of your school regulations and the conventions of education.
This tends to worry me a little bit, because I know our own children
just had to go to the grammar school and the high school, and a lot
of things seemed to be a great waste of time. My son [Michael Adams]

-had a compelling interest in flying. It was later on that he

decided to become a doctor. But I just can't help thinking of the
difference.

Now, Russell Varian (he's dead now, but he was the head of the
Varian Associates, he and his brother) and I understood that even in
high school he couldn't read. He could read silently, and he could
write pretty well, but if you asked him to read this, he couldn't
read it out loud. So of course he was considered a prime nut, but he
was a genius in mathematics and physics, and on the basis of that he
got into Stanford.

That's impossible today, because he didn't have any of the
"credentials,"



Adams:

Adams:

Teiser:

Adams:

Mrs. Virginia
Best Adams:

Adams:

Then his brother, Sigurd, was a very fine engineer. You don't
realize that they were one of the dominant powers, forces, in
the development of radar. And here's a guy who couldn't read
out loud in high school! [Laughter]

So the creative process is something that is inevitable.
You can't control it. You can't stop it. There's nothing you
can do with it. You can wreck it, I suppose, but if a person
was really creative, I don't think he would get into drugs and
things. I think the impulse is there and it's strong.

I guess I'd say that with me the impulse must have been
there, but certainly the family support had a great deal to do
with 1it.

Family Background and Childhood

My Adams family came from New England, and my grandmother*
spent the last decade of her life trying to relate us to the
presidential family, but it doesn't work. [Laughter] They are
very distantly related, but nothing that you'd say would be
family.

Were there creative people in your family?

Well, Henry Adams was closer. I don't know just what the
relationship was, but that's almost to the point where any
quality that they had would be so distributed in the genes that
you couldn't count on it after so many generations of diffusion.
My grandmother's family was from Thomaston, Maine. That was the
Hills family, who, it seems, are related to the Hills coffee
people. She found that out. She could trace the ancestry back
to England, to Lord Rosse**, the astronomer. And that's all we
can tell on that side.

On the other side, the Bray family--[to Mrs. Adams] there's
not much known about the Bray family, is there, other than they
came from Baltimore?

Well, they had Oliver Cromwell as a relative.

They had?

*Cassandra Hills Adams, wife of William James Adams.
**William Parsons, Third Earl of Rosse.
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Yes. Auntie "Crumell" they called her; she belonged to the Cromwell
family.* I don't know whether that's an honor or not.

I didn't realize that. So that would be several genmerations remote.
That was your mother's family?
That was my mother's family,*#*
How did her parents get to Nevada?

Well, they both in '56 came across the plains and went to Sacramento--
a business--then moved to Carson City, and they lived in Nevada. My
mother was born in Iowa, though, on the way over. My father's

father came west one or two times--started a business and then went
back again and married and came back by ship. I guess he always

came by ship. But the Brays came across in a covered wagon.

So then my grandfather [William James Adams] got in the lumber
business and several things. If all had gone well I might have been
a real playboy, but it didn't. He was at one time supposed to be the
wealthiest lumber man on the coast, and there was a series of
disasters, a couple of crashes, and he lost twenty-seven ships by
fire and shipwreck--lumber ships--in twelve or fifteen years. Just
disaster after disaster. Several mills burned, and in those days
the insurance cost almost as much as what was insured, so if anything
happened, that was just a dead loss. But of course, the accounting
in those days--you just had money in the bank, and if a ship was
destroyed, you just took the money out and built another one. I mean
there was no such thing as cost accounting or--if they took in a
great deal of money, they just took in a great deal of money, that
was all. There were no taxes. It was so simple compared to today.
And offices for these big plants had none of the present style--I
remember as a kid there'd be a great big shed, you know, and all the
steel work of a lumber mill, and the office would be about as big as
this alcove, a kind of mezzanine supported with rods from the
ceiling, and a staircase. And then there were a couple of ladies,
maybe somebody with an old-fasioned typewriter, and a couple would
be writing in books, and that was the office.

For the lumber mill?

The whole business went through just this little office. Oh, maybe
a couple of office boys, and paymasters, you see,

*She was a great aunt of Ansel Adams.
**Ansel Adams's mother was born Olive Bray.
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I know years ago my father was secretary of the Merchants Exchange
[in San Francisco], and they controlled the Merchants Exchange
Building. Every Friday it was payday for the men, and my father
would take the voucher to the treasurer to be approved, and then

go to the bank and get the money--greenback money which was put in
little envelopes. And each man had his name on it and the amount
due him. There was no withholding, nothing, just the amount. Then
they'd line up, the janitor, the engineers, and I used to help my
father sometimes. You had to say the names: ''Mendota," and Joe
Mendota gets his envelope. Compared to today, you know, it's
amazing that business was that way. But that's getting a little bit
away from your mission.

I remember the whole family. My uncle [William L. Adams] was a
very fine doctor, and he died when I was about ten or twelve, I
think, of diabetes. That was before insulin. And he was a very
prominent doctor, what they called a diagnostician, and a diagnostician
in those days was the equivalent of an internist, an internal medicine
man, today. But I think in the last fifteen, maybe twenty years of
his practice, he saw patients only referred to him by other doctors,
whereas now the internist refers to specialists. All the other
general men around would say, ''Well, better go see Dr. Adams on that.”
He was the "diagnostic expert."

Were you friendly with him?

He was a very nice man. He was a good student of French, translated
French poetry. His first wife was a nurse whom he met studying
medicine in Paris. She converted him to Catholicism, and he
succeeded in converting half the family. So half of us are heathens,
and the other half are Catholics. [Laughter] I think we're supposed
to be Episcopalians for the record.

Did people read to you before you, yourself, read?

Yes, my father would--very patient. I read very early, though. I
could read at a very early age.

Teach yourself?

Oh, I guess so; just read, you know. I had a phenomenal memory. At
the age of twelve I could look at a page and recite it. 1In fact,

even when I was first studying music I could take a thing to bed and
read it at night and play it the next morning. I could see the notes.
That facility left me at about sixteen, seventeen. I lost that. Now
I have one of the world's worst memories. But that's all right. It's
perfectly natural that you lose that kind of memory because so many
other things come into the mind. I think that the reason I have a bad
memory now is that there isn't any room. I've got so many things
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going on and thinking about, that 1 meet somebody and I hear the name
and I forget it. I forget how to spell it. And then it's very
embarrassing, because I remember the face. I can't remember the years
the pictures* were taken in, but I can remember the situation of
taking them. I can go right back, and in most cases I can see the
camera, the lens. I can tell you the exposures. I can remember that
phase very clearly, and a great many things way back to the middle of
the 1920s. I can pretty much point to the camera, the lens. I can
remember I did this with the second Zeiss Protar I had. 1 remember
that this was a very wide-angle lens with the smallest stop, which was
actually f/56, and you know, I can remember these things. But as for
the dates, I can't remember those at all, and that drives my friend
Beaumont Newhall, the historian, out of his mind because some of my
pictures appear with three or four different dates on the back, so 1
use the word "circa" now. So it will be "circa early twentieth
century." [Laughter]

Another very important thing was the location. When I was one
year o0ld we moved out to the new house in San Francisco because my
father wanted to be in the country. It was right in the middle of
the sand dunes near the ocean, and an old house a block or so away
from us was the nearest house. I can remember--just a little kid--1'd
sit at the window and watch my father--in the carriage (they had a man
at the end of the line at First Avenue)--he'd come out on the street-
car to First Avenue, and there were two carriages that ran up and down
Lake Street. And you'd have to wait maybe fifteen, twenty minutes,
get in the carriages, and we'd see Papa and the horse clumping out
Lake Street and he would get off at Twenty-fourth Avenue and walk
down on a board walk through the sand to the house. I've got all
those memories--the wild country and the beautiful flowers and Lobos
Creek, and the fog horns, and Bakers Beach right down below. You know,
you had a feeling of very close contact with nature.

And a very interesting thing, when they started developing the
area, there was a man named S. [Stephen] A. Born, a contractor, who
built the houses now in Westclay Park. He did some of Seacliff, but
Westclay Park was his area. And he was a very fine builder, I mean
he always put more wood in than was needed. Some of those houses are
just as sturdy as a rock. I know a friend of mine has a house that
he built in 1918, 1916 I guess, and that house is absolutely solid.
You know its timbers--wonderful construction! But he used to let me
go over to the work room and shed and draw plans, and the architect
and draftsmen were very kind and would show me how to draw, you know,
building plans--what an elevation was, and space problems. I still
remember all that very clearly. I could have been an architect.

*Ansel Adams's photographs.
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How old were you when you were interested in this?

Ten, eight or ten. So I learned a great deal of that. And that
helped precision of thinking. Now, this is all very important,
because that gave me a certain precision. Well, you draw a straight
line and measure it, you see. Even showed me how they form a drawing,
leave spaces for the rug, how to figure all the different dimensionms,
and how to draw an arch. You know, I just learned--the guy loved to
teach me these things, and he'd give me a T-square and a little desk,
and 1'd sit over there in the cormer and work.

He said once that I had a couple of good ideas and he was going
to use them. I don't know what they were.

Studying the Piano

Well, the next thing as far as precision goes, the training in

music, which was with an elderly maiden lady, Miss Marie Butler, who
was a long-time associate with the New England Conservatory of Music.
She came from a Unitarian family from Boston, very precise and
extremely accurate, and had the patience of Job because I was really
pretty scatterbrained. She told my father that I had talent, it was
obvious, but I never was going to get anywhere unless 1 had discipline,
and the discipline might take anywhere from six months to five years.
Was he willing to stick it out? I mean she was perfectly frank. She
said, "He's extremely scatterbrained. He looks out the window. He
thinks of something else.” My father said, "Keep at him,” so I had
her for years.

It finally got to the point when I would do, say, a Bach
Invention, it'd have to be note perfect. I mean it, there was no
compromise, and if I didn't, "Bring it back next Friday." I mean no
soft decision. 1I'd get so damn sick of that thing that I'd just go
out of my mind. But I finally, by feeling obligated, I just did it.
So, I would do it. Fine. I would go to something else, and on, and
on. Beethoven, Chopin, Schumann. And this perfection, and the quality
of tone which I learned from her and, of course, my finger technigque--
my hands weren't heavy, so it was impact, you know: 1lift, strike and
relax. The idea is you strike a key but you relax immediately and
slightly 1ift the key; that's part of the first exercise you do, to
get that dynamic thing, and then the release. So that gave you a
terrific tempo, you see, and very crisp sound--and that built up,
well, a dependency on accuracy. She wouldn't tolerate any sloppiness.
I remember one day she said, 'Well, now, I1'm very happy about you,
and you've gone as far as you can go with me, and I think you now
should study with Professor [Frederick] Zech. (0l1d man then, seventy-
eight.) And he had studied with and assisted Von Biilow.
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And he was a real Germanic--you know, incredible, I'll never forget--
he'd demonstrate technical passages, the only thing he'd ever demon-
strate with me. And he said, "Well, you're a little weak on your
double fourths and thirds and sixths." He said, 'You must play sixths
like this." And here was this chromatic cascade of double sixths, you
see. [Laughter] 1I'll never forget hearing this, but it was a totally
impossible thing. But I did it, I got it! But never any ome of the
teachers played for me just the plain music, on an imitative basis.

It was all done by encouraging that you ask yourself, "Did this sound
right?" or,"Do you think you really shaped that phrase?" You know,
this dialectic thing.

After Zech I went for six weeks to a woman called Elizabeth
Simpson in Berkeley, who was one of those most satisfactory teachers
as far as the facility of her class was concerned, and she taught
with two pianos, which is I think the most deadly thing you can do,
because all of her class sounded just like her; no individuality.
Now, my father was pretty sensitive, because I came back after a
couple of lessons, and I was playing Schubert, and he came over and
he said, "What's happened, it doesn’t sound like you?" And I said,
"What do you mean it doesn't sound like me?" He said, '"Well, the
style is not you. You know, I've been listening to you now for quite
a few years." And it occurred to me, well, my gosh, she was "showing'
me. She was playing a phrase--leading me on--and I went a few more
weeks and went to a recital, and it all became perfectly clear that
it was parroting. And she just simply taught that way. She had
immense success. They all played exceedingly well, but they all
sounded just like she did. (Do cats bother you? Because this one is
very friendly.)

1

Well, then I went to Ben [Benjamin S.] Moore who was an organist-
pianist, and he was a very great influence on my life because he was
also a philosopher and gave the music another dimension. He was also
a purist. And that was the end of my musical training. I worked
with him for years--five or six years, I guess.

Beginning in Photography

Then gradually I got off into photography, and pretty soon I'm in
photography professionally!

But the important thing is that these precisions were un-
obtainable in the photographic world. There was no school of
photography, nothing but going out and apprenticing yourself to
someone who did photofinishing, which I did for a couple of summers.
You know, you learned how to "soup a print,'" as they called it and,
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oh, terrible stuff--but there was no school relationship, no

academic contact or anything, and there were just two or three very
good photographers who were terribly jealous. [William E.]
Dassonville was very kind to me. He made photographic papers, and

he helped me a great deal. The other photographers were nice enough,
but, gee, they just hated to give away secrets, you know--as if there
were secrets in simple technology!

I remember Moulin*, the old man. He had a big factory--I'm sure
you know of it--in San Francisco. A big place. He called me up once
and he said, "Mr. Adams, I know we photographers don't like to give
away our secrets because it's all we've got. I don't know how you
feel about it, but I've got to ask a question. Something I just
don't kmow, and it bothers me." I said, '"Well, Mr. Moulin, I have
no secrets, but I'm not an encyclopedia." He said, "What does
potassium bromide do in the developer?"

Now, that is like asking, '"What does salt do in soup?" or "What
does yeast do in bread?" It is one of the fundamentals, a restrainer,
and it's been around for nearly a century, and it simply keeps the
developer grains from developing themselves where they have not been
exposed to light, so it prevents fog, and most developers are active
enough to always develop a certain amount of grains that have not
been affected by light, and then you get this fog. You see, if it
has a little restrainer, which is bromide, it puts bromide back into
the halide crystals, and this "clears the whites.'" But here is this
man who was the biggest photographer in the city, and had the biggest
business and the biggest staff, and nobody on his staff or he knew
what potassium bromide did.

But of course if I really had to tell you what potassium bromide
did and describe the chemical structure, the reaction, that would be
far beyond me from the point of view of a chemist. This is a very
complicated physical chemistry step. But for all intents and purposes,
you know what it does when you add it to the developer. You add
seasoning to food and you don't chemically analyze seasoning; you ask
for saffron or, you know, pepper or something, but you don't give the
chemical analysis of it., But at that time, you see, we weren't getting
information from anybody. Everybody either didn't know or wouldn't
tell.

This would have been when?

The twenties.

*Gabriel Moulin, founder of a major San Francisco photography studio.
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I see. That late.

The end of the twenties. And the Moulin episode came in the thirties.
At that time there were only a few--there was Ann Brigman, there was
Imogen Cunningham, there was Dorothea Lange, Consuelo Kanaga, William
Dassonville. As far as I know, they were the only photographers in
the area who had any creativity. (Well, I was on that side of the
fence.) And Dassonville did portraits, pretty good ones, although

to the "trade;" it was soft-focus, and on soft papers. Imogen was
doing portraits. I guess she was the best; she had the greatest
variety of approach. Dorothea Lange was doing portraits and some
Indian work, not very good. Didn't have any technique. Consuelo
Kanaga was a delightful woman and imaginative artist, but again, no
technique. They were trying to say something in a language you can't
write.

So then when I first started in serious photography--that's
1930--it was people like Willard Van Dyke and Edward Weston that
came on the scene. Of course, they found that here we had all these
damn camera club people with hideous taste, imitative stuff, soupy
sentimental business. A lot of them had a very fine mechanical
technique, which was always very irritating to me. [Laughter] They
knew a lot about it, you know, but what they did was terrible
aesthetically. And that led into Group f£/64, and this is probably
another chapter entirely. I'm going way ahead.

Youthful Experiences

I'd say that my first experience in nature was a regional
experience; of Bakers Beach and that whole western part of the City,
which profoundly influenced me; the storms and the fogs and all this
open space. Why I didn't get killed a hundred times on those

Golden Gate cliffs I don't know. I used to go out to Land's End and
climb all over without knowing how to climb, and all alone. I got
into some tight situationms. ’

Did you play alone a good deal of the time?

Oh, yes, yes.

You did?

Yes, I didn't have--well, there were a few boys in the neighborhood.

Nothing really happened that way. It was interesting; I didn't have
any real friends. I just didn't need them. I don't know.
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But the other experience was then going to Puget Sound to my father's
plant. It was after 1912 when he started the plant to recoup the
family fortune, and we had this property on Puget Sound. He acquired
the rights to the Classen process. Now, this is chemically interest-
ing, but today things have superseded it. It was a way of making
industrially pure alcohol, ethyl alcohol, not methyl or wood alcohol
but just industrially pure ethyl alcohol, 200 proof, from cellulose.
They decided that that area was magnificent because of all the

sawdust and the slash, and all the available wood material which the
lumber mills would just love to get rid of, and they'd send the barges
around all over the Sound and collect tons of this stuff, and then
come back and go through this Classen chemical process which involved
treatment by sulphurous acid, and they made--we still have some--200
proof alcohol. 1It's as pure as anything you'll ever get, and more
potent, easily drinkable. The residue of that, the cellulose, was
then mixed with molasses and a few other things (they didn't know
about vitamins then, but "enrichments') and it was sold as cattle food.
It was called Bastol, and that had a great future because it was
relatively light in relation to energy, and it could be mixed with
hay or grain.

And what happened in this case was that industrial alcohol was
at that time a by-product of the sugar industry (the sugar cane
residue). And the Hawaiian sugar trust--you can literally say that
the group got together and decided that this company can't go on.
And they bought out every share of stock they could get, and my
father's brother-in-law* was bribed and he sold out and betrayed him.
It was a terrible blow. My father's lawyer betrayed him. They sold
their stock and got out of it, for a price. It was a terrible blow
to Papa, and they got 54 percent control of the stock, threw everybody
out, put in a dummy board, and wrecked the plant.

Now, it was so important to them, they didn't even try to
salvage some of this beautiful equipment-~-the machinery was wrecked.
0f course with the S.E.C. today and the rules we have, that couldn't
happen. There's no possible way that you could do a thing like that.
You could buy the stock, but you couldn't put it out of business, you
see--protection of other stockholders is important. Of course, a lot
of people lost quite a little money in it, and my father was just
ruined, and of course in a terrible state over this financial
catastrophe, because he was always a person of the highest integrity.
But when someone of his own family, whom I was named after...! That's
why I don't use my middle name. Ansel Easton was unspeakable as far
as I'm concerned, because I know what he did. My father in fact felt
so much for him he named me after him, Ansel Easton, and unfortunately,
I have to use that name legally, and I just hate it. But you notice I
don't use it in any correspondence or in relation to my work. My

*Ansel Easton; see paragraph following.
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professional name is Ansel Adams. But that was a family disruption
and, of course, part of the family went with them, and the other
part stayed with us.

How old were you when that happened, about?
Oh, I guess I was about twelve or thirteen when it happened.
Were you upset by that?

Well, I knew something had happened, because we went from a cook and
a maid and a governess to doing it all yourself! [Laughter] You know
what I mean--quite down and out. Papa spent a lot of time after that
trying to recoup his plant. And they had an antimony process, and
inferior people in management. The Bank of California, which my
grandfather helped found, had carried the loans and mortgages on the
properties for years and years, and finally the law caught up with
them and they said, 'We have to call the loan." But it was with
great regrets. I mean my father's word was like my grandfather's,
He'd go in and say, "I need a thousand dollars." '"Well, here it is."
It was just this kind of an honorable thing.

I haven't had to lately, but in the last twenty years-—-fifteen--
I had to go to the Wells Fargo or the Bank of California and borrow
five thousand or so--got a job coming up--and they'd say, "Oh, yes,
sure, Mr. Adams, we don't need any collateral with you." And, you
know, you think, '"'Well, that ain't bad," [laughter] to have that
reputation. Of course, legally, they have to show something
protective,

Yes, I think it did have an effect on all of us, and I think it
probably was something that stirred me to think realistically when I
first went to the Sierra with my family in 1916, when I was fourteen
years old. I think my mother reacted very badly to this catastrophe,
and I think that tension probably encouraged me to go more into the
mountains.

So, as I said I went early to Puget Sound, and then we went down
to the Santa Cruz mountains, and then my father became secretary to
the Astronomical Society [of the Pacific], and we used to go down to
Mount Hamilton often. I never went East until 1933, Oh, yes, we did
make a trip to Los Angeles when I was about nine or ten, and we
stayed at the Alexandria Hotel, and I remember going around and
seeing oranges and snow peaks and ostriches, and I can remember this
brilliant, clear air! Still can recall it! Something like Santa Fe,
New Mexico, has today. Certain moods in areas, I still remember
that well in Los Angeles; we were there about six weeks.

That was about 19107



Adams:

Teiser:

Adams:

Teiser:

Adams :

Teiser:

Adams :

Teiser:

Adams:

12

That was 1910 or 'l2, yes. We went on the streetcars--the Pacific
Electric Railway. But absolutely clear, you know, I recall that
whole feeling of clarity. It was like this place, really, as it is
now. [Carmel Highlands]

Were you conscious as a youngster that things impressed you visually?

Yes, very much so. (Do you want anything now to drink, soft, hard,
moderate?)

No, not a thing.
You've met Jim Taylor?
No, we haven't., How do you do.

I would have introduced you, but I was swallowing.

Visualization and Music

You said you were aware that you had a particular visual sense?

Yes, I think I always had. There comes a romantic period when you
can visualize literary realities. Say you hear music, and you--
well, you're reminded of certain things. You see tangible images,
and that's the basis of all these terrible titles some music has,
like Moonlight Sonata. Whoever thought of moonlight rippling on
the water? 1 never got that corny. The Moonlight Sonata was

always a bad example, but you did get such things as the "Legendes"
of Liszt, "St. Francis of Assisi Preaching to the Birds,'" and "St.
Francis of Paulus Walking on the Waves.'" This is pictorial music.
Well, at one age of life I'd get into that kind of direct pictorial-
ism. I guess you'd call it "literary." But then it wasn't very
much later--about five years--before my visual impression of music
was quite abstract. I guess I got that mostly from Ben Moore and the
music of Scriabin. But I'd remember everything I1'd seen very clearly,
and that's why the camera was so rewarding. I would capture what I
saw, and the dissatisfaction that the image wasn't what I'd really
"seen" was one of the things that kept me going. The average person
just goes '"'click" and there's Grandma, and that's the satisfaction
with the image. But in my case, the required image or the ideal
image which we see and hear was not casually seen in the photograph;
therefore I worked hard to get it. And when I got it, that was the
beginning of my real photography, and the actual visualization,
where you look into the world, you see a combination of shapes, and
you see them in terms of the final picture. You don't see them



Adams:

Adams:

13

"outside" any more. And then you've got to get your eye, your
camera, and everything around you into that position which will
support that visualization. It's all intuitive. It has to come
very quickly. That means you have to practice. If I don't go out
with the camera for quite a while, I find myself very, very clumsy.
I've just lost physical contact with the camera.

I have a little difficulty seeing and framing my images. Like,
what would I do with you [Harroun] sitting there with your pencil
and pad? I could go "click" and get a perfectly good record of you,
which you would date on the back, and it would be very valuable. I
think I have enough mechanics to get a good exposure, but that
wouldn't be a picture. The picture would be the combination of all
the relationships, the black line on your dress, and the black lines
on the blanket [on the couch], and the element of light, and the
distractions of the environment to get rid of. If you can't get rid
of it, use it. But it's all quite plain in the end! Thousands of
things are going on at one time, and you can't be aware of all those
things, and you can't add conventions to it, because if you did that
you'd ruin it,.

It's just the way you practice the piano for years to get a
facility in your fingers, tone control, shaping, dynamics, and when
you play you can't think of all the elements; you just do it. One
example, a friend said, "Well, you take the C Major Sonata of Weber
and you take the last movement, the Perpetual Motion and the Rondo.
You're playing four parts, sixteen hundred notes a minute.” You have
to have your harmonics, your dynamics (which is phrase shape), your
rhythm or your accent, and then above all that, the pecular thing
in music--the style--the intangibles. And you practice. You're a
musician; you've spent ten years or twenty, and you play this thing.
And if you tried to even put it in a computer (it is going through
a mental computer)--but there's no ordinary computer made that can
handle what you're doing.

Anticipation in Music and Photography

I was talking about this just a little while ago. The mind is so
far ahead of the computer except in some things, but in music, you
see, we're anticipating. We have a whole new pattern of thinking,
unconscious thought. You are anticipating things with appreciation
of a tenth of a second's psycho-physical lag. And you're hearing
harmonics, and the harmonics are developing in such a way that at

a certain point you instinctively know you're ready for the next
note. If you waited a tenth of a second until those harmonics had
resolved, you'd be late. So, that's part of the structure that
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people don't think about. I mean, when you hear music, that's what
you hear. You hear this tremendously complex thing which can be
broken down into a few categories, but it's really beyond literary
definition., You can make a record of it. Of course, you don't get
everything, even the finest records are not complete, but they are
very close to it. You can break those records down on oscilloscopes.
I've seen violin records broken down, recorded and then re-recorded
slow, cutting out, cutting down to one-hundredth the time, and then
making oscillographs and measuring the harmonics. I was absolutely
fascinated with the complexity. You finally get a pattern where
this other note--this thing which on the piano would be touch or

on the violin which, I guess, would be intonation--why one is
beautiful and the other isn't, and yet they are the same notes, and
everything superficially the same.

And the same thing with the camera. I mean ten people can go to
exactly the same scene and get ten totally different images, although
they might have the cameras in the same position. Superficially the
tree and the rock would be the same, but there's something else, you
see. There's the way they felt it, visualized it, composed it,
exposed it, developed it, and printed it. I guess I'm wandering a
little bit.,

No, no, this is just fine, 1Is there a parallel in the sequential
character of music as you were just discussing it and the sequence
of events in a photograph--or is that stretching it?

No, no. My work is fundamentally static. In other words, I see the
scene, and the scene is changing at a very slow rate. I'm not
talking about a spectacular wave coming in or clouds moving, but I
mean the natural scene is there, and I can think about it and compose
and move around and get this rock or tree right. You know, I have
command of it. Now, you take somebody like [Henri] Cartier-Bresson
(and I've done some of his kind of work, I know directly what it
means). His things are in motion. And the average candid so-called
photographer just gets people on the fly. But, there again is this
anticipation, and this might interest you. I was teaching at the

Art Center School., We were working with students (this was before
the second [world] war), Signal Corps people, photographers.

Gee, it was pretty hard. We didn't have much time with them,
and they were in the army, but they were studying to use the Speed
Graphic. Well, a very intelligent general, one of the few intelligent
generals I've known, said, "I know you people are interested in the
art phase, and that's why we want you to do this, because we can find
all kinds of mechanical people who can give us the answers, but
they're not the kind of answers that we want. We'd like to get these
boys to see and to anticipate. Say you're out in combat, something
is happening. You can't wait until something happens and then take a
picture of it. 1It's happened so fast that you'll be late.
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Adams: So part of the training that went on for weeks--I'd be upstairs
looking around in the street for something, and suddenly see a
streetcar, a block away, and I'd yell downstairs, "Let's go!" They'd
all arrive with their camera cases and I'd say, "Catch the front of
the streetcar in juxtaposition with that big power pole--I must see
a precise juxtaposition." Well, they opened the case, they got out
the camera, they judged the distance (we had a lot of focus controls)--
"That's a hundred feet." They'd taken the light value measurements
and they knew the approximate exposure, and then they were ready.

Now the point was, if you waited until you saw that car line up
with the pole, then it'd be way over and beyond, because you have at
least a tenth of a second lag. About a third of the students could
hit it right on the nose, could anticipate the juxtaposition. Some
of them would get nervous, you see, and more than anticipate, so
they'd shoot too early. Then, well, after several weeks we'd have
about 90 percent of them doing an exact job. Of course we wouldn't
go back to the same subject, but they'd be more relaxed and see the
problem more clearly as time went on.

[End Tape 1, Side 1]
[Begin Tape 1, Side 2]

Adams: Well, to take this element of anticipation, which is essential, I

’ think I explained that is inevitable in music, although people don't
think of it in that sense, but in the event--seeing that the event
doesn't trigger itself, at the point of the event, but goes. through
our ears, our ''computer” recognition, motor impulse, and merve and
muscle. I still have a very high reaction, but as you get older it
gets slower, and I still run I think a twelfth, and as high as a
fifteenth of a second on light impulse. You know, you can have
standard tests, and when the light flashes you react. Well, you'd be
surprised; you think you are fast, but then you see the graph, and
here's the light impulse and here's your response, and if you're
tired the response shows more delay.

Anyway, creative people like Cartier-Bresson use this anticipa-
tion factor in a highly creative sense, and he was able to get these
marvelous compositions of people in motion. It wasn't only one
person; there may be as many as five all functioning together. He
has an uncanny sense--gestalt patterns, perhaps. We don't know how
to explain it, but in many, many of his pictures, four or five
people will be seen in the ideal moment, and that's why the title of
his book, The Decisive Moment is so apt, because it is that decisive
moment. When he operated the shutter, his "computer" decided the
decisive moment. The real decisive moment is when the shutter
operated, which was at least a tenth of a second after he'd given
the signal. So, he must have anticipated in the creative sense of
the term.
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Adams: I can make a probe and hit this metal and in a millionth of a
second I'11 get a response from this dial, but that's a direct
contact., But if this is moving, and it has to go through my
mechanism, then operate the shutter, at the moment when I think
that's right it'll be too late. So this is a terribly important thing,
and I think in music it's essential, and I don't know in most
photography--well, different degree I'd say in everything. You
anticipate light, you anticipate your position in relation to the
object. You don't think it out, you feel it out. If I'm looking at
you [Harroun] I would move in such a way that that string back of
you would be out, I wouldn't see it. If I can't do it, then I have
to use that string, so I see it another way. But I can't say to the
camera, 'Move over on a track six feet and go click." When we think

1v1¢

of all the things photographed......

Mariner Photographs of Mars

’

Adams: I have a whole set of the new pictures of Mars taken on the last
Mariner flight, and they are wonderful technological achievements.
A good friend sent them to me. They're not really restricted, but
it's unusual to have so many. And you see in them one of the great
miracles of our time, scientifically speaking. The pictures have
absolutely no aesthetic quality at all except what you read into
them., Now if I were a painter, I could take some of the designs and
spots and features and I could expand them, and I think if I could
be there in space I could have made a better composition. But
[laughter], one, I can't be there in space and, two, I'm a little too
far away. And three, these don't come back as pictures, they come
.back as a series of bits, one to a hundred and twenty-eight numbers,
and are recomposed in the computer. A picture is made, and it's
only this big [gesture], as big as your thumb, and scanned with a
television micro-scanner, and--

V. Adams: [In the background] Oh, don't let the cat out!

Adams: --every time the probes come across a change in density in this
image, they give a different number, That relates to intensity and
comes back to us as a continuous tape, and the computer is set up to
receive and interpret the signal.

Now, the scanner works two ways. It records in one direction
the intensity of the image and, returning, it is sending data from
a number of other scientific instruments. When it goes one way, it's
giving the image information, and when it goes back it's giving other
scientific data gain. Hundreds and thousands of lines are involved.
When you see the picture it's really sharp, this big [gesture], but
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the image is only as big as my thumb to begin with. Well, that is

not art. People like, oh, [Gyorgy] Kepes or [Laszld] Moholy-Nagy or
[Herbert] Bayer would say, "Ah, this begins art; this is the new art."
Well, it's another reality you're confronted with, but it doesn't
represent art in itself because you're not seeing and controlling it.
The machine is doing it, and I don't know whether we can always
control it! [To assistant, Ted Organ, holding framed photograph] That
went all around the world, God knows where, and I took the tape off
and it was perfectly beautiful. It has to be cleaned, though.

Travelling exhibit?

Mrs., [Estes] Kefauver. Remember Mrs. Kefauver, the Art in the
Embassies program?

Yes.

That was part of her project. That's been out for years. And I
opened one box today, a whole box, three hundred pounds of pictures
and frames.

How many photographs in all?

Forty or fifty. 1I've got a show! I just unpacked one to look at it.
Most beautifully packed stuff you ever saw.

"Monolith, the Face of Half Dome"

Well, anyway, back to anticipation! Now, what does the artist
really do? 1'd go into the mountains as a-‘kid, and I had unbounded
physical energy, which is something that I don't have now. Of
course, nobody realizes when they've got it, you just look back and
you wonder! You know, I could climb two peaks a day with a fifty-
pound pack and still want to photograph in the evening. [Laughter]

But I think the element of anticipation enters into this picture.
Something tells you this is something you recognize, and you begin to
see the picture--visualize it--and you make it. In the early days,
in the early twenties when I was out in the Sierra with the LeConte¥*
family (LeConte was a marvelous man, a very intelligent man, a really
very important person in Sierra history), he made any number of
photographs on five by seven plates--but hardly any that contain this

*Joseph N. LeConte .



Adams:

Adams:

18

particular quality. They're immensely valuable as records, and
they're pleasant. You know, you look at them and they bring back
scenes, but his mind wasn't in the creative direction at all.

See, compare him with William Henry Jackson; he was about the
same. He made thousands and thousands of pictures. Now, another
man of the Jackson period--1870-1880--called T.H. 0'Sullivan had
another level of vision, and his pictures are always superb composi-
tions. While the Jacksons historically were tremendously important,
0'Sullivan had that extra dimension of feeling. You sense it, you
see it., This Half Dome picture* of mine [on wall] was my first really
fine photograph. (I was ready to say, "Well, maybe I should have
stopped and gone into the ready-made clothing business.') Because
this was my first real visualization. I felt the monumental quality,
I saw it intensely. I had two plates with me, I took one with the
standard K2 filter, and I began to realize, why, I'm not creating
anything of what I feel, because I know the shadow on the cliff is
going to be like the sky; it's going to be gray. It will be an
accurate picture of Half Dome, but it won't have that emotional
quality I feel. I had a deep red filter and I used it on my last
plate. And that's the interpretive result--that's what I felt at the
time.

Literary Titles for Photographs

And this might be the time to bring in the term "equivalent" that
Alfred Stieglitz used, because he made the bridge between the
pictorialists and the creative people. Very difficult! Even today,
the so-called pictorialists have to title everything, you know:
"Autumn Tranquility," or '"Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory," or '"The
Smile of Spring," and all this incredible [laughter] literary
imitation., And Stieglitz said, "Of course, it's all right to say
this is 'Fifth Avenue, Winter;' that's fact." Edward Weston would
say, '"Cyprus Number Twenty-three, Point Lobos.'" But when you begin
to say, oh, "Time to be Home," [laughter] you know, that's an awful
thing.

Well, anyway, Stieglitz tried to break way from that with the
idea of saying, "When I see something I react to it and I state it,
and that's the equivalent of what I felt. So, therefore I call my
print 'equivalent,' and I give it you as a spectator, and you get it
or you don't get it, you see, but there's nothing on the back of the

*"Monolith, the Face of Half Dome,'" Yosemite Valley, 1927(?). See
also p. 38 and other entries as indexed.
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Adams: print that tells you what you should get, I put no literary title,"
That was a very important thing, and I instinctively felt that way
back in the twenties. I rarely if ever gave a title, a literary
title. 1I’d give a definitive title like "Rocks, Bakers Beach" (if I
had only put the date on it, Newhall would have been happy), "Golden
Gate Park Number Sixteen,” or "Red Slate Peak,'" and sometimes '"Red
Slate Peak, Evening," another might be "Red Slate Peak, Morning."
But it was never a literary thing. This is terribly important, to
avoid this--I call it literary; maybe that isn't the right term. I
think from the very beginning I was relatively free of that because
after going through a certain stage I was in, in photography and
music, I realized how shallow it was.

Teiser: It not only is literary, or romantic, or whatever, but it also
reflects what the picture is like. I mean, you don't find that kind
of title on a picture that would be called "Rock and Sea."

Adams: You're right there.
Teiser: I don't know what I'm trying to say, but--
Adams: The person who would accept that philosophy of a title could not do

a Weston-approach picture, you see,

Teiser: That's what I'm trying to say.
Adams: Yes. I remember one of the criticisms that got me really worried was

James Huneker, the great music writer, critic for the Globe or New
York Times or something, but boy, was he florid! Wow! And his dis-
cussions of Chopin's Sonatas and other works were memorably bad.

Now, the sonata is usually in four movements, and in the B-flat minor
Sonata of Chopin you have the 'Marche Funebre,'" which is the Adagio,
and in which he took the mode of the funeral march. Now, actually,
it should be played with the utmost stylization, without thinking of
a funeral cortege. It's been interpreted so that people always
relate it to a fumeral, but it's actually a theme, not a theme but a
structure, Otherwise you have just a funeral march,

The last movement is Presto Furidso, and is an awfully difficult
thing, with terrific surges of sound. Huneker ruins it for millions
of people by saying, "This is the night wind rushing over the graves.'

- You see, it immediately cuts off a whole dimension because it's so
trite. That's part of the philosophy that you have to contend with
with me. I avoid this aspect of triteness, and if I ever slip,
please, you know, take me up on it because I might make allusions
sometimes that might give you that impression., But it's very easy to
get emotional.
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Portraiture

Somebody with an unpracticed eye would look at Julia Margaret
Cameron's portrait of Tennyson, say, and then look at a turn-of-the-
century pictorialist portrait and find them similar. What's the
difference?

She was--I don't know if we can say she was a dichotomy, but she
exhibited a dichotomy in the sense that most of her pictures are the
most sickly, stylized, posed, Burne-Jones compositions of wan,
tubercular maidens in white drapes, and--boy, are they sentimentall

I mean, they're really Victorian! So that's part of Julia Margaret
Cameron. And they're awfully good for their time. The next step,
and the important thing, is when she got these great people to come
to her country house. (This is the story we get.) She was
apparently a very well-to-do woman, and had the equivalent of a salon,
and the people who'd come to visit would be trapped and photographed!
But what she did was so intense, and the magic in that is not just
putting somebody up in an iron brace and holding them for fifty
seconds (the poses were very long), but developing an empathy or a
sympathy between them. So when you see the picture of Carlisle,
Herschel, or even Tennyson, there's something happening there that's
far beyond the ordinary photographs of the time--exposures of thirty
seconds or more, with the head gripped by the support. Her photo-
graphs had motion, they moved, but that does not bother us. You

are aware of their great intensity.

Stieglitz did the same thing. He took portraits of [John]
Marin, and he'd believe if a person would sit relaxed for a minute
or more, something could come through that would never appear in a
snapshot. That's only a slice of time. That's another thing that
Cartier-Bresson did superbly: the anticipation of the body movements
and facial expression. And you know most candid photographs are
simply horrible, people speaking with their mouths twisted open or
showing incomplete action, etc. You have to study the person, and
you have to be speaking with him if you're doing a portrait of the
speaker. You phrase his passage or sentence, and just as he's ended
the phrase or sentence you may photograph--because at that moment his
face may have a moment of logical repose.

And Cartier-Bresson, and, again, Gene [W. Eugene] Smith, and

many other people in that field have that sense, The person-subject
does come through. But the difference between Cameron and the average
professional at the time was not that there was a romantic stage set
involved. I think there was just a very intense personal relation-
ship. The subject and photographer knew each other, they were friends,
and they knew what she was trying to do. There's no resistance, and
there's no passivity in evidence.
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Adams: Minor White made a big contribution in discussing portraiture in
the sense that it really was a stage play, a dramatic play. One
character was the subject, another character was the photographer, a
third was the camera. The interplay wasn't just between you and me,
but it was between you, the camera, and me. And sometimes this was
very vague for people to understand, but he did some very spectacular
portraits on that philosophy. You're really getting the person to
feel that they're part of the camera. That's what happens when
you're doing what's called "first person photography," when they're
looking into the lens. Most photographs you see, they're not looking
at the lens, they're looking over there or at the photographer. It's
all right to look here or there, but if there's slight indirectness
the effect is disturbing. When I talk to you and look this way at
your collar, why, it'd drive you nuts after a while. You'd think I
was, you know, ashamed, or afraid, or weak. You see the difference?
I don't know whether you can see my eyes, but now you're the camera,
and I'm looking at you. Now I'm going to focus on the tree outside.
Do you see what happens? The eyes diverge.

Teiser: Yes.

Adams: It's an extremely small point, but it's absolutely a dominant factor
in portraiture because it can be so ugly and so unhappy to have a
portrait of a person four feet from the camera whose eyes are focused
on a hundred feet or infinity. I'm talking to you, and if I had my
camera over here, these would all be crazy pictures, because it
wouldn't be far enough away. If I had the camera over there [gesture],
by accident I might get something, but of course, I wouldn't know.

So that's why the camera itself, with its single-lens reflex design,
or just the view-camera ground glass, the image (not the finder image)
is so valid. That's what's so wonderful about the new Land camera
[the SX70], the beautiful accuracy of the finder. You're seeing
exactly what the lens sees,

Teiser: This question of focus, is that a factor in the [Yousuf] Karsh

portraits?
Adams: Karsh is never very satisfactory when he has a first person. He has
the ability to make everybody look alike, because he uses a very con-
3 sistent lighting without much regard for the person. I mean for mood.

The lighting, mechanically, is superb. When he photographs a profile
of somebody looking away from the camera he achieves very impressive
results, But when he has people looking almost at you, then his
portraits may go to pieces, because they're not looking at the lens,
they're looking at him, or looking a little above, or to the side.
The Hemingway picture and several others, the subjects are looking
above his head.

He has a habit—-he made a picture of me at a stockholders
meeting at Polaroid several years ago, demonstrating a new big
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Adams: format that hasn't been developed yet. He was going to take a picture
of me, and it was to be processed right there in the camera, and then
it was to be put in the printing press. This was called Project India. |
It's a remarkable thing. It means that you will take a picture, wipe
the developer residue off, put it on an offset press, and you print
a hundred thousand copies. This because the print is a screen plate.

I would have simply said, "All right, take the picture but we'll
rehearse it if you want." He got so nervous we rehearsed it four or
five times. He'd never used this process before, you know, and they
had everything set: they gave him everything he needed. He'd come
in a private jet from Ottawa. I was getting awfully tired, because
1 was supposed to be the subject and should look "bright.'" We had
worked everything out and had everything gauged to a quarter of an
inch. But when Karsh made the picture, he'd take the cable release
and look at you, and then he would do this [lifting eyes], and so
everybody sort of does this "lifting up." And it's a secret.
Everybody in his photographs has almost the same "lifting'" expression.
I saw him do it with several people. He just sort of does that and
you go along too. [Laughter] He just sort of transmits a lift.

But of course, his lights are right here: they're blinding.
They glare, you know. Whew! [Laughter] And then after he did this,
here are these two thousand people out in front, and he's just white
with fear. They process this thing and out comes this picture.
"Well, that's pretty good, Karsh," Land says. "It's not your fault.
I know Adams can look better than that. Can't we do it over again?
Sure, the picture came out fine that way, but let's get a better one."
By that time Karsh was just ready to be put down the Disposall, you
know (and so was I). So finally we get the picture. '"Well, that's
pretty good." And he turns it over to his assistant who washes it
off. He then puts it on this little press, and there's a print for
everyone in the audience. [Laughter] Very nice offset print. But
the sense of portraiture is that extraordinary moment of understanding
people. And a good professional portraitist is pretty much of a
psychologist., Are you a pompous businessman, are you a slightly timid
housewife, are you a dowager, are you.... And I have failed many
times with all these types!

I remember doing a portrait of Mrs., [James] Rolph, the governor's
wife, and I just expected to do her head, but, no, she had the
inaugural gown on. Well, I didn't have a studio--never had a studio
in my life with equipment to handle that, because somebody standing
against a simple wall in an inaugural gown is one of the silliest
things you can imagine. The light was all wrong. She was very
nervous, and she said, "I hope you know, I'm getting a little fleshy,
and I hope you'll do a proper amount of retouching." And I said,
"Good Lord, I never retouch anything." So, I made about ten pictures
of her, and they were perfectly horrible. They were so God-awful,
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but I sent two proofs on. She thought one was simply lovely and
wanted to get retouched prints. So I thought, oh hell, I'd send it
to a retoucher and let somebody do it, and let them have it, because
I was obligated to get them a picture, but I had to cut the thing
down to kind of a panel. The inaugural gown, you know; I had to
print the thing down. If you do a thing like that and if you have

a studio and all kinds of lights, and you simulate a room or some-
thing, you might produce an "effect." But imagine somebody in an
inaugural gown standing in front of this fireplace here, not in a
plush San Francisco home--it does not work! [Laughter]

Manzanar

Your portraits of people in the Japanese relocation camp at Manzanar
have a great immediacy.

Yes, and that's a very interesting thing. This doesn't belong in
this section, but I'd better tell you about it.

Dorothea Lange and the group*, at the time of the exodus, when
they transported the Nisei to the camps (which was a really tragic
time), made photographs. They had a very grim sociological picture
of this event, which was a very grim event, no question about that.
Then I came along at a much later date. I was up in Yosemite and
was griping that I couldn't get anything to do in the army or navy,
and I wasn't going to just be a sergeant photographer. At first I
thought I'd have the darkroom for Steichen*#*, and then, well, they
got somebody else. I was just too old to do this and just too
young for something else, and I was really griping.

But Ralph Merritt, who was a great man, was the newly-appointed
director of Manzanar, and he came to see us in Yosemite. And I told
him, "I've got to do something. After all, I'm feeling like--not a
traitor--but I'm perfectly well, and I have a lot of ability along
certain lines, and I can't get in any photographic thing to do in
the defense picture. They don't want photographers.'" Brett Weston
was an extremely competent photographer. They put him cleaning film,
which is closer to photography than most photographers were. But if
I were a young man trained as a photographer and had joined, I'd
have been made a cook.

*working under the War Relocation Authority.
**Edward Steichen served as a captain in the navy during the war,
in charge of combat photography.
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But these kids who'd graduated from high school, they had already
enlisted in the Signal Corps, so they were already designated.
Maybe they ended up as cooks, too, I don't know. But when I got to
Manzanar--oh, yes, let me go back,

Merritt came to Yosemite and told me, "I've got a great project
for you. Can't pay you a cent. I can put you up. I can get you
gas mileage, and I can get you tires, but I can't pay you a cent of
salary., This is something if you want to do it; we'll do everything
we can.," He said, "We think we have something at Manzanar--(Hello,
Ernstl* One moment, I'm on a tape!)--we think we have something at
Manzanar. We've been able to get these people in all their
destitute, terrible condition to build a new life for themselves.

A whole new culture. They're leaving here with a very ‘good feeling
about America. They know the exodus was a fundamental wrong, but
they said, 'This is the situation--make the best of it,' If you can
photograph that, it's a very important part of the record.”

So I went down to Manzanar and photographed, oh, hundreds of
people, and practically everyone was positive. They'd rejected the
tragedy because they couldn't do anything about it. The next step
was a positive one. And I had them smiling, and cheerful, and happy.
And the photojournalists raked me up and down over the coals; you
have no idea. '"Why do you have these people smiling? That's all
fake! They were oppressed, prisoners.'" And so I tried to explain
what really happened. Because of this adversity, about which they
could do nothing, they became a marvelous group of positive, forward-
looking people. They were the lighting candles type, you know, and
that's the way you see them. You look at this book** and you see
many who are very pleasant, and very happy, and beautiful kids, and
they really did a magnificent job of establishing a life out of
chaos. And I think that's my most important job. Although,
conventionally I should have shown them downtrodden and unhappy and
dirty--which was not true!

You wrote the text, too?
Yes.

As 1 remember, the copy I saw was poorly reproduced because of
wartime paper, and--

Oh, terribly. Tom Maloney, U.S. Camera, just thought this was one

*Ernst Bacon, composer, who had just arrived to spend the weekend.

**Born Free and Equal. New York: U.S. Camera, 1944.
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of the greatest ever. He was so glad to publish this, to
recognize these people, and he thought American citizens would
respond and it would sell, Only about 3 percent of the bookstores
and news stands would carry it, because the Japanese were the
"enemy." They never paid any attention to the philosophy.

I must have had twenty, twenty-five letters. Some were very
touching. One man wrote me., He said, "Well, I've lost three sons
in this war, and you're glorifying our enemy." And I had to write
back and say, "Those in my book are American citizens., They were
born in this country, and their sons who were in the army would come
to see them.'" But their hurt was so great that there was no
reasonable solution to it. It was really quite a tragic experience
for me.

I should think.

I think of what's going on in the South., This [George] Wallace
business, and the fact that "if you're a nigger, you're a nigger
forever," you know. And if he was a "Jap," whether or not he was
born in America, he's still a "Jap." The subtle thing was that the
0ld man that we had working for us for many years as family companion,
gardener, and cook, Harry, was an Issei, was born in Japan. He was
picked up on the second day of the war because he was a Japanese
national, and we just got a telephone call from a friend, "Harry Oye
has gone to intern camp." Well, that's expected during a war. He
had asthma. The government treated him incredibly well. He went to
hospital after hospital. He finally went to Missoula, which was the
best for his asthma. He had the best of food to eat. He was
completely comfortable. He would write us letters which would have
the censor's stamp on it in red: everything is fine. He comes out
to us after the war. He looks fine. He was really extremely well
treated. He immediately applies for citizenship and gets it.

So Harry Oye at the age of seventy-something becomes a United
States citizen, treated ten times better than the United States
citizens who were picked up by General DeWitt and moved into the
relocation camps. And that's the story that I tried to tell! We
followed the~-what do you call it--Geneva compact, and prisoners of
war were magnificently treated. And, when he told us about where
he went and the doctors he had, and the care--and he was a prisomer
of war! [Laughter] The American citizen who just happened to have a
Japanese grandfather, oh no. He was put right in the intermment
camp. And some places were very bad; well, not very bad, but dismal.

Manzanar had a beautiful setting. I always tried to bring in
the environment of the mountains. I knew a great many of the people
would look up at the Sierra Nevada. It was a beautiful place.
Merritt let them go out of the camp and collect rocks and helped
them get shrubs and build a Japanese garden. Just absolutely
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beautiful. They had water running and flowers and shrines. I can
still pick out some remnants; they’re still there in the desert.

Did you ever show all those photographs?

They were shown in the Museum of Modern Art and were very severely
criticized.

At the time?

Yes. People criticized the Museum and criticized me. It was a very
difficult thing. And even some of my liberal friends said, "You
made a mistake that time. You just got yourself in hot water." We
were talking about it. They said, "It's not the thing to do. Japan
is the enemy and you shouldn't have done it." Nothing could be
further from the truth. So I really think I can go on record as
saying that from the social point of view that's the most important
thing I've done or can do, as far as I know. I don't know what'll
happen tomorrow. But it was a great experience.

Early Days and Scientific Concepts

Well, I'd like to go back to earlier days and people that I knew.
I'11l never forget the doctor for us out there, a little woman called
Dr. [Ida B.] Cameron who lived on Twenty-fifth Avenue and practiced
homeopathy. And she would come over and see me when I was laid up
with a cold or something, and she'd have her little sugar pills
containing one billionth of a gram of something. Of course to my
uncle who was an allopath, this was like what's going on in Ireland
with Protestants and Catholics.

Homeopathy is '"like cures like." Strangely enough they've
found out lately that some of this theory may work. [Samuel]
Hahnemann I believe was the man who developed it. But there were
many, many family doctors who were homeopaths, and would give these
tiny little sugar pills in a solution of alcohol with an incredibly
small amount of a certain chemical. But you got over your colds.
And they never would extend into anything serious, appendicitis, or
surgery, or anything--no kidding on that. They were really highly
trained doctors with this specific philosophy. It bordered a little
bit on the acceptance of acupuncture., Nobody could quite understand
how it worked, but it's probably the conviction up here [in the head]
that does it. But you still see the Hahnemann Hospital out by the
Children's Hospital, and Hahnemann was the father of homeopathy. It
was just a "school" of medicine. [To Ted Organ] (My friend, I know
that you are busy with prints, but could you remind Jim that I am
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Adams: kind of dry and I'm becoming very eloquent, and this tape is very
important. A little vodka, a little ice, and a lot of water.)

Dr. Cameron had a great deal to do. She was the one we would
count on, and she was a very intelligent woman. So I had right in
the immediate neighborhood Miss Marie Butler, my piano teacher, and
Dr. Cameron (I forget her first name, it will come to me).

Then a family, Mr. and Mrs. Sattler, came next door and built a
house and cut out our view. My father when he saw the plans said,
"Can't you arrange this some way so you won't kill our view?" And,
by gosh, they did: my father, who was very broke, got a bill for
twelve thousand dollars., A demand. It was their court order because
they were going to build. Now, there's a strange thing about the
law. They were on a very steep hill. It would have cost twelve
thousand dollars to build the retaining wall, and we didn't have
anything.

My father went to a lawyer and he said, "What do I do?" He
said, "How far is your house from the property line?" He said,
"Fourteen feet." '"Twelve feet is the limit. They have to hold up
the property." That two feet saved us. [Laughter] So he told Mr.
Sattler, "I'm sorry, I don't have the money and I was very worried,
but I consulted my lawyer and the lawyer says you're beyond twelve
feet." He said, "Well, I tried, but I'11 hold it up. But," he said,
"maybe we can get some dirt from your property." My father said,
"Oh, yes." And we got along fine. So everything worked very well.

Teiser: But it did cut off your view?

Adams: Well, it cut off a good part of it, but still he moved back enough,
you see, which is more than most people would do.

The [Matthew A.] Littles built on finally in later years, and
cut it all off. Their name was Sattler, and she was a Christian
Science practitioner, and she tried to influence me in Christian
Science. Really, you talk about missionary work! There was always
something strange about it, because I was interested in astronomy
(through my father) and science generally, and then to be told some-
thing totally unscientific was a surprise. I began to develop a
resistance, and argue--I remember this as my first experience of
being confronted with a very smart, very good mind, but it was on a
very difficult track for anyone like me to comprehend. But the
words "science'" and '"'Christian,” and '"there is no such thing as evil''--
well, that was an offense to my kind of thinking in which two times
two does make four. I can remember that we had poison oak. '"Poison
oak is a beautiful plant; it will not affect you." Well, I was
tremendously and sadistically impressed one day when this woman came
down with the worst case of poison oak I'd ever seen., And when I
asked her about it, she just said, "Well, I just let evil triumph."
[Laughter]
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This was an interesting little phase, one introduction to what I
call reason and anti-reason. That was very important at the
beginning, that I had something to talk about with these people.

Then I met, later on, Orage, A.R. [Alfred Richard] Orage, who
was a disciple of [Georges Ivanovich] Gurdjieff. Gurdjieff was a
great mystical philosopher along with [Petr Dem'ianovich] Ouspensky.
I don't know whether he was related to the Gestalt theory or not.
And Orage was an extremely clever, smart man, and a good friend.
But he was absolutely scientific, you see. There was nothing phony
about him; except that sometimes he'd make some assumptions we'd have
reason to discuss.

The 1915 Fair

And then another very rewarding thing that comes back to me: the
1915 Fair [the Panama Pacific International Exposition]. My father
was very unorthodox. He took me completely out of school and

bought me a season ticket. I went practically every day to the Fair,
and I went through practically every bit of it. They even let me
demonstrate Dalton adding machines,

They had--I didn't realize it at the time--one of the greatest,
most significant shows of modern art, contemporary art, cubism and
so on, in the Palace of Fine Arts. A phenomenal show. It's been
written up lately. I do not think people realized what they had in
San Francisco at that time. Here were all kinds of geometric
structures, see, and I remember talking to a man, but I didn't
realize who he was at the time--but he was one of the great museum
people in the East; I forget his name. But there were several
people around, and I said, "I don't understand." I was kind of mild,
you know. He said, "What is it that bothers you?" I said, "There
are really no straight lines in nature." (A well-known sculptor had
made a gutter-like figuration.) Several of the people standing
there looked at me--brat, you know, talking about straight lines in
nature. Well, he could not give any answer to it. I'll never forget
this awful ten minutes in which he said, "I can't answer you on that--
there are straight lines in nature, in some cases." '"Yes, I know,
there are some straight lines in crystals, and fracture planes, but
99.9 percent of nature is a fluid thing, which isn’t the least bit
concerned with a straight line. There isn't a straight line on the
body." Of course I was embarrassing him because of this audience.

Well, I went over there about two weeks later and he was there,
and he said, "My boy, you put me on a very bad spot, and I've been
doing a lot of thinking. I think I could continue the argument, but
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thank you for putting me on that spot.'" 1I'll never forget that.
"Because," he said, "'you know, you did bring up something about the
difference between nature and the intellect," and that the mind sees
straight lines, like [Percival] Lowell and [Giovanni V.] Schiaperelli
saw straight lines on Mars, the '"canals,'" which was a visual phenomenon
of disconnected points.

But I can remember these things, and reacting very strongly to
many of the paintings, and reacting very badly to the sculpture. The
paintings were abstract; you could do what you wanted with them in
your mind., But in sculpture you had a tangible thing, like a rock or
a tree. I had a terrible time with some of the sculpture.

Have you looked at pictures of any of that art recently?
Yes. I often recognize a lot of the things I saw.
Was there a good deal of Rodin there?

Yes, but not in this show--all this was avant-garde at that time,
early Picassos--oh, I can't remember the names. They'll come to me,
but this was largely the Dadaist group, you see,.

The sculpture of the Fair in general,..

Oh, the sculpture of the Fair was God-awful. Who was the man who
did the firemen saving the child down near the cathedral in North
Beach?* Oh, the Fair itself was just filled with the most God-awful,
bad, romantic and arid sculpture imaginable. "End of the Trail,"
Stella--boy, was that daring! That was this nude--a terrible
painting, but the most popular. But the avant-garde thought this
was a very special show, one of the most significant shows ever put
together in America.

The painting, however, what sort of painting was it?

Oh, now you've got me on names again--Picabia, Picasso--

"Nude Descending Staircase'?

Duchamp, yes, he was in that group, I am sure. That was my first
exposure to the nonliteral contemporary art, and it made a great

impression.

[End Tape 1, Side 2]}

*Haig Patigian.
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[While the recording tape reel was being changed, Mr. Adams mentioned
his admiration for his house guest, the pianist Ernst Bacon.]

[Begin Tape 2, Side i]

The only person who compared with Ernst Bacon who ever played here
was Victor Babin--of Vronsky and Babin, duo-pianists--he just died,
you know, two months ago-~old friends. Last time they were here and
spent the weekend, we had some vodkas and reminisced and he played
Scriabin and you never had such an experience! A beautiful pianist.
I've been very fortunate in my friends.

Now, let's see. Where was I1?
You were telling about the 1915 Fair,

The 1915 Fair. Well, I saw a great many things. The organ in the
Festival Hall is the organ that is now in the auditorium in San
Francisco. It was a very good one. They've improved it, but it had
then great power. Being interested deeply in music, every noon I
went to an organ recital. And then I had some friends who managed
to let me play it a little. Then I studied organ after that.

But a very interesting story. You've heard of Tom Mooney and
the bombing?* Well, Rena Mooney was quite a fine musician. I met
her at the time. She wanted me to be her pupil. She was very
aggressive, but I didn't quite--I didn’'t think she was my cup of tea,
although I liked her personally., Tom Mooney worked for the Underwood
Typewriter Company as a technician. They had, I guess, one of the
greatest illusions of its time. The audience would look onto the
stage. There would be old people writing with quills. It would
gradually and beautifully fade into people with pens in their
bookkeeping shop in London. And then the picture would gradually
fade into 1890, 1900, ladies working old typewriters. And then it
would gradually fade into a new place. Well, this illusion just
fooled everybody. It was fantastic. He showed me how it was done
one time. It was a great mirror system and revolving stage. Very
advanced. And the lights would go down and the stage would move, and
the next one would come in and this one would be illuminated and
picked up in the mirrors. The mirror was the biggest glass 1'd ever
seen,

We were very good friends. And imagine the shock one morning,
seeing in the paper that Thomas Mooney was accused of the bombing,
the Preparedness Day bombing. And there was his picture. This was
the guy I'd known during the Fair, and a very kind, gentle man.

*The Preparedness Day parade bombing, 22 July 1916.
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Adams: Well, they were rather politically radical, but they didn't think
I was old enough to understand this, so they didn't talk much. But
this was a trauma. To suddenly see, for the first time in my life,
a picture on the front page of the paper, of a guy that was accused
of perpetrating that bomb outrage--it was terrible--a man that I'd
had a close association with as a good friend in my rounds of the
Fair. So that was my first brush with "reality."

Teiser: Do you remember the photography that was around the Fair?

Adams: The Camera Club show was so dreadful I looked at part of it and just
left, and the photography of the Fair, the commercial photography,
was, of course, competent but very bad--all their guide books and
things--terrible stuff. The whole Fair was the most amazing thing.

The Tower of Jewels was a geegaw, the biggest curio ever made,
And yet there were some things that were absolutely beautiful. Of
course the whole thing was a totally traditional plan. You had your
Venetian towers, you had the Alhambra Spanish courts, and the
architects really went all out,

The most impressive thing (the most curious thing I guess I can
think of) was that they had this great locomotive out on a pier,
which would generate steam--phsssh!--running on, just rotating wheels.
It would put up these tremendous clouds of steam on which colored
lights would play, and then fireworks were released back of it. Well,
the thing was a fantastic spectacle., I mean, Dufy never painted any-
thing like that!

And then we knew [Bernard] Maybeck, and of course he did the
Palace of Fine Arts, and when that was 1lit up at the time of the
Fair, it was an extraordinary experience. A wonderful thing. At
night it was a real fairyland (I mean if you want to use that corny
term now). It was fantastic. And when they didn't take it down
along with the other buildings, Maybeck was disturbed. He said,
"This is not a permanent building! This is a fantasy! This is
supposed to go!" Oh, it was a beautiful building. To let it stand
after the Fair practically broke his heart, because in the cold
light of day, with the city around it--you know, it was a bit crazy.
And then a few years ago some guy spent six million dollars repro-
ducing it! Maybeck has been rotating in his grave, I am sure.
[Laughter]

This is an interesting thing. I wrote a very strong letter to
this man and never got an answer. I said, "You're spending six
million dollars to perpetuate something which the architect was
broken-hearted wasn't terminated at the end of the Fair. The Fair
was a true Renaissance concept. Ninety percent of the Renaissance
was not permanent. It was festivals, sets made, performances. What's
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come down from the Renaissance is mostly a lot of o0ld monuments and
great style, but retaining that structure wasn't in the spirit of the
Renaissance. It was a very alive, transitory thing. I said, "If
you'd just taken that money and turned it over for contemporary art
and architecture, it would have been an infinitely greater balance.”
But it's a monument. That guy put six million dollars into
duplicating that building. Can you imagine? It was originally built,
very well done, with a steel frame. Then it was faced with fake
travertine. I forget the name of the man who developed this, but he
could imitate any kind of marble or travertine that you wanted by
mixing clay, plaster, and color, and get the illusion--like Mrs.
Spencer* in Yosemite did a stylized fifteenth century glass window
she made of parchment. And people knew it was a derivation from
Sainte-Chapelle; that was her great theme when she was in Europe.
They looked at it and they were astounded. It is a stained glass
window, but it isn't like anything that's ever been done; it's all
parchment. But when you look at it with the lights behind it, you
can't believe that you're not looking at a perfectly gorgeous,
luminous window. That goes up every Christmas, and comes down
afterwards, and nobody wants to perpetuate it through the year.

Religious Concepts and Cemeteries

Going back to your immediate surroundings when you were a youngster--
you were naming the people who influenced you, and people you had
known. You took Greek lessons?

I took Greek lessons from a Dr. Harriott, who I think was Canadian.
He was a minister, a total fundamentalist. And he was a terribly
good Greek teacher in the imitative sense. I mean he'd make you
write, go all through your verbs and nouns. And his pronunciation
was, of course, English, I don't think anyone knows how to pronounce
the original Greek, but this was the accepted English pronunciation.
I read a lot. I read Homer, the others, Pindar, etc., and I could
read it, by gosh. But he said, "What do you do? What literature do
you read?" He was a pompous man, very stuffy. His wife was a

little white woman, scared to death of him. He had a bristling
beard. He said, '"'What do you do? What is your favorite literature?"
I said, "Well, I have to confess, poetry. I just love Shelley."
"Oh--heathen!" He said, "You should be concentrating on the word of
God. Do you read the Bible?" 'No, but we do have a family Bible."
(We had the births and deaths on the front page.)

*Jeanette Dyer (Mrs. Eldridge T.) Spencer.,
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Well, by that time he was just ready to pop a cork, you know, And I
said, '"Well, you know, we're not a very religious family. We're
scientists, My father's interested in science, and we can't believe
this fundamental--" 'Oh," he said, "this is heresy! The world
began 4004 B.C. and," he said, "every God-fearing person must

accept that. This is the truth.”" And I said, "I can't--" Then,
"Dr. Harriott, how did all these fossils get in the rocks? You know,
four thousand years is not--" "Oh," he said, "my dear misguided boy,
God put them in there to tempt our faith." [Laughter] And from that
time on, my whole concept of traditional fundamentalist religion
held to a very low level. I actually heard that mythical '"fact"
stated with total conviction. And I can imagine an old man with a
beard, with the kindest intention, running around in millions and
billions of rocks and poking in fossils, to tempt the faith of some
creature he invented in the very last varnish layer of the historic
column. [Laughter] But that actually happened to me! These people
are right around here today who would say the same thing.

Oh, another problem I had was with a man who was a physicist,
and he got talking about what church I belonged to, and I said, "I
don't go to church." He said, "I don't understand it," and I said,
""Well, are you a Catholic?" He said, "Oh, I'm a devout Baptist. I
actually believe in the Bible." I said, "Look, you're a physicist
and a mathematician, and you can't really believe certain things,
can you?" I forget his exact words. (This came along later.) He
said, "My dear boy, you don't understand. Faith is one thing, and
knowledge is another.'" And you know that was a great shock that
somebody could have all the knowledge in the world and yet have a
faith that denied it. Those things are perhaps formative things in
one's life.

This is probably a good time to say that my very dear friend
Dr. [Edwin H.] Land of Polaroid--really, a great genius in science
and technology today, and his heart is as big as his mind--he was
talking about problems, solutions, and human directions; we all have
human and political problems. And he said, '"'The key to the whole
thing is a clinical approach and ability in 'management' of any
situvation.," 1In other words, if something happens, if something hits
you, you should immediately become 'clinical." Don't let your
emotions take the control from you. Just analyze what's happening,
and then when you figure out what's happening, then you may begin to
manage it. You don't deny it, you don't condemn it, you just say,
"Here's the situation, and one parameter is here and another there,"
and you solve it. The instant you become emotional, resentful, or
over-respond--~you have lost.

It's getting time for dinner.

All right. Tell them to hold it. We're doing fine.



Teiser:

Adams:

34

We'll stop whenever you like.

Now, a very interesting thing that really goes back to the twenties.
I'm not a victim of necrophilia or anything to do with death.
Cemeteries have two qualities. One is human in the sense that one
human being is putting up some kind of a stone which relates to
another human being. In many cases on that stone are carvings,
sentiments, indications, which is profoundly human and is, in a
sense, folk art. So I've always had an interest in such things.

I've got a tremendous collection of cemetery stone photographs. Dr.
Land has said, "I see so many pictures of tombstones. You come here,
I give you a new film to try, and you go to work in Laurel Hill
Cemetery:" I say, "Yes, because the stones are static. Some of them
are very beautiful and I can work thoughtfully on them."

This is a theme that affected me and affects a great many
photographers. The early gravestone carvings and sentiments are a
link--the closest link I know--to the past. And you get that
assurance in New England in the o0ld graveyards; you really sense a
contact with past humanity, and the stones photograph beautifully.

I have one negative here that I've been working on for years.
It was a little thing from Laurel Hill Cemetery. It's gone; it's
part of Bay breakwater now. It's just a sphere, a little spirit, a
little angel leaving, floating off. Probably when it was made it
might have been corny, but it was beautiful with age and erosion.
I'm going to make a print of that if it's the last thing I do, because
it's one of the most beautiful, poignant images, and it relates so
wonderfully to so many themes. Here is the earth, the symbol of the
crescent, and the little spirit leaving it.

So to make these junctions between expression, personal feeling,
history, we can then send tentacles out to other people through art.
The human interpretation of history is just not dates and facts but,
as my friend Newhall says, '"We historians don't think of the past or
present, we think of a continuous line." And now a lot of people
want to cut life into periods--everyone tries to compartmentize it:
contemporary art, new sculpture, pop art move in--in all such
compartments. Any good art historian goes around a great ellipse,
you see, right back to the pre-Egyptians. And we just came across
some pictures today of some Egyptian things in the Boston Museum.
And you look at these pictures, and they have qualities which a lot
of the contemporary artists are really trying to capture in the new
mediums.

So my interest in cemeteries is not anything to do with death,
or even the fact that the art is "art." 1It's a kind of a folk art,
but it has a tremendous human significance. It's just a theme which
because I suppose it stays quiet [laughter] I like. So I have a very
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complete set of Laurel Hill Cemetery pictures in the late twenties
and thirties. That little figure--see the figure on the urn?--that
was the most beautiful gravestone there, and I went over and I
talked to the guard one day and 1 said, 'Where's that going?" And
he said, "Oh, that's going down to the breakwater.” I said, "I'd
like that. Tell me how I can buy it, anything; I want it." He
said, "Ahhh! Scram!!" But I went back the next morning and found
it had been broken up, and I pinched just this little part, which I
think remains a perfectly beautiful thing.

Now the contemporary gravestone is a horrible thing. But these
early ones were really carved. There's one stone in Utah, I think
Glendale, that was done in 1890-something by an itinerant sculptor
who went around the country when people were trying to carve
primitive stones. This one could have been done in the middle
thirties; it relates to contemporary sculpture. It's one of the
most beautiful things I've ever seen. I just hope it hasn't been
vandalized., I have several pictures of it.

Your photographs of the sculptures in Sutro Heights--
Yes, I've a series of those.
Are they--

Well, you see. The whole Sutro thing was a great colossus, a
benign fake. This man [Adolph Sutro] was very wealthy, and he
bought these things made of cast cemental imitations of classic
sculpture. They still had their own nostalgic value. The one I
have of a woman classically draped and looking down on Seal Rocks
is still one of my best pictures. From the point of view of art,
it's an atrocity, you know, but here again is the '"nostalgia" thing
(a bad use of the term). What that meant in history was related to
the concept of the benign ruin. Sutro really wanted to accomplish
something, and could buy anything he wanted. Sutro Baths, you know,
was his private indulgence. So with the idea that '"classic' was
the "in" thing at that time, he ringed this parapet with these
statues. I remember them when they were complete. I wish to
goodness that I had been able to photograph them all. They were

of cast cement, and they didn't stand the salt air erosion, so

they weathered within relatively few years and gradually went to
pleces. But I have the torch bearer, a woman, and I had another
one that was burned up in the fire in Yosemite (unfortunately it
was the best one).
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Aesthetics and Ecology

All those things are so poignant because they meant so much
emotionally to me, as I was at the time exploring several parameters
of thinking and doing--into society, into history, aesthetics, and
nature. And the whole thing makes a complex, abundant, and eventful
pattern. So it's awfully hard for me to point out any one thing, you
see, and say, "This is important," because it's sure to tie in to
something else. I often went down to Bakers Beach. A beautiful fog
would be coming in, and great waves--but you talk about pollution!
The sewer for the whole Western Addition dumped off the beach, so
you had to watch your step. Nobody ever thought anything about it.
That didn't affect it any; the beach was still beautiful. I have a
picture of my mother and father and me about this big [gesture] (I
don't know who took it) sitting on the platform of the old lifesaving
station at Bakers Beach, and you know, such an image brings you back
to the particular qualities of the world as it was at the time when
it meant so many things to you.

If the beach was in that condition today it would be roped off
and covered with warning signs! You wouldn't come within a quarter
of a mile of it today. But I lived! I mean this is a very important
thing. The average human society lives in a biological slum--India,
for instance, is a prime example--and up until just recently, a half
century ago, we really lived in filth. We had garbage all over. We
didn't worry about anything. You'd go into the Sierra on a camping
trip, and there were so few people you knew the water was clear, but
even back in 1912, T think, William Colby got typhoid fever from
some high mountain stream.

In some ways we're so damned sterile today. Probably that's
one of the things that's the matter with us [laughter], that we've
achieved sterility and we're not conditioned. My son is a doctor,
and if one of the children drops something on the floor they have to
eat it. They should absorb germs, they should develop a resistance.
What is there on the floor? You walk outside, well--if there's an
epidemic, if there was something here we'd take care of it in another
way. So my whole experience at Bakers Beach all my life was that the
sewer emptied into it, and literally the whole mile--the whole coast
there--you had to watch your step, if you know what I mean. But it
didn't make any difference. That was it. The situation--what do
you do? You manage it. You watch your step.

What you were saying of Dr. Land--*

*See p. 33.



Adams:

Teiser:

Adams:

Teiser:

Adams:

37

Yes, Dr. Land's incredible ability getting along with people,
situations--just don't react, except to art--art and music. But you
come across a situation with people, don't feel worried about it.

Just say, ''Now, what's this situation?" You'll usually find out it's
something that can be solved. Maybe it can. Maybe it's a sour
marriage over here, or somebody wants to put Mama in a retirement
home over there, usually bothersome family things. Other things
become emotional--you get mad because someone's appointed a director
of a museum, and you know he's a fake, and you think, why was he
appointed? He had something to offer, and if he offers it and
achieves it, it's all right. If he doesn't, they'll get somebody
else. Don't worry. And clinical things. Although Dr. Land is
concerned about the situation now (he thinks it's pretty bad), he is
one of the few who could point to a way out of it. There are more
than two hundred million of us, and about one million at the most

are interested in conservation and ecology. We just talk to ourselves
and we think we represent the whole world. We mismanage because we
don't realize that the vast majority of the people--the ghetto people,
the farm people--are not interested in '"conservation' as we believe it
to be. Their whole history of man is taking down wilderness and
building farms. We must 'manage,”" not just always oppose the world.
That's one of the reasons I got out of the Sierra Club. I felt
perfectly useless in the face of what I felt was irrational thinking.

Let's stop on "irrational thinking."
Yes. [Laughing] Next time we'll really go into irrational thinking!

[End Tape 2, Side 1]

(Interview II -- 13 May 1972]

{Begin Tape 2, Side 2]

Photographic Equipment

When you took your first photographs, had you seen photographs that
you wished you could take pictures like?

No, no, I don't think so. I have to think. The family had an old
Kodak Bullseye, 3 1/4, 3 1/4; I used to take pictures down at the
beach. They were just scenes, but there never was anything of con-
sequence. And then I went to Yosemite in 1916, and I had a No. 1
Brownie and took pictures. Then I wanted to take some more pictures,
so I got a choice between a pair of two-wheeled skates or a Vest
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Pocket Kodak, and I chose a Vest Pocket Kodak, which was probably a
momentous decision. Then I got really interested, and my cousin gave
me a 1A Speed Kodak, 2 1/4, 4 1/4., That was when Folmer & Schwing
was still part of Kodak. They made this focal plane roll film
camera, which was an exceedingly good one. There were several
cameras made, but it is still a very superior instrument. I don't
know what happened to that; I guess I turned it in.

That gave me a larger image, you know, 2 1/4, 4 1/4, in relation
to the Vest Pocket, and then I felt I really ought to do something
good size, so I got myself an old four by five Corona view camera--
kind of a classic item. It was the cheapest and best camera of its
kind then, having back swings and tilts on axis and a rising front.
The one I had was in pretty bad condition. It sagged and had to be
levelled up for almost every exposure, but I used it for a long time.
Then I got for trips a 3 1/4, 4 1/4 (nine by twelve centimeters,
actually)., It was a Zeiss Mirroflex, which was a very good camera.
And then I got a 6 1/2, 8 1/2 view camera. I used plates on that,
although I did later have film holders. That's the one I did the
early Half Dome picture* with.

I graduated from that to an eight by ten Folmer view camera.
Somewhere in there I had a Deardorff that I didn't like and got rid
of it, and then I had a five by seven Linhof, early style, and in
the early 1930s I got a Zeiss Contax, one of the few 35 mm cameras
made at the time--it still remains one of the best designed cameras,
although there are others that are equal to it mechanically today.
And then I sold the Folmer view camera and got Miss Louise Boyd's
Kodak eight by ten camera, which was of aluminum, made on the same
pattern as the wooden view camera. Silliest piece of engineering.

I still have it, but it's just ridiculous to look at. But it worked
beautifully.

And then I thought I really would go "contemporary," so I had
several Zeiss Contaxes over the years. And I then got a Sinar, a
five by seven camera with four by five reducing back. That was
really a pretty good camera, but it's very heavy and it didn't have
the tilts in the right place. The tilts are on base instead of on
axis. The later system is so much quicker in adjustment. So I
finally got rid of that and got the Arca-Swiss, which I use now.

In the meantime I received a camera from Hasselblad, the first
camera they made called the 1600, which had a focal plane shutter at
1/1600 of a second maximum speed, which never was over 1/800. They
changed that model to a 1/1000 shutter design. Then they developed
what they called the 500C with the Compur leaf shutters--a far more
dependable system. I've been sort of a consultant to them over the

*See p. 18 and other entries indexed under '"Monolith, the Face of
Half Dome."
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years. I had almost everything that I could use--I mean, an awful
lot of stuff! And then, of course, Polaroid came along, and from

the very beginning I've had Polaroid cameras, and have been a
consultant to Polaroid. I had great interest in the cameras and
materials and in the quality control of films. And then I think it's
safe to say that I was rather instrumental in urging the four by five
system into production; the system includes the adapter which holds
the single film packet which is used with the view camera, and it
enlarges the scope of the Polaroid process tremendously. While I'm
no engineer, I just kept encouraging things to be developed.

The year before last, the sale was sixteen million just on the
four by five system, this four by five back and the film designed for
it. Now they have quarter-of-a-million-dollar machines, three of
them putting the backs together, and the whole system is going very
well, It is getting an enormous amount of use in science, industry,
microscopy, and creative work. 1I've had a pretty general experience
with Polaroid! Then just a couple of days ago the new camera--now
a whole new system--was announced. I must say it is fantastic!

I forgot to mention some Graflexes; I've had several Graflexes
over my life. I have a 3 1/4 by 4 1/4 and two 4 by 5s.

Do you still use those?

Not as much as I'd like, but I often use them with Polaroid. They're
fairly valuable instruments.

I forgot to mention that in there after the Mirroflex, and after
the Linhof, the first Linhof, I had two Zeiss Juels. I still have
them. They're very handsome cameras, but they don't have many
adjustments. They're more of a folding camera with a revolving back

type.

Then I have also Louise Boyd's aero camera, the five by seven
Fairchild camera that she used in her exploration of Greenland, which
is a rather extraordinary outfit., She got some very interesting
stuff with it. It's big and as heavy as sin, you know.

How did you happen to have her camera?

Oh, we've known her for a long time and she was disposing of her
equipment. I sold quite a few things for her--some very elaborate
navigation instruments. These things went rather cheap. They were
not worth much financially, but now they have historic value. And a
set of optical glass filters that are hard to come by now. Grade A
glass, about 1/2 inch thick. Absolutely flat plane.

And then, let's see. What would be the next step? Hasselblad.
I never owned a Rolleiflex. I've had several enlargers. Also the
Polaroid MP-3 camera, an industrial camera.
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What use do you make of that?

Well, that's really a copy camera. It's on a stand, with lights,

for copying other pictures or documents, or objects in the round.

And you can use half-tone screens and get screened images on Type 61,
all ready to go for lithography, having an offset plate go to 200-line
screen.

I have the usual bunch of tripods and accessories, finders and
lens shades and all that stuff--filters, exposure meters, etc. You'd
be surprised what you can collect in a lifetime of photography. My
studio looks like a flea market. And, the trouble is few items have
any real value, but you hate to give them up. I've got filters that
don't fit any camera, but I just hate to let them go. They're
perfectly good filters.

How much strobe equipment have you collected?

I've done very little with artificial light. I've a ColorTran set,
I've a Graflex Stroboflash IV, and I've used it, but I just don't
like artificial light. Now these are the things that I should get
rid of, but if you do that suddenly comes some situation where you
need them.

Like last year, I photographed something and couldn't do it
outside, so I had to use my ColorTran (that's the new halogen lamps).

And I had my cars, with the big platform I transferred from car

to car, and I gave it to my former assistant as a wedding present to
put on her big car.

Photography and Technology

After you started making pictures with those first cameras, I assume
the progression was in both your own skill and improved equipment,

At the very beginning you're just taking images at the diary level,
and I don't think you think at all about it. You see something there
and you want to make a picture of it. Now just the preservation of
what you see is one thing, but the excitement of making a picture

at the lowest level of technique is still an important factor.

The majority of people just work on that basis, and a lot of
cameras are designed to be foolproof so anybody can get a reasonably
bad picture. A lot of these cameras are automatic and you have no
controls. Polaroid has been very generous in that way of thinking
and has produced these automatic cameras with "lighter" and 'darker"
controls. You do have some selection of exposure value.
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Teiser: Do you remember at all your first consciousness of cause and effect,
of the whole span of the system that you're so very technical about
now?

Adams: I think about my picture of Half Dome, made I think about 1923 or '26.*
I got deeply interested after that and concentrated on visualization
and technique. The techniques don't do you any good at all, unless
you first visualize your picture. It isn’t just exposure and
development, looking at a meter and thinking, "I give so much
exposure,' etc. You have to 'see" the image and must have enough
technique to know what you're doing. A man called me up today from,

I think, Ohio, and he wanted to know how to make a pinhole camera.

Teiser: [Laughter] He had to phone you for that?

Adams : Oh yes, and of course it was perfectly obvious from the beginning
he didn't know the first thing about photography. He wanted to do
color, eleven by fourteen color. Well, you have to tell him that
when you use eleven by fourteen color with a pinhole camera, that's
a problem: His exposure time would be something like two hours, and
the reciprocity effect of the film would be so distorted, as well as
the exposure values increased, that it would probably end up with a
six-hour exposure with filters--even more than that--and results
couldn't be guaranteed. Well, he hadn't thought of that, you know,
and he had the funniest ideas about the kind of depth of field you'd
get with a pinhole. If you knew the first thing about optics, you'd
know that you don't get any depth of field, you get a transmission
of pencils of light, from all parts of the subject through the
pinhole, and it's a perfectly beautiful "correct'" image, but of
course it has chromatic aberration. As you extend your bellows, you
see, your image gets bigger and bigger and bigger, and your exposure
gets longer and longer and longer.

So we had about fifteen minutes of talk on that., It was his
nickel, but it was interesting to me to find out how little some
people know about photography. He said, "How do you know what
exposure to give?" I said, "Well, you have a sixty-fourth of an
inch pinhole, and you have a ten-inch focus extension of the camera,
and there you have £/640." "That small?" "I'm sorry, that's the
two times two equals four principle." [Laughter] You see, here he
was going ahead with his project and he couldn't find any data
anywhere so he calls me up. I'm not an encyclopedia, and there's
many things about pinhole photographs I don't understand, such things
as diffraction and vignetting. But you see, you have to think of

. optical and chemical techniques. It's useful to understand complex-
ity up to a certain point, and then it does the job that's needed in
photography in the ordinary sense. It's like an iceberg--only ome
quarter above, and that's all a photographer really has to know.

But the scientist has to know the three-quarters below in order to

*'""Monolith, the Face of Half Dome."
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design lenses and make emulsions and papers and evaluate scientific
results. But we don't have to go that far. I don't have to know
the basic theory of the latent image. I console myself by saying,
"Nobody really knows much about it anyway!'' but you should see some
of the purely technical works on such subjects!

Were you reading technical papers all of the time?

I couldn't say I was reading truly technical papers. I was reading
books and papers on practical technique, and that's a distinction.
Of course in my early period, 1920s and '30s, very few knew what they
were doing. There were all kinds of contradictions and myths and
hocus-pocus going on. They were doing some of the funniest things
in photography you can imagine. And then the bad thing about
photography literature is that errors have been perpetuated. I've
been guilty of that myself, just assuming that because I see in
somebody's book that I'm pretty sure is an authority, that a certain
developer works a certain way, I repeat that, and then I'm called to
account by an advanced technologist who says, "I'm sorry, but your
statements are passé." Photography is complex and you cannot some-
times define the separate actions of materials and processes. For
example, the temperature coefficient of Metol and Hydroquinone in
combination is not the same when they're singly used. And so I have
to correct that in the next edition of my book,* you see. So that's
the way it goes. Actual technical papers are something entirely
different; they relate to basic scientific investigation, and 95
percent of that is beyond me. And I have no need for it.

Adolph Gasser said that your technical knowledge was quite profound
and that you often lost him, but of course he's not precisely that
kind of technical man either.

Oh, no. He's a very fine mechanic, but he's not a photographer.

I was at a scientific meeting, and a man from Kodak laboratories
said, "In spite of all the complex papers, your books, The Negative
and The Print,** give the only completely clear expression of the
process that there is." I said, "Well, there must be--" and he said,
"No, there's just a lot of things that you're told to do but
nobody's ever said why it works or how it works or what you can do
to control it." I said, "Well, my work just touches the surface of
technology." "Yes," he said, "but you test it far enmough." You
have to make tests and trials of materials in terms of practical
photography. If you went any further than that, you'd be confusing
the general photographer.

*In the Basic Photo book series. See below and index.
**In the Basic Photo series.
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How did you ever happen to make the decision (if it was your
decision) to devote so much of your time to writing that technical
series? It must have taken time away from your photography.

I guess it did. Looking back at it, I did far too much of it. It's
a matter of getting mixed up with galleries and museums, photographic
politics, you know, all those kinds of things. It does take time
and energy, but you seem to have an awful lot of it when you're
younger. I think any professional has an obligation to continue and
support his profession. You take doctors, for instance. A good
doctor has to do a lot of study as well as teaching and convention
work, writing, and reporting. Scientists' reputations really depend
pretty much on what they publish. Some scientists have got three or
four hundred papers to their credit. Dr. Land and the late Merde
Morse, his famous chief assistant, got a coveted prize for the best
article on photo technology. I can only understand one-tenth of it!
But these things contribute hugely to the medium.

Innovations and Patents

The difficulty in industry is that pure science can be written about
whenever the nature of science is being directed to a project. But
then it becomes immediately very secret until the patents are
obtained., And then production methods remain very confidential.

You have to be a constant watchdog because once you allow a patent
to be breached in any way you're out of luck.

Eastman does the same thing as Polaroid?

Yes, they undoubtedly do the same thing. They have a tremendous
laboratory, and they do a great deal of basic science. The problem
is they don't have much imagination. Polaroid's labs work on a
very different basis. They know they have to make money, and they
always have done extremely well, but the company as a whole doesn't
approach these programs only on finance., They approach them on
creativity. Now Land had no reason to present this camera to
scientific and technical groups other than that he wanted the
community of scientists to know what was going on. Eastman might not
do a thing like that. They'd present it to their own salesmen and
dealers. But to really go into depth the way Land did, for a
scientific group, which means not holding anything back, is remark-
able. He has of course given many professional demonstrations of
various aspects of the Polaroild process.

Will the new SX-70 camera have implications for designs of other
single-lens reflex cameras?
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Adams: I don't know. I think it's Polaroid's concept for quite a time to
come.

Teiser: The SX-70 camera is for color only?
Adams: So far. They may have black and white some day.
Teiser: No reason there shouldn't be, is there?

Adams: No, I suppose theoretically you could say if you can do it in color
you can do it in black and white, but there's nothing sure about that.

Innovations and Aesthetic Demands

Teiser: Is there any work being done in any systems not making use of
silver?

Adams: Oh, the laboratories are spending fortunes on it. I don't know. I
just assume this. It's a very interesting thing: way back in the
1830s they found out that silver halide is light sensitive and
they've found nothing since then that equals it! We have what they
call Diazo; that's a dye image, pretty complicated and not permanent
and rather bad color. Very bad even in black and white because it
has to be a condensed color image. Then of course Xerox is electro-
static image, which is very important. Again it's very slow and it
has a limited range. :

This Polaroid print of a marble head and leaf is practically
what we call a "straight-line image." You can't make a print like
that on ordinary paper. I haven't been able to make a print to come
anywhere near it in quality. Now just why that is, is psychologic-
ally hard to define.

I think there's a response, an instinctive response to creative
patterns. The highly gifted artist has that to a much greater
extent than others. It has either been developed or hasn't been.
Perhaps it is a truly instinctive quality.

Making Photographs and Printing Negatives

Adams: I'm sure if you heard some music coming out of the phonograph that
was Wagner you'd immediately recognize it, and yet you might play
Strauss or Beethoven and get the same sounds, but that isn't it, you
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see. The same orchestra, the same instruments, but something else
"happens." That whole thing applies to photography in the sense of

values. The difference between a fine print and an ordinary print is

terribly hard to define; in fact you can't, in a physical semse. It
is a profound composite experience; putting everything together and
instinctively meeting internal demands.

So I think it would be hard to say just when did the casual
interest in making pictures with emphasis on subject change into an
awareness of the image as a thing in itself? You think of photography
as an analytic art. The optical image of the world is very precise,
so you've got to get the camera in a position where you get the
maximum formal arrangements that you want. Then you make all kinds of
tonal and spatial separations. That's one of the things that you
learn very quickly. Like I told you yesterday, you're sitting here,
and it doesn't bother me when I'm talking to you that the window cord
comes out of your left ear or right ear [laughter]. I move around
and control the relationship in space and time. But if I have the
lens here, the picture shows a curtain cord coming out of your right
ear, a highly unpleasant thing. This suggests the idea of following
lines without mergers or confusions. And then, what is the value of
the skin? I can megsure the light reflected from your face.

Probably fifty c¢/ft° (candles per square foot) on one side, and
fifteen c¢/ft2 on the other, but what does it feel like in terms of
the print? If you know the zone system, you know where you place
your values on the exposure scale of the negative, and that
automatically tells you how to expose and develop.

And then I think it is very important as a reference idea would
be to compare the negative to the composer's score and the print to
the performance. It doesn't mean what you call the photometric
equivalent., If you're getting a negative that has the same propor-
tion of values as the negative, you'd be going through the photometric
equivalent sequence. That might have value in science, but it would
not have value as an expressive picture. In fact it might be
extremely unpleasant.

Different performers have performed Bach, say, differently, so there
are variations in performance. Can you conceive of taking one of
your negatives--say that you made many years ago--and printing it
now in quite a different way than you did?

I do, I do. But it's not so different that it changes the basic
character. I might print it harder, or I might print it softer, I
might print it bigger, I can't really do anything fundamentally
different with it. I can't change the subject of it, but I can
change the interpretation. I was going through a lot of old pictures
just the other day, and I couldn't understand how I could have
printed them that way. They just looked tired. They had a small
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Adams: density scale (the reflection density scale). So if I took the
negative and printed it so extremely different that there'd be a
really different image, that might be questionable. Maybe it wouldn't
be.

Teiser: In this, you're both the composer and the performer yourself.

Adams: But I still would play differently, subtly differently within the

limit, :
Teiser: You have printed negatives of, I think, Brady--
Adams: [Matthew B.] Brady and [Ben] Wittick and [Arnold] Genthe.
Teiser: Have you attempted to print as nearly as you could the way the

photographer printed it?

Adams: In the Genthe pictures I vastly improved it. Genthe used a terrible
paper, a thing they call Opal, had kind of a bad green tone and dull
surface. So most of his pictures are very romantic, have the turn-
of-the-century feeling, but never showed all the negative contained.
So I made the print, it was of the San Francisco before the fire. I
made it my way, and I took it down, was scared to death to show it,
and he loved it. I was afraid he might say, "Well, I don't like it
that brilliant." Then I made Genthe's "The Street of the Gamblers,”
a fantastic thing, done in 1904 with an old Kodak, roll film.
Beautiful "anticipation.”" You could possibly pass it off as Arnold
Genthe or W. Eugene Smith or Henri Cartier-Bresson by the style.

But all his prints were sort of brownish green, soft, and 'goofy."
As’ for using glossy prints-~that was in earlier days only for news-
paper reproduction, etc. An "art'" photographer was ashamed to make
a glossy print, you know. Now we do the opposite thing. We want as
much brilliance as possible!

The Brady photographs, the photographs of the Brady group, were
informational pictures, and they were done on wet plates, and of
course, as they used the printing-out process, such were extremely
contrasty. The printing-out process is where you put a piece of
sensitive paper back of the film and expose it in strong light, and
the effect of the light reduces the silver halide in the print paper
to silver. You can see the picture building up. The printing frames
have little back trap doors you can open and see the progress of
printing. Now, as the silver builds up it acts as a shield for
further exposure. It is self-masking. As you get to the maximum
black, it takes a longer, and longer, and longer time, and in the
meantime your gray and white values come through, and you print
until you've got just the detail you want in all the values. As you
print more than required you get gray results. But a modern normal
negative printed that way would be so soft you would get very weak
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prints. And so these wet plate negatives of very high density and
contrast, to print them I had to use A20 Number 0, the softest grade
of A20, and an extremely soft developer. I did get some prints that
were very close--simulated the originals--but any normal treatment
given would result in far too contrasty prints.

Eastman wouldn't make you a special emulsion for this sort of thing?
Well, they could. It would probably cost five or tem thousand dollars.
I see. [Laughter]

It's got to the point now where with certain items you have to order
a minimum of three or four hundred dollars' worth. For instance, if
I want to use a roll of paper and make a big print the size of this
door on No. 4 Kodabromide double weight glossy, I have to order about
three hundred dollars' worth. They don't stock it. They stock the

G surface and they stock something else. They have the paper, and
out of their huge rolls they'll cut you three hundred dollars' worth.
But they won't make up rolls in boxes and send them out in the country
for sale, because it has a relatively short shelf life and not much
if sold. 1If you keep it cool it's good for around two years, and
I've used paper ten years old by putting potassium bromide in the
developer to reduce the fog, providing it hasn't been subjected to
dampness.

Who was the third photographer whose photographs you said you--

Ben Wittick. And then Bill Webb lives down here near us who's doing
a second book on [Adam Clark] Vroman, the excellent photographer of
the Southwest. He's having an awful time printing, because the
negatives are not normal negatives, but he's got a fine technique--
he can manage them. But you can't do exactly what they did unless
you use a printing-out paper. And you can't buy any good printing-
out paper today.

[End Tape 2, Side 2]

[Begin Tape 3, Side 1]

Photographs as Commodities

I don't know Ben Wittick. When was he?

Oh, in the seventies, eighties, nineties. Late nineteenth century,
let's say.

Where did he photograph?
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Southwest generally, to the best of my knowledge.

You see, many of the Brady group, when the Civil War was over,
went west to photograph. [Timothy H.] 0'Sullivan, [William Henry]
Jackson, I think [F.H.] Bell; several others did, went into profes-
sional or survey work. Of course they were all relatively young men
then, and a lot of them didn't keep up photography.

You see, Brady didn't make photographs himself. He was a
promoter and a businessman. He would contract with the photographers
for their services. Beaumont Newhall and I went through about five
thousand Brady negatives in the [National] Archives (a big set had
just been presented them), and every negative envelope had the name
of the photographer on it. But, you see, the photographer was
seldom, if ever, given credit for all his photographs. But Matthew
Brady, Incorporated, studios was given the credit. Now when [Roy E.]
Stryker took over the photographic group at the time of the dust
bowl--that's the Farm Resettlement project history--he got his group
of superb photographers together, but they always got the credit.
That was the difference; the photographers got the credit., F.S.A.
[Farm Security Administration],* Dorothea Lange photographed for it.
They always gave full credit.

Now, we don't think that Brady intended to omit such credits,
but photography was nothing but a business at that time, And if you
did a story, you wouldn't give credit to every item that went out.
If you go to a machine shop and have a device made, it would be made
by the Blank Machine Company, and they don't name Joe Doaks, etc.,
who perhaps did the actual work. So it's a psychological approach.
Photography didn't mean anything in terms of creative art. The men
even exchanged negatives. O0'Sullivan would bemoan the fact that he
didn't have something of the Southern Colorado plateau, for example,
but Jackson had, so he'd trade him one for something else.

So, photography was a kind of commodity. They only became
conscious of it as a personal and expressive art at a much later
date. Excepting a few people (very few)--Stieglitz, Cameron, [Paul]
Strand--those people maintained the integrity of the artist. I think
Vroman was probably okay. He realized what he'd done. But then on
the other hand, it was a kind of exploitation to allow the Union
Pacific to use his photographs and hand-color them. God-awful
calendars and posters and timetables that were hand-colored re-
productions ad nauseam! I don't know how far I'm going afield--

No, no. It's all within the--

*Stryker headed the photographic unit of the historical section of the
Division of Information of the Resettlement Administration, which in
1937 became the Farm Security Administration.
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Photography and Politics

Adams: So then we had the Photo League in New York, which formed before
the war [World War II] primarily as a cinema group. After the war it
was re-formed as a still group. It was taken over by the Commies and
was put on the "red list." Many of the best photographers were un-
wittingly trapped in that. I was tipped off. I was down here, and
they called me up and said, '"'This board is now in control of the
Commies and you better do something about it." So I called my lawyer
and he said, "Write them a letter and ask them: Are you becoming
politically inclined or aren't you? I joined as simply a photographer."
And he said, "Send a copy to the F.B.I." I didn't get any answer, so
I sent them a resignation. I said, "I joined this for photographic
purposes, not for political or ideological reasons. I don't want to
be associated with Republican, Democrat, Commie or anything. I mean
it's bad business to get all wrapped up in the political thing." I
sent that to the F.B.I. too, and the letters got me clearance quite
fast when I needed it most, because I had disclaimed any political
association., But other young people paid no attention to it at all.
One of them had a job with the government overseas and got all the
way over to London before he was investigated and sent home.

That was mostly in the awful McCarthy period, so even if you had
only read a chapter of Marx, you were a subversive, Of course, as an
American that makes you very mad. But the thing I resented was not
any fear for myself from the thing, because I knew what I believed in,
but being automatically included in the propaganda business. My best
rejoinder is now if you want me to join things--if somebody calls up
very impassioned and says, ""You must write a letter to the government,"
I say, "I'm just not a push-button liberal." A lot of people say,
"Oh, sure, I'1ll come right out with an idea that's in favor of any-
thing a Democrat would say, and any Republican is bad," and so on.
(And vice versa, I can assure you.) But it's fairly hard sometimes
to be really logical, retain a logical opinion, and so I just have
that phrase to fall back upon, "I'm not interested in being a push-
button liberal."

Group £/64

Teiser: Back to an earlier organization that you were part of and then
disbanded--

Adams: Oh, the f/64 Group, yes?
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Do you remember how that started?

Yes. For several years after 1930, two years anyway, I had been
talking to my friends about getting a group together and profess--
watch that cat so it doesn't get out!--you know, make sort of a
manifesto on straight photography, because the camera club people were
pretty dismal; [William] Mortensen down south [in Southern California]
was a prime example. Oh, there was some terrible stuff.

So Willard Van Dyke and a few others said, "It's a good idea;
what'll we call it?" It was Willard who came up with "£/64." That
means a small stop, a very small stop on the lens--which [makes for]
clarity and depth, the kind of image qualities typical of Edward
Weston's work and our work. We don't enjoy any fuzzy imagery anywhere.

We had this group formed, with Edward Weston, Sonia Noskowiak,
John Paul Edwards, Alma Lavenson, Willard Van Dyke, Imogen Cunningham,
Henry Swift, and myself. We had several very interesting shows, and
supported a kind of manifesto (you know, like the Dadaists); we pro-
tested against the conventional misuse of the medium. Here was this
beautiful medium of photography which was being bastardized by soft-
focus lenses and paper negatives and all of the things that they used
to make the lens image look unlike a photograph. And then after a
year or so, we decided that we'd done all we could, and we'd just
repeat ourselves; it would become a cult, and Weston didn't want to
be in a cult, so we decided we'd simply disband. However, it did
create a cult, and the cult is still with us! . Everybody apparently
creates a cult. Edward Weston had a cult, and I guess I've got one;
people are imitating me. But Group f£/64 did have a profound influence
on making people realize that the straight photographic image could be
beautiful, and not the pictorial doctored one.

Maybe this is the place to correct a thing that's in print. The
Gernsheim A Concise History of Photography says that Willard Van Dyke
started the £/64 Group.

Well, I would say Willard Van Dyke was instrumental, certainly a
leader. I would say (this is not boasting) I had proposed such a
group for two years., Willard Van Dyke activated it--said, "Well,
let's do it," you see, and proposed the name. That's half right, at
least. I don't think it makes much difference so long as the other
people are mentioned.

The others were all established by that time?

Some were amateurs and some were professionals., Imogen Cunningham
was a professional; Alma Lavenson was semi-professional; Noskowiak
was professional; I was a professional; Van Dyke was quasi-
professional--he was really interested in film but running a gas
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station to make a living, and also doing black and white photographs.
And, of course, Edward Weston was a creative-professional. Then
there was Henry Swift, the businessman, but of rare creative ability,
and John Paul Edwards, who was a former pictorialist, a businessman.

How did you happen to let him in?
He was good.
He was within the scope?

He was within the pattern. He was very supportive of the thing and
was doing very good photographs.

Did you discuss "painterly" photographs?

Painterly? Oh, well, I guess that was what we were fighting. We
were fighting the idea of photographs imitating the feeling or the
looks, the appearance of other media. The straight photograph was
sneered at. There was no possibility of it being art, so earlier
photographers were always trying to add something to simulate art.
That was done with paper negatives, and texture screens, and rough
papers, and bromoils and gum prints-—everything imaginable! You
just look through Caffin's history--I'll loan it to you. Have you
seen it yet, the one the Friends of Photography gave to the members?
Caffin's Photography As an Art?* I'm going to give you that book,
because that will show you much., This was at this difficult turn of
the century, when Stieglitz was trying to get away from the domina-
tion of the Manhattan Camera Club, and a lot of these people such

as Gertrude Kasebier as well--can't think of them all. Out here
Ann Brigman did nudes and junipers at Lake Tahoe--all soft focus.
But they were very definite attempts to be creative, much more so
than the ordinary pictorialists, who were just being literary or
descriptive or making a fetish of being not sharp.** I've had people
say to me, ''Now, if you only would give that a little soft focus,

do something to improve it--it's so brutally hard now.'" And I made
all kinds of soft-focus pictures on rough Dassonville or Wellington
papers, and I did some bromoils. I've got a bromoil over there,
where the image is recreated in ink--beautiful permanent image,
carbon black. But not sharp!

[End Tape 3, Side 1]

*Charles H. Caffin's book, originally published in 1901, was re-
published in 1971 by Morgan & Morgan for the Friends of Photography,
Carmel.

**For more recollections of Group f/64, see mentions as indexed.



Teiser:

Adams:

Adams:

Teiser:

Adams:

52

[Interview III -- 14 May 1972]

[Begin Tape 3, Side 2]

Yesterday we were talking about the Caffin book--

Yes. The idea of the division of photography between the "artistic"
and the straight record, which was just discussed--semantics always
seems to intrude on common sense in photography--but a documentary
record would imply an image in which there was nothing conveyed but
merely a factual record. You'd have a competent image; you may be
getting as much as possible in it, but none of it might carry any
conviction. Most of the very early photographs (many of those of
today) were very dull pictures of things. A few outstanding people
did much better. But the straight, detailed photograph--a sharp,
simple print, of course, was not considered artistic. So, the so-
called "artistic minded" photographers just attempted to imitate
painting. And there's a very hazy line between the pictorialist,
who is not intense, is more or less an imitator, and the person who
was trying to think of photography in the "feeling' of the time,

but being very sensitive to composition and arrangement, and seeing.
Although many of their prints do not look like our sharp prints
today, there is a very definite camera ''seeing" ability, and it
takes quite a lot of study to really confirm that.

This Caffin book, for instance, has some of it, I think. Of
course, some of the work is very dull, and some of it is, in a
sense, manipulated, but it is a break from painting, although they
used a lot of fancy borders and toned prints and so on. The student
of photography can observe that they weren't "seeing' the world as
the painter might see it; they were beginning to see it as
photographers.

Stieglitz

In the next ten to twenty years, Stieglitz represents the transition
from almost imitative work, imitating the spirit and the appearance
of other media, into the spirit and reasonable impression of the
photographic image.

There are two Stieglitz photographs in the Caffin book, on page 30
and page 36, that we wondered if you'd comment upon.

The greatest body of Stieglitz's work, I guess, was done in the
eighties and nineties. You said 30 and 36? Both these were strictly
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photographs, pure photographs, in existing light. They're night
pictures. Their effect is from what we call "existing light." 1In
other words, the light in this room is existing. The light outside
is existing. Even if I turn on the lights in the house, that's
existing light. The instant I come in with a lamp and direct the
lamp on the subject, we say that's "imposed lighting," really
artificial lighting in the sense of supplying or contriving
illumination. Now there's a point between those two where you add
light to either simulate or enhance the existing light. And if you
were doing this picture, say, for television and you wanted to get
the spirit of this house, you wouldn't have enough light, so in some
way you would have to direct a diffuse built-up illumination so that
the feeling approached a simulation of reality. But the chances are
they'd just come in and put a big light over there, a big light over
here, and it would be absolutely false--to the character of the
place or its illumination.

Stieglitz's icy night picture, the earlier ome, if you looked at
it quickly I suppose you'd say it was soft focus, but perhaps it's
the atmosphere. The other seems sharp.

Well, no, Stieglitz might have used soft focus. I don't know what
he did; I mean, he did everything sooner or later. But there were
lenses that were "uncorrected.” Well, let's see, Weston used a
portrait lens (the name will come to me). Whereas at the larger
openings, it was slightly soft focus, when you stop down around 16
and 22, it gets sharp. The Graf Variable Anastigmat it was called.
I want to correct that: I think that that was independent of the
stop, but the soft-focus effect came by separating the elements.

In other words, you didn't get a sharp image.

Now, this does--you're quite right--this looks like a slightly
diffused image. It might also be a way of printing it, maybe a
platinum print that was on a textured paper. I've seen it, and as
I remembered, it was much sharper than the reproduction. But you
mustn't mix up sharpness and acuteness. Acuteness is an impression
of sharpness, because we have what is called a "micro-density
relationship;" that is, value-edges from light to dark are very
abrupt. Now, if you have a diffusion effect, there's a curve or
slant between the light and dark values instead of an abrupt change.
So this photograph looks as if there was low acuteness in the snow-
covered branches, but as you look down other places, you find little
dark branches that look quite sharp. So you think somewhere there's
a flare, or diffusion of light or silver. When you look over here,
you think it's much sharper, and it is. But these are reproductions
of reproductions, so it's awfully hard to tell.

Did Stieglitz ever work in the early, pictorial idiom?

Oh yes. He did lots of things in these modes.
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And then did he just suddenly decide that that was not the way to go
or-- '

Well, let me see now. I'm not enough of an historian to make a
correct statement here, but these early works were pretty factual.

He went around the Alps, made many photographs of the Alps, and in
all of that period, his work was quite sharp, as I remember. Then

he went back to America in the 1890s and 1900s and was trying to work
at the Manhattan Camera Club, and did some things that really weren't
very sharp, and whether he did it intentionally, whether that's what
he wanted to do--just keeping up with the Joneses--I don't know.

But, nevertheless, he did make quite a break with the Manhattan Club
and other groups, and said that photography was art and could not
imitate, and then selected works which he felt were not imitations

of general work of the time.

By the time you knew him, he was established in this?

Oh, well, he had gone through the whole period of Camera Work,
publication, and a great deal of creative work that became sharper

and sharper as time went on. Some of his later prints are very

sharp. I have a print, '"City at Night'"--it’s on a smooth surface.
It’s a very beautiful, clear photograph. He didn't care for Weston.
Stieglitz had a vastly greater warmth of tone and warmth of feeling.
Weston's work was more intellectual, straightforward, black and white.

You knew of Stieglitz, of course——he was well-known here on the
Coast, 1 presume--before you went east in 1933.

No, very little. He was known by reputation here only. He only
went as far west as Chicago once. He was a distant relative of the
Sigmund Sterns [of San Francisco].

Oh, he was? Well,

Well, it's a complicated thing. He married I believe into the
Lehmann family, and Mrs. Stern’'s sister married a Lehmann([?], Charles
Lehmann, so somewhere they were second or third cousins. Charles
Lehmann was a brewer--Lehmann breweries, tremendously wealthy and
lived in New York. Mrs. Stern knew Stieglitz, and she had bought

at least one O'Keeffe,* so she gave me a letter when I went east,

a letter of introduction. Weston had a bad time with him; they
didn’t get along. Stieglitz could be very, very difficult. 1In
fact, kind of ferociously negative at times. But that I think is

a separate story, that whole Stieglitz episode. My meeting with him
and everything.

Would you tell it?

Most of this material is in The Eloquent Light--

*Painting by Georgia O'Keeffe.
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Yes.

But I went there with this letter, and it was an awful day, a rainy
April morning in 1933. Stieglitz had just moved into the American
Place on Madison Avenue, and he wasn't feeling well and was looking
very grim. So he nodded and I gave him my letter, and he opened it,.
He said, "All this woman has is a lot of money, and if things go on
the way they're going now she won't even have that. What do you
want?" I was rather mad, really, in a chivalrous sense. I said,

"I came up to meet you and show you some of my work." He said,
"Well, I can't possibly do it now, but come back this afternoon
about two-thirty,'" and turned his back on me. So I went out in the
streets and pounded up and down Madison Avenue in the rain and got
madder and madder and madder and wanted to get the first train home.
And then I figured, "No, I came all this way to see Stieglitz; I'd
better stick it out."

So I was up there at two-thirty, and Stieglitz was sitting on
this cot, with a sore tongue~~he had some kind of a circulatory
trouble, and his tongue would get sore. And he was holding his
handkerchief and talking. Finally put the handkerchief away and
then, in a most uncomfortable position, looked through my portfolio.
There was this one hard cot, and the only thing for me to sit on
was the steam radiator. I was getting gradually corrugated and
grilled on the steam radiator [laughter], and he looked all through
the work--the folios. And every time I tried to say something, he
put his hand up for silence. So we went through this thing in dead
quiet,

Then he took the portfolio and he closed it all up and tied all
three strings, and then he looked at me. And then he opened the
portfolio up again, and he went over all the prints again. He really
looked at them--slantwise to the light, saw how they were done,
mounted, etc. Well, by that time, me and the radiator were not
getting along too well and I was pacing around. So finally he tied
it up again, and he said, '"Well, that's about the finest photography
I've seen in a long time. I want to compliment you." It was quite
a happy shock, and from that time on we were very good friends. But
he sure made it difficult at first. ‘

The first moments were pretty tough, and many other people had
a similar experience. It was sort of a testing. If he didn't like
you, he didn't like you, and he had nothing to do with you--period.
If he did like you, he was fine, but he was irascible.

Then he gave you a show.

Then in 1936 he gave me a show.
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Influences

Did he influence your work, would you say?

No. Well, what he did, you see, he affirmed a very high standard,
and opened up a very different point of view from any I'd ever known
of before. And that point of view was reinforced by his contact
with the contemporary arts. He was the one that brought many of the
greatest contemporaries to this country. Steichen would meet them
and see them in Europe, and then send examples of their work to him.
So he gave the first showing to Negro sculpture and Picasso and many
others for the first time in America--he was a very important
influence in contemporary art.

So the influence was not technical. I mean, I got my great
craft boost out of Paul Strand's negatives I saw in New Mexico
earlier. Paul Strand is, in a sense, a purer photographer than
Stieglitz. I mean, a straighter photographer if you want to use the
term. But the Stieglitz influence was a contact and an awareness of
a bigger world than I'd ever known, you see. And tying photography
in with that, of course, gave it a different stature. So, it was
a vital new experience. Both Stieglitz and Strand did have a
profound effect on my work. It would be hard to describe.

Now, I knew Weston very well; we were very close friends, and
had mutual affectionate regard. But his work never moved me, never
stirred me to do anything different. Just reaffirmed clarity. In
fact I was bothered by the emphasis on shape and form. I mean I
thought he was extracting sort of voluptuous effects--shapes--out
of things and gave them sexy undertones or overtones. He disclaimed
that most of the time. People read into it what they will. Peppers
looked like nudes, etc. And that bothered me because I thought it
was an imposition of something on the object. I didn't feel it
necessary to go that far. 7T think Strand felt the same way. And
I think Strand had the greatest influence on me--

You met him in New Mexico in 19307?
Yes.
What was he like, personally?

Strand? Oh, he's eighty-three now, and he's--he's a little aloof,

a little dour, moves and thinks rather slowly. I mean, he's very
deliberate, and he's a very fine artist, and--a very kind and
understanding person, indeed. [Interruption for telephone conversa-
tion]
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When you first met him was he well launched on his career? Was he
well known?

Oh yes. He had his first show when he was sixteen or seventeen.
And he'd experimented with movies. He had very strong leftist
political orientations. 1In fact that's why he moved to France.
Couldn't get along with our particular system, although he'd
inherited quite a lot of money and seemed to take advantage of the
system, as so many people do. But he was at the Photo League and
stood up for them during this distressing political probe and was
very definitely on the "list." It was an awful thing.*

But was he personally encouraging to you?

Yes, yes. He didn't see many of my things until much later. But he
was very reserved. Yet when my show of Manzanar Relocation Camp and
the people--the Japanese-Americans--was at the Museum of Modern Art,
he was quite visibly moved, wiping his eyes, though he wasn't saying
anything. Now whether that was because of the social implications,
the photography, or the combination, I don't know.

I'm going down to Point Lobos.

Look out for that road there; it's very dangerous. [To Teiser] Ex-
cuse me.

I think in Mrs. Newhall's The Eloquent Light she says you saw at
first just his negatives and admired them.

Yes. You see, if you're a photographer, your negatives sometimes
are more important to the student than prints. Now, I won't say
that for an individual picture. I mean, you might not visualize
the real print, but when you see a series of negatives and they all
have this clarity and this organization, you may become very moved.
And you realize how they could be ruined by bad printing. Anybody
who could make negatives like those was a superior photographer.

I wouldn't be able to tell just how he would print them. But I know
that the negative has the inherent great qualities. I think some-
times with the negative you're more conscious of the design and
organization than you are with the print because you don't have the
subjects in positive form dominating you.

I suppose when I ask you about influences, I'm asking for over-
simplification. I mean, I'm sure you were going your own way.

*See p. 49.
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I don't think influences are always very obvious. I think that you
never know what's going to influence you, and I've seen some students'
work that influenced me very much., I mean the student has seen the
thing in a new way, and I remember that whether I consciously use it
or not. But, I certainly was negatively affected by Mr. Mortensen,
by the pictorialists. I never was excited about Clarence White, but
lately I'm beginning to feel much better about him.

Why?

Well, he had a very fine sense of composition but the prints were,
with a few exceptions, a bit soft and vague for my taste.

I think that's what bothered me. I was kind of a purist, and
I was feeling that a lot of these photographers saw things very well
and, like some workers in the Photo League, just made bad prints.
And you learn later that the fine print, per se, is something which
may not convey the idea. Maybe you want a hard, brutal grainy print,
like the work of Lisette Model; it's phenomenal in its way. The most
brutal black and white prints you've ever seen, and in absolute
resonance with her way of seeing her subjects. So I think it would
be very narrow to say she's not a great photographer because her
prints don't look like Weston's or mine. You know, it would be
silly--it would be impossible. I think if I were to take a Lisette
Model negative and make a rich-toned print and beautifully mounted,
it would be very apparent something was phony.

I think that in the professional sense [Anton] Bruehl strongly
influenced me, and Paul Outerbridge, Ira Martin, and the Morgans
(the Willard Morgan family), of course, for many years. But I really
can't describe, for a student to figure out, where the influences are
because, as I say, I'd go on trips with Edward and I1'd see all his
work and prints, and we were the closest of friends and had great
admiration, but nothing really important happened to me with him.
I didn't change my opinion or approach at all.

Taste, Perspective, and Distortion

In discussing photography with people whose photographs you don't
necessarily admire tremendously, do ideas come to you in an inter-
change of opinion?

Oh sure. Ideas come. Sometimes I have occasions to be very

critical because of unnecessary sloppiness. The thing that bothers
me more than anything else is weakness. I don't mean what fascists
would say was weak, but just no body, namby-pamby. You know, many
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musicians just play, and so what? Well, many of the photographs

you see are just so what? The way the photographers see, the way
they print, the way they present the prints, the way they handle
them. When I see a kid come up with a portfolio and he has a nice
print protected by a slipsheet, the chances are that the work is
good. It may not be; it may be a great shock; you might find some
awful, tasteless things. 1 always say, there's nothing worse than a
clear, sharp image of a fuzzy concept. [Laughter] You get a terrible
concept--it might be physically sharp, but it's just empty or in bad
taste.,

Then of course you say that and somebody asks back, "Well, how
can we define taste? Can you really say that you can define what is
good taste?"

[Laughs] Can you?

Well, you can. Now, if you say, "I refer you to art standards,"
you're saying you relate tastes in photography to tastes in painting,
and you've been saying that there shouldn't be that influence.

It's too bad that photography wasn't invented first.

Well, of course the camera obscura was used for a long time, and we
don't know how many (I suppose it is known somewhere) old paintings
were influenced by this optical image. One of the important things
to me is that one of the first daguerreotypes in 1839, that one of
the boulevards in Paris, shows that the lens is a beautiful
instrument. It has no distortion and shows perfect definition over
the entire field. Now, why would they need a lens like that before
there was photography? And Beaumont Newhall said, "They used to
draw and project architecture on the screen. The camera obscura
would reveal the image, and then they would draw lines upon it."
They did have accurate lenses.

Didn't landscape painters have a little gadget they carried?

The Claude Lorrain glass, a reflective device that enhanced color
relationships. I really don't know what it did. We use a viewing
filter today which changes the colors, or rather neutralizes colors--
makes what you see look more like what the panchromatic plate sees
without a filter. But the Claude Lorrain glass was both a trans-
mission and a reflecting glass, I think. It would reflect and see
simplicities; a lot of detail would be gone. They'd just see mass
and body, and they'd get their composition quicker. But that was
for a certain type of painter. You see, Giotto did not have
perspective. Everything was flat, you remember, and perspective was
sometimes implied by a change of scale, but the idea of drawing
converging lines was a later development.
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But in photography you can't escape it.

You can't, no. Perspective is a function of distance of lens, and if
I have a 20-inch lens on a camera right here, that door is going to
be very big and the angle is very small, If I put on a 5-inch lens,
the angle is going to be larger, but the perspective will be the same,
Of course, in the large-image picture I don't get the impression of a
deep perspective because I don't see many converging lines. I only
see the lines that converge towards the center of the subject. So
long-distance pictures, made with long lenses, always look fairly
flat. Telephoto images are fairly two-dimensional.

We only see about a degree when we look at something. We have
peripheral vision of about--what is it? Forty degrees? Depends on
the individual. But when I'm looking at that door, I can see you and
I can see this window. I'm only seeing the door sharp, and I'm
seeing recognizable objects as far over as the lamp there, because
what I'm doing is moving my eyes and head. So I have the illusion
of always observing a sharp image.

In one way the eye is a very poor instrument optically, because
it has a very small field of sharp definition. But it is also an
extremely sensitive psychological instrument. It will pick up
something here and interpret it, though you might not see it "clearly."
I can't recognize you when I look in there. I know there's two
people there, but you can make the slightest motion and it will be
recorded, and I would look at you. And then I would establish by
that the reality of you and the door. And I would put the lens here,
and 1'd get you and the door, and a strange thing happens: the
element of scale comes in, because I have a direct comparison between
your head and the door. Now, when I'm looking at you I only have
your head, and when I look at the door I have the door or part of it.
And I adjust immediately.

When you take the photograph, that's where your scale comes in,
and the longer focal length lens the more accurate the relative scale
becomes. 1In other words, you take a very distant picture of a peak,
and there's a pine tree. Well, the pine tree and the peak--you can
compare them. If you knew how big the pine tree was, you'd know how
big the peak would be. When you come up nearer with a short focal
length lens, you have near-far, the domination of the near subject,
so it's entirely out of scale., That's one of the magical things that
can happen in photography, where you get exaggeration of the scale
and feeling of depth.

We were just looking through the things I did in the Boston
Museum of Egyptian sculpture. This huge seated figure in the room,
and back of it, down the hall are little busts. Well, due to the
camera we were using and the film, I couldn't stop the lens down, so
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the head's not diamond sharp, but still the figure was absolutely
enormous because of the reference to the optical size of the busts in
the distance. Now, if I can move down through the museum and out
across the street and photograph the same scene with a 30-inch or a
40-inch lens in the same camera, then the scale would be almost
relative, and the busts would assume their true relative size.

To continue that comparison with painting--this means that the
photographer is trapped by his lenses?

He's trapped by optical considerations. If he uses the single
negative and doesn't make combination pictures, he is trapped by his
lens and the camera. The key is his focal length of lenses; he has
different lenses, and he has adjustments on the camera to compensate
for focus and correcting for convergence within a small range. The
basic thing in photography--when you take your ideal position, you
first set your camera level. Of course, all this is intuitive.
You're out with a tripod and you just do that automatically before
you do anything else. And then you start moving around. But if you
just put it down carelessly and then you get a picture of, say, the
ocean with a tilting horizon--it simply shows that you have not
thought of your image.

You have the geometrical accuracy to contend with, especially
with photography of architecture. If a building is plumb vertical,
then the camera back must be parallel to it, and if not you get a
convergence, one way or the other. The same takes place in the eye,
but of course, here again we have the psychological controls--the
eye "corrects." If I were doing a picture of some architecture, say
of this room, and I was using my four by five view camera, I would
first get my camera back absolutely level if I wanted to have all of
these vertical and horizontal lines true and level. Then the lens
image normally would be cut off at the top, so I'd use the rising
front, lifting up the lens (hope the lens has coverage) to include
more of the room height. If this is not sufficient, I must tilt the
camera up, and then bring the back to parallel position., Then I
would tilt the lens to correct the focus, and if I focus on something
very close, I might have to tilt the lens further forward. I can
tilt the lens without changing the ''geometry" of the image. But the
instant I tilt the back I'm changing the geometry, although I can
use the back with nonlinear subjects to correct the near-far focus.
If there aren't any straight lines, you are not aware of convergence.

It makes painting seem easy by comparison.,

Well, I don't think it is. Of course in painting you can place
elements as you want. The thing is you're free, and you get myriads
of impressions over time, and then you organize them in a creative
fashion. But painting is a synthetic medium in that sense, and
photography is analytic. Some people use multiple negatives, double
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printing, and a lot of contemporary work employs solarization and
other special techniques. But you still have the optical image as
the base. There's nothing that you can do about that.

0f course, you can distort if you want. Some people will

distort in the emlarger. But the word "distort'" is a negative term.
I mean sometimes we use tilts in the enlarger to correct for distor-
tion in the negative that we couldn't correct in the camera. If we
have a slight convergence we can tilt our base board in the enlarger
and correct that convergence. But if we over-retouch or manipulate
the negative, the dividing line between good taste and bad may be
quite apparent. But again, who can really define good taste?

Well, when you look at the photographs of a man like Weegee*--

Well, Weegee was a great clown. Weegee was an extraordinary person.
He really was a clown, and his aesthetic sense as we think of
aesthetics was practically zero. He had an uncanny news sense. He
had second-sight, premonition. He'd actually be at a place waiting
for an accident to happen, and it would! Fantastic. And then later
on he started using these distorting devices, and it all ended up
being I don't think of any importance whatsoever. His really great
pictures are the news pictures he had of tragic events. The fire
in Harlem is one, and the one of the two dowagers leaving or going
to the opera is one of the great satirical photographs.

That's distortion of one kind.

The Photogram

Did Moholy-Nagy use distortion, or did he--?

I don't know. He might have used devices, but to my knowledge he
didn't. 1In addition to his camera he worked with what is known as
a "photogram,'" which doesn't use a lens; it's a shadowgram. 1In
other words, he takes sensitive paper or film and he puts things on
it or over it. Some things may be solid, others translucent; some
things intensify light, and some things just cast shadow. You
perhaps expose for a short moment, and then you rearrange these
objects and make another exposure. What he's doing is getting a
quasi-abstract image without reference, you see, to the optical
image. Now, it would be possible to combine them, so you can't be
rigid about it. Pirkle Jones did some perfectly beautiful things.

*Weegee was the professional name of Arthur Fellig.
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I think he used honey and objects on it. Honey would float over the
paper or flow between paper and glass and leave these beautiful
patterns. And they were of very fine tonal quality. Moholy-Nagy's
were usually very careless in this respect, very unspotted and blown
up big, and then he would claim that they were '"constructions." But
I don't think they were. I always used to say, 'Well, if you want
to do that, why don't you draw? Why don't you do what Kepes did or
Herbert Bayer or a lot of people did, really? Draw your quasi-
abstractions.'" But then he'll show you something where you get a
translucent glow or reflections, say, through a glass sphere--you
can't draw that, you see. So, I think the photogram isn't really
photography, it just uses photo-sensitive material, but with
beautiful results.

There was a woman here that died, Margaret Valeceritos, who
would make a negative, and then she'd put it under hot water, and the
gelatin would melt and flow, and she'd get very weird and lovely
things. Then they came out with the new synthetic emulsions and
they won't melt, so she was frantic; she couldn't follow her career
in that direction! [Laughter] I guess that's life, you know,

Nuclear Bombs and Photographic Materials

If nuclear explosives were fired in the atmosphere, photography
would be in a spot. That would be the end of it. I mean one little
nuclear device in Lake Ontario and Kodak would be out of the picture,
because you couldn't avoid the radiation specks in the sensitive
materials. And to get a clear sky would be practically impossible.
So we're keeping our fingers crossed. Peace at any price!

Have there been any effects on photography of the Nevada blasts?

Oh yes. The big one that got away from them sent a hot cloud east
over Utah, and everybody had to go indoors at St. George. It hit a
Union Pacific freight train on its way to Los Angeles. There was a
whole car of Eastman film with a lot of x-ray film. Our doctor in
Yosemite called me up one morning and said, "I'm stuck; I'm having

a terrible time. Can you come and look and see if you can figure out
what's happening?" I came to the hospital and, gee, there were these
awful-looking spots on the film. So I said, "Let's take one out of
the box and develop it." It had the same defects. Then I looked at
it, and then I knew what it was because 1'd read about it. The ray
striking the film is so powerful it desensitizes it, so there's just
a little transparent hole burnt in the emulsion--a bullet hole like
my Black Sun picture. And then the energy is dispersed sideways so
there's a halo. It looks like a doughnut, with a kind of hazy outer
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Adams: edge. And the more powerful it is, the bigger the doughnut, and
those were all over the film. The ray went right through the
packing, and--probably penetrated that without restraint, until it
hit the foil, then it was scattered and activated, and turned from
one level of energy to another, which then affected the film,

Then that same cloud affected cornfields in the Midwest, where
there's some factories that make cartons out of cornhusks. A lot of
the crude paper that you see has everything, including cornhusks, in
it. The Kodak yellow boxes for film--a lot of them are made of that,
and some of that stuff was radioactive. DuPont had to close their
plant for a week, cut off all their air conditioning. Kodak had self-
internal cycling, and they could go ahead. Of course, long before
the time the cloud g0t to Rochester it was so weak there was no
danger to humans, but nevertheless, there could be some ruined film
and paper, and it got a little hairy for a while. So if you had one
big nuclear explosion, you'd have very serious trouble--although it
might not be affecting you physically at all. We apparently can
take a lot of radiation; we have background radiation to contend with
constantly. I've seen the white flashes, the cosmic ray flashes the
astronauts write about. I've seen that a lot. People always say,
"Well, that's just a capillary bursting in the retina or in the brain.
That happens to everybody." ©Now it's figured out that it's cosmic
ray impact on the optic nerve or back in those receptors. Just a
flash. You close your eyes and you see it when at high altitudes.

Nature Photographs: Points of View

Teiser: We were talking about the use of photography in conservation in
general, in maintaining a decent world. I guess it had better be
used in its own self-defense too, hadn't it?

Adams: Oh yes. That's important. Well, the full use of photography, 1
believe, has to have some kind of a project, whether it's a business
one or a social one or just a personal series of photographs to
express what you think--I mean, a reason for doing it. Not just go
out and go "bang, bang, bang'" and hope you find something you can
use.

In the conservation world, [This is] the American Earth was a rathe
heroic thing, one of the first books on the conservation theme. And

there we brought in the human theme as well as the natural. The
implication of the beauty of nature that's needed in a world so that
you want to continue to live in it. But now you find people who are
doing just countless pictures of natural details and birds and bugs
and sunsets without the human connection. And what it does is to
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give a lot of people who know about it a certain happy confirmation--
"that's what I like too" feeling, you know. And the ghetto people
and the unfortunate classes and groups, they can't possibly understand
it. And there’s a big resentment coming now among the poor of the
country and the racist groups-~-a resentment against spending all this
money on wilderness, which to them is just pampering thousands of
acres of nothing, when that same money should be going into housing
and better education. They have something very important there,

from the human point of view, They feel that politically or
tactically, I guess, the approaches aren't making for a balance. So
for every ten million that is put into a national park or wilderness
area, there should be an equivalent amount that's put into education
and human welfare. But then the whole thing becomes totally
ridiculous when you think they’re spending enough money every day

of the [Vietnam] war to establish a national park, or clean out a
ghetto. Then you have this conflict all the time between the people
who had an early experience and were conditioned to certain things
relating to nature, and the people who were raised in cities.

We had a group of underprivileged children up at Yosemite, and
the kids became terrified and had to go home a couple of days before
they'd planned. They were away from other people, and all these big
things just scared them. So that's another subject, and a very
profound one, in a way.

[End Tape 3, Side 2]
[Begin Tape 4, Side 1]
Where were we now?

I was about to say that I was interested in the fact that you used
one of your earliest sets of photographs of the Kings River Canyon
in the interests of conservation and took them into Washington--

Oh yes, I used--
Could you tell about that episode?

Well, I'd had a tremendous collection of pictures of the Sierra
Nevada that appeared in various Sierra Club things--in the John Muir
Trail book*--and I made some enlargements for display for congressmen.
So the work was chosen because-~-well, put it this way: there were
thousands, maybe millions, of pictures made, but I came along with a
creative interpretation which got over. And Cedric Wright's work
does the same thing. Quite a number of young photographers now do

*Sierra Nevada: The John Muir Trail. Berkeley: The Archtype Press,
1938.
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very beautiful work in the wilderness--in the mountains--which is

much more than factual. And you could take, say, all of Joe Le Conte's
plctures of the High Sierra, which are very valuable historically, and
they'd have little impact; they'd just be pictures of places and
nobody would be moved. Well, he didn't intend that they should be
"moved." 1It's no criticism of him; he was a mechanical engineer and

a scientist. So, his photographs were nil as interpretations; they
were invaluable records of places that he had explored and mapped.

The Sierra Nevada meant tremendous things to him. But the element of
art interpretation just simply didn't interest him.

I was looking at Helen Le Conte's copies of the Sierra Club Bulletin,
at your earliest photographs and those of a variety of other people,
and the distinction between why you were taking them and why they
were taking them is apparent.

Well, it's a different point of view. But you see, that's the

meaning of '"photography is a language." Take the English language,

and you can use it for classified ads and scientific papers and news
reporting and poems and essays, all forms using the same language.

So when you say Joe Le Conte's pictures aren't any good because they're
not creative, you are wrong. What you mean is that they don't stir you
emotionally and aesthetically, but that wasn't their function. Their
great importance is as records.

One of the great problems we have in our Friends of Photography:
our charter reads that we are to further creative photography. Well
now somebody comes in who's been over to Africa, and they've got a
lot of pictures of wildlife, and he thinks they're just something
wonderful, and he's a member, and he wants to show his pictures.
Sometimes you can tell him why you can't show them--but other times
you can't. Some people just simply can't understand. They never go
beyond the subject. Here they have an elephant, and it's a fairly
good shot of an elephant. But you know, you say, "Well, that's an
elephant" [laughs], but period: And a lot of people just have no
idea what you're talking about when you try to explain that you see
it at a very low level of imagination and a high level of factual
information,

Well, let's see--we have skipped around.
Everything you've discussed brings up more--
Well, that's fine--

--questions and thoughts.
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Quality Levels and Portraits

Teiser: Maybe this is the stupidest question in the world, but I'1ll ask it
anyway if I may: when you first started taking photographs seriously,
who did you think was going to look at them?

Adams: That's a very good question. I don't know. I must have had an ego,
because I made a holy pest out of myself, wanting to show everybody
the pictures. So it might have been an ego motive there. I figure
that a lot of artists may have that; maybe I still have it. I think
it was largely to show where I'd been. And then there's always the
competition among photographers: you like to show them what you're
doing, and they like to show you what they're doing.

Imogen Cunningham--she's quite an extraordinary person, very
comprehensive; her world is a very rich one, and a very uneven one.
In other words, her technique would fluctuate--good and bad prints,
variable, creative. Intensity will do that. But when you stop to
think of other people, practically all do that. Stieglitz was highly
selective, and he threw away many things, so that he probably had
what appeared to be a rather low volume of work. But you don't know
how many bumps and holes there are in any career. And Strand was the
same way; he was very selective. Weston wasn't. It's difficult to
not edit Weston. [Richard, known as Dick] McGraw over here has about
eight hundred prints (made under Weston's supervision by his sons
Brett and Cole) which he's giving to [the University of California at]
Santa Cruz. And he admits himself that there's two hundred in there
that are poor photographs, but he feels he should show the whole work.
Well, I have 27,000 negatives at least in that vault right over there,
and some are pure junk. I don't know why I'm keeping them. Some have
great historic value because they were taken in Yosemite--and no other
value at all. Others have narrative value, such as could be used as
illustrations or even advertisements. And then a certain small
percentage have aesthetic or creative value, which means it's the
work you really should present to the world.

So it's "operation wheelchair" as I call it. It means getting in
and printing and trying to make the segregation, because otherwise it's
going to be an awful job for my estate. Because things aren't really
defined very well. The dating is hopeless--and even the titling.

I have portraits of Thomas Moran, Ina Coolbrith, a fair one of
Robinson Jeffers, Albert Bender, Edward Weston, Fujita, Phyllis
Bottome, Bennie Bufano. And some of them are very good photographs.

A few others are no good at all. The one of Moran is one of the old
glass plates, completely fouled up by over-exposure and over-developed.
His white beard is just a glob, and there's nothing in the shadow
areas of the negative. But that and the Ina Coolbrith picture have a
certain aesthetic quality. So if you take those two and put them
together-~early 1920s, you see~-they suddenly spring into something
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out of logical life. And if you suddenly find those in a contemporary
collection, you don't know what's happening. It's like finding a
baby nipple along with a martini shaker. [Laughter] 1It'd be quite a
shock.

I suppose everything has to be taken in context. Those portraits
that you were listing then, and some others I remember, I have them
in my mind. I was looking recently again at the one that you made of
Carolyn Anspacher years ago--that seems to me a portrait that stops
one person in time. Although I've seen her since, that's my idea of
her.

Yes, that's one of my best things. A very noble one of [Gottardo]
Piazzoni--the painter on his scaffold. That's one of my finest.

You don't think of yourself, I suppose, as a portrait photographer.
But as I think of them--the one of Albert Bender--

With the flower?
Yes!

Well, I'm not a portraitist in the sense that I don't have a portrait
studio and haven't done portraits professionally--

Did you do those mainly because they were friends?

Part of it, yes. I just wanted to photograph them. Let's see--
Colonel [Charles Erskine Scott] Wood, Sara Bard Field, Ernst Bacon.
Sometimes people have asked for pictures. I did a recent one of
Sandor Salgo--the conductor here--a Hungarian. They wanted me to
make a donation to the [Carmel] Bach Festival, and so I donated the
portrait. And it came out quite beautifully. And that's the way
these things emerge. But I mean I never had a portrait studio as
such, because I couldn't imagine anything more difficult or uncertain
than trying to do portraits of random people. You don't have a
chance to know them. I don't want to be the Bachrach of the Monterey
Peninsula. [Laughter]

Edward [Weston] made his living largely with portraits. Some
were very effective. But I don't think it was his best work. But
his picture of Albert Bender is superb.

I don't remember that.

Well, that's a good human image, but not a great photograph.
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Albert Bender

You were going to speak about Albert Bender.

That's very complicated., I met him first at Cedric Wright's home

in Berkeley. Let's see, it was a musical evening, but Cedric said,
"Show Albert Bender some of your mountain pictures." Albert was very
much impressed and said, '"Come and see me tomorrow morning, and bring
some prints,”" Well, I showed him some work and he said, "We have to
do a portfolio of these." It was the furthest from my thoughts. I
was still trying to be a pianist. So I said, "Let me think about it."

In two or three days I went down there again in the morning with

a big bunch. He selected a number and he said, '"Grabhorn will print
it. And Jean Chambers Moore says she'll publish it, and now we've
got to sell some copies. So--how much is it going to cost?" So we
had to figure that out, and it cost quite a little, as all such
things do. I never counted my work in it; that's the way you do
these things. So he started off with five copies. Now, they were
one hundred dollars apiece, I think, which was high for those days.

Then he calls up Mrs. [Sigmund] Stern. "Top of the morning,
Rosie. How are you? Well, I've got a man in my office, and he's
got some pictures and we're going to do a portfolio, and starting it
off," he says, "I'm taking five hundred dollars."

She says, ''Well, Albert, put me down for $750." '"Thanks, Rosie,
that's fine." Then he calls Cora [Mrs. Marcus] Koshland. "Top of
the morning to you, Cora." Describes what he's going to do with the
portfolio--"I've put in five hundred dollars and Rosie put in $750"--
Rosalie~-and she says, "Put me down for five hundred dollars, Albert.
I1'd like to have the work." And in just about two hours' time on the
telephone, he'd sold much more than the cost of the portfolio.*
[Laughter]

He wasn't a rich man; he was well-to-do. He had a good
insurance business. And of course he was a bachelor. And he just
gave away a tremendous amount of things and money. But mostly in
small parcels. He never gave really large amounts--he didn't have it.
But some artist would come and show him some pictures, and Albert
would buy one, give him a hundred-dollar check and spend an hour or
so on the telephone getting contacts for him. It was that kind of
true philanthropy. I mean, he just didn't write checks, he really
helped people. He was the most generous man, by fifty times, of
anybody else I've ever known.

*Parmelian Prints of the High Sierras. San Francisco: Jean
Chambers Moore, 1927. See also other references as indexed.
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So it was this kind of patronage that really got me started. And
even during the Depression times, there was always something to do.

I did a catalogue for the de Young Memorial Museum., Bender had a
group of very handsome Chinese carvings, and we made a portfolio of
that for Mills College. I don't remember the circumstances, but I
think there were ten or twenty images in each set and they sold for
several hundred dollars apiece, and the proceeds then enabled him to
buy these marbles for the college. So, many things were done on that
basis: 1I'd get a fee for the job, then he would sell four or five
copies, and the difference would allow things to happen.

Commissions

Those were the first photographs on specific commissions?

Some, yes. Now, I did the Maurice Sterne paintings for the Department
of Justice Building. He painted them in San Francisco, and I did

them at his studio at the California School of Fine Arts. It was
terribly hard getting even light on them because they were very big.
And I have a beautiful portfolio of that. I did Coloramas for Kodak
[i.e., Eastman]--big things to be shown in Grand Central Station.

And I did--let's see, Fortune magazine, general advertising commissions,
and then worked for the Yosemite people. Later on, projects would come
up like Timber Cove. And I did a whole series of pictures of Laguna
Niguel. They said they wanted to have these pictures to guide the
development. They absolutely ruined the place; it didn't guide the
development at all!

Then I did an enormous series of pictures for the University of
California of the Santa Cruz campus before there was anything
developed there. And that was very valuable because the architects
could see what certain areas on the map looked like.

I wonder if those photographs didn't have something to do with setting
the tone of that whole campus as it is now?

Well, put it this way: it's only half what we wanted. The architec-
ture is, I think, sad. Better if it had been something like Foothill
College. They should have really gone to the Maybeck feeling, where
you'd have a blending of the buildings and of the out-of-doors. But
Crown College is like a suburban housing project. Stevenson College
looks like pictures I've seen of "British Bauhaus.” Very tight
little buildings. I don't know any one that really is appropriate.
And College Five is done by Hugh Stubbins who lives in New York.

It's just hideous. I mean it's an imposition right on the landscape.
Here's one of the grandest groves of redwoods standing alone anywhere,
and there's absolutely no consideration for it. They crowded it with
a wall, 1It's really "brutalesque."
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I think I was speaking not alone of the physical development of the
buildings but of the whole spirit of the campus.

Yes, that was the idea. We tried to keep the meadows, and succeeded
in the main.

The students have seen those photographs, haven't they?

Oh yes. I have students calling me up and wanting me to protest
against something that's going in.

Tommy [Thomas D.] Church and I did the definitive paper on
style--the photographs were part of that--what the University could
represent in terms of style in relation to the natural enviromment.
And I just got a letter the other day saying that was still the
guiding light--although sometimes it was very difficult. This
present hideous [state] administration is really very negative to
that college idea. They want a college right in the middle of the
city in one unit. They think Santa Cruz is very "extravagant."
Well, I don't think it has cost any more, and it certainly has a
tremendous effect on students. But the plans--you can't afford to
have the expensive plans. So they're allowed so much square foot
cost, and the architects have an awful job getting these things to
work.

Now, these bedrooms in Stevenson College are the worst planned
things you've ever seen. I mean, you can hardly get into the closet
door, around the bed, because it's so small. One foot more, but--
They planned a little lintel over the entrance doorway; it had to
come out. They had some decoration, molding; that had to come out.
The Finance Committee of the Legislature, or State Senate, just
slashes the "amenities" out. They have no architectural advisors
on what can stay or go. So instead of having that little extra
something for style, it's up to the architect to do what they did
at the Bodega Marine Laboratory; the building is of prestressed
concrete, molded into beautiful designs. The building is a very
attractive thing although it's nothing but big columns of concrete.
But of course, they could afford to mold them into agreeable shapes,
if no ornament was added.

I did a book on the University of Rochester.
What was that?

A book on the university called Creative Change; it's a brochure.
And then I did a book for the Bishop National Bank of Hawaii, The
Islands of Hawaii; did that one after the one for the American
Trust Company. You remember that book--The Pageant of History in
Northern California. Well, then the Bishop Bank wanted me to do
the Hawaiian one.
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Then I did some work for IBM--
What sort of work for IBM?

Oh, I just made a series to interpret the activities at the
Poughkeepsie plant, It's a very ugly, modern, beautifully functional
plant, and some of the things in it are very exciting. That picture
on the wall, of the tramsistor, is one; it's all out-dated now. 1It's
a computer world. So I got by fine there.

Then of course the big centennial project for the University of

California with Nancy Newhall [Fiat Lux], and I'm sure I can think up
other things as I go along.

Albert Bender and His Friends

Let's go back to Albert Bender. We were interested in Mrs. Newhall's
description in The Eloquent Light of your first trip to New Mexico
with him. And who was Bertha Damon?

Well, Bertha Clark, who married Arthur Pope. She was quite a
literary person, a very fine writer, and a great friend of Witter
Bynner and Arthur Davidson Ficke. So we all went down there, you
see, and met Ella Young. Of course, she and Bender always hit it
off in fine form, because I think they had worked together in the
University of California at Berkeley before World War I. Let's see,
she's about eighty now.

This trip was in 1927, wasn't it?

Yes. We met Ella Young and Marie Welch. And then Bertha and

Arthur Pope separated, and he married Phyllis Ackerman--the authority
on textiles--and she married Professor Damon of Brown University and
lived in the East, and apparently did very well in real estate,
developed areas with style. She did that earlier at Point Richmond
out here. Beautiful houses. She's still living, and she's a good
friend of Ernst Bacon who's here now, staying with us. (He lives in
Orinda.) ‘

So then we met Mary Austin, too, down there.

Oh yes. That brings up another subject, but let's stick with
Albert Bender.

I would take Albert--he didn't drive--on innumerable trips. We'd
come down here to Monterey and Carmel every so often, and see all
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Adams: the friends——Robinson Jeffers and Johnny 0O'Shea and Kriley--a kind
of a circuit. Albert liked nature, as a Christmas tree with human
ornaments on it. He didn't care much for the natural scene; he just
liked fresh air and people, which is wonderful.

Then we’d go over often to Mills College with the back of the
car laden with books and things, maybe some Chinese things he'd
gotten. We went to Yosemite, and I can't tell you how many trips
in all. He'd call me up and say, "Well, Dr. Adams, are you free
today?" Sometimes I wasn't, but I would certainly make an effort
to be., And we'd get in the old car and go out. Knew somebody at
Napa--writers--and knew somebody at College of the Pacific over in
Stockton. We'd drive over and see these people and go and see
printers. And then people would come. He'd entertain. He was a
great friend of Ruth St. Denis. And I remember we drove to Los
Angeles to hear the San Francisco Symphony, and Ruth St. Denis's
group danced with it, and we took her down--she and Ted Shawn. We
drove down to Los Angeles.

I'11 never forget that day. We went to an apartment for
dinner--Mrs. Guggenheim of the Guggenheim family. And this was a
whole floor in one of these Hollywood buildings, and it was very
elaborate--wow! She had gorgeous things in it. She said, "Of
course, you'll leave your car here and we'll go over in mine
because it's so difficult parking--and my people can handle it much
easier." So that was fine.

So after this very elaborate dinner we go downstairs and here's
a great big Rolls Royce, really custom-made; everything you can
think of--a huge thing. And a chauffeur and a footman. So we get
into this thing. Oh, it was beautiful, and these little cabinets!
I said, "Do you drive this car from New York every year?" (Because
she spent winters in New York.) '"Oh no," she said, "I have the
exact duplicate of it back there." [Laughter] Albert Bender was
horrified, shaking his head. He always thought such great affluence
was rather silly. Mrs. Stern entertained beautifully and was always
doing something for people, but very seldom if ever would have just
a stupid social party. It would be a dinner for somebody like Diego
Rivera. And when she put on a dinner, there was probably none
better. Just great style,

And Albert Bender would have entertainment, but he didn't
drink. He was an Irish Jew. His father was a rabbi and his mother
was an Irish woman. And he came over as a boy and worked in his
cousin's insurance business. But he never drank--I don't know
whether he didn’t like it or why. But he always had liquor in his
home.
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He had an old lady housekeeper who didn't know anything about it
all, She'd cook him this disgusting-looking plate of scrambled
eggs for dinner. He'd come home after a big day and there'd be
two pieces of toast and scrambled eggs. When he had a dinner, he'd
get somebody in. But he would have parties, and she would have
scotch and ginger ale and no ice. She'd always forget the ice.
[Laughter] So his friends gradually learned and they'd bring some
ice,.you know, and put it in a bowl. But she knew so little, she
thought ginger ale and soda were the same! Of all the horrible
concoctions in the world, it was that. So there were these funny
little lapses.

That Tibetan scroll was his--he eventually left that to us.
Oh, hanging there.
Yes, that's handsome.

Very. He served a function apparently in bringing artists of all
ages and kinds together.

Yes. And he was very important in the creative printing world.

You said he got the Grabhorns to print the text of your first
portfolio.

Yes. But when it came to the Taos book [Taos Pueblo], he asked

Nash to do it, and I had a preliminary talk with Nash.* He was going
to cover the inside with Spanish parchment sheets. He had a whole
lot of Spanish parchment sheets--music sheets. And I said, '"Dr.
Nash, this book has nothing to do with Gregorian music; this is
Indian--Pueblos--Southwest." And he said, "Pueblo--Pueblo's
Spanish, isn't it?" [Laughter] I went back to Albert and I said,
"It's impossible. He wants to do something that's just impossible!l"
He was an ass, I must admit--really stupid. I said, "Can't we get
Grabhorn to do it?" So Grabhorn completed it, with the paper all
made to order. Half of it was coated by Dassonville, on which I
made the prints, and the rest of it went into the text which
Grabhorn printed. But Grabhorn didn't have that big a press, so
he printed the four-page sheets (two to a side) one page at a time.
Hazel Dreis was doing the binding, but the columns did not line up,
and they couldn't be bound. I mean if she kept on folding, the
columns would tilt further and further apart. There was no way of
making the fold parallel. A very complicated thing. So that was a
terrible blow. We just had enough paper left to print it properly.

*John Henry Nash.
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But Grabhorn* would say, "You're crazy; it's printed perfectly."”
And they were beautiful pages to look at!

Albert Bender had come to Grabhorn's studio. And Hazel laid
them out and got a ruler and a T-square. She said, "All right, now,
Grabhorn, is that straight or isn't 1it?" "Well, it is off, I guess.
Yes. We'll have to do it over." Well, what are you going to do
when you've got a special run of paper? There was just enough paper
to do it. I don't think there were six signatures left over.**

Then she wanted a special grain leather and she just ordered
it and never asked the price. It arrives, through customs from
Algeria or somewhere, and there's $480 due on it. I didn't have
eighty dollars., Who pays it? Albert Bender. So I tried to pay
Albert back., I went and worked and things, but he was never--he
always said, "Well, you just do your work. That's all the payment
I want." He didn't consider me a business investment. [Laughter]
And he was very, very kind. So he did give me the entree to a
whole stratum of society and cultural level in San Francisco I
never would have had otherwise,

Cedric Wright

You said when you met him at Cedric Wright's that you were still in
the field of music?

Yes, I was still an active pianist.
Was this a turning point then?

Well, yes. This was almost--it really was the turning point, but

I didn't know it. I tried to practice and keep up everything else
too until 1930, Well, there's a very hazy point there, because
even in 1932 I was doing accompaniments, and photography. And then
it just came to the point that I couldn't do both.

*By correspondence:
Teiser: When you talk about Grabhorn, you mean Ed, don't you?
You didn't deal with Bob [Robert], did you?
Adams: Dealings were usually with Ed, but I knew Bob quite
well.,

**See also other references to Taos Pueblo as indexed.
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Cedric Wright, a violinist, was an old friend. He was the son of
my father's lawyer. My father's lawyer was not very ethical,
unfortunately, but Cedric was one of my dearest friends. I met
him first in 1923 on a Sierra Club outing, and then we'd see him
often, and he liked the way I played and I liked the way he played.
He made some photographs too, and pretty soon he switched over,
because he had a fairly large personal income. He never had to do
anything, which seems always a curse. I will say he was very
diligent. But at an ego level--I mean he just had to do these
mountain pictures. He was very anxious always to get them out and
to get applause. He wasn't a very good violinist. His first wife
was a much better one, and I guess that's one of the reasons why
they split, because she was obviously a very superior musician.

He could have been a grand pianist-~he had great big '"piano" hands.
But, he tried to get quality out of his fiddle, and the intonation
wouldn't be ideal. But he had a very fine musical spirit. I mean,
he could really bring things to life, like Ernst Bacon.

So that was my friendship there, and then he got into doing
more and more portraits; finally did chiefly portrait work, except
for his summer work in the mountains, and he did very well. And
then he got older and more difficult and married a lady who really
didn't help too much and had two kids who were difficult--one was
very difficult, the other was all right. So he developed high
blood pressure and had a terrible doctor, and they didn't take care
of it, and he went a little off his bat. He had this kind of
paranoia about education and public schools. He'd write reams of
expository texts. When he finished this book, it was a foot thick.
I said, '"Well, you've got to have it edited. You can't print this.
I said, "Get Nancy Newhall to do it." She boiled it down to some
really very good writing. But he wouldn't accept that at all. He
thought she was missing all the important points. I don't know
what 's happened to the text of the thing. It had some very fine
passages in it--kind of Thoreau-esque. But otherwise just as
screwy as you can get.

And then he finally had a stroke and never really recovered.

Helen Le Conte was speaking of him, saying he was a genius without
a field to express it.

Yes, that's good. He had the genius tendency, but he never
realized it. I think music was right; he was very happy in it.

But he picked the one instrument that his physique wasn't favorable
to.
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Musicians and Artists

Now, in a sense I've got a lovely violin hand. My fingers are very
strong and light--very small., But I'm a pianist, see. I could
never get the power, the richness somebody like Ernst Bacon can get,
or my late friend Victor Babin. I suppose I'd have been an ideal
harpsichordist. It's a very important thing--we don't think of
those things often--but I didn't have the ear for the strings. 1
have beautiful relative pitch but absolutely no absolute pitch.

I suppose it was hard to break away from the piano. People had
encouraged you in it.

I could--I still can, if you'll pardon the conceit—produce a very
beautiful tone. I was trained in tone control and voicing. I
still amaze myself at times by the sculptural effect, which was my
basic training. It was largely impact control, and of course the
arthritis has knocked that. But it's interesting that there is a
legato and there is an impact. You can especially hear it in
fugues; I can really make the voices completely stand out, which is
much more difficult with "weight" playing, to give the full color.
The impact, touch-~I had that, and it's really stayed with me all
these years. I mean I play terribly now--inaccurately--but it's
just interesting how lasting the training you sometimes get can be.
And so, up to that point, I could have gone on and I could have been
very fine in a very limited field, but when it came to doing the
greater Beethoven and Brahms and the heroic Scriabin things, why--
my fingers couldn't manage them.

Did you realize that? Was that part of your decision?

I began to realize just part of it. But people encouraged me and
said, "No, don't worry about that. Think of Laurie [Lawrence]
Strauss." You remember him. Tenor. He sang French and German
lieder and had a very meager voice, but such style you wouldn't
believe, You still remember him. And the question is, what is
music? This man could create--he was simply wonderful. It was
something like [Vladimir] de Pachmann. I don't think de Pachmann
ever played anything very massive beyond Chopin. Farthest I got
with Scriabin that I could play was the C-sharp minor etude and
that really taxed me. I really didn't have it in my hands to do
that.,

[Entering]) How're you doing?

Pretty good!
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Adams: Then of course I was very close to Sara Bard Field and Colonel
Wood--Charles Erskine Scott Wood.

Teiser: How did you meet them?
Adams: With Albert--early, 1927 or '28. And of course I met Bennie Bufano.

Teiser: Did all of these people in the other arts add to your creative
vision or whatever?

Adams: Oh yes, very much. Very definitely. Not that I imitated. You
couldn't do that with them., But you just had a support of your
convictions. I mean, here are people creating beauty in other
ways--Maynard Dixon, Dorothea Lange, Robert Howard, the Puccinellis—-
oh gosh, I can't remember all the people.

Teiser: That's Raymond Puccinelli?
Adams: Yes. I know very few of the contemporary artists.
Teiser: Of these artists, I don't suppose you admired all of their work?

Adams: No--no. Some more than others. Bufano's drawings were simply
magnificent; some of his sculpture was pretty corny. Sara Bard
Field's poetry was better than the Colonel's. [Ralph] Stackpole,
I think, is a fine sculptor; beautiful massive work, Ray Boynton
did an encaustic for the Woods, which was absolutely beautiful,
more so than his paintings.

Teiser: For the Woods at their home?

Adams: Their home. An outdoor mantel. But they had not sealed the stone
and the water came through and it flaked.

And Maynard Dixon was a great man, a character. (I don't
know. You can't really remember all these things.) Piazzoni was
a great stylist; very quiet. I think I like his paintings better
even now than I did then. They looked flat to me.

Teiser: Did you like some of Maynard Dixon's work?

Adams: I liked his drawings much better than his paintings. Beautiful
drawings.

Oh, and then another contact which was very valuable to me
was William Zorach, the painter, and his wife, Marguerite. We have
two Zorachs downstairs, one by him, one by his wife, watercolors in
Yosemite. He was there one whole summer and went on trips. He was
really marvelous--a creative thinker.
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And then of course Diego Rivera and [José C.] Orozco. And many of
the printers. [Interruption to discuss a photograph with Adams's
assistant. ]

Arnold Blanch, the painter; Maurice Sterme.
Did you talk about aesthetics with these people?

No. When you're in the art world you don't talk about aesthetics;
you just talk. The aesthetics are a by-product. They'll talk about
their experiences, they'll talk about their style. They'll see
something in your photograph that they like. You don't think about
it in terms of aesthetics as such, you see. And it's interesting,
when photographers get together they talk about papers, lenses,
chemicals, cameras--very seldom about the pictures. When painters
get together, they talk about painting--and very seldom about paints
or paint brushes. When musicians get together, they talk about
other musicians. [Laughter] They'll say, "Oh my, Rosenthal, you
know, he did that Beethoven all right., But Horowitz--somebody else--
Backhaus-~" and before you know it, they're talking about '"when I
was concertmaster at such and such."

You know the famous story about Mischa Elman, who was talking
to this young girl at a dinner, a beautiful young lady, and he was
describing all of his career--coming to this country, and his tours.
He could see she was getting a little bit restless, so he said, "Oh,
my dear, I'm so sorry, I'm boring you. I'm talking about nothing
but myself, and that is too much. Now let us talk about you. How
did you like my last concert?'" [Laughter]

[End Tape 4, Side 1]
[Begin Tape 4, Side 2]

Through Cedric I knew Richard Buhlig. He was quite a pianist, but

he had the most colossal conceit I've ever seen. He said, "After
all, you can count the great pi-ah-nists of the world on one finguh."
[Laughter]

I met him one time in San Francisco, and it was a very gray,
foggy day, and he was exhausted, and I was going to take him on the
streetcar out to my house for supper. He sat there in the streetcar
in a very dejected way, so I kept talking. I figured I just can't
sit there like a dummy too. So I talked and talked about the
symphony and other things.

So we came home to the house, and he sat down--in this chair--
and took off his necktie and said, "Let us have silence, blessed
silence. You talk a very great deal and say ab-so-lutely nothing."
[Laughter] So that was a helpful influence. I've been thinking
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Adams: about that; always have, you know. I just pattered along, trying
to keep him going--a gesture.

Ernst Bacon came on the scene early. And Ernst was a very
fine pianist--very well trained; great ladies' man, marvelous
person. (I hope he can hear me.) And he would play--well, he was
typical of a certain type, a kind of spectacular, ruthless playing,
you see, which overshadowed anybody else around. I couldn't play
when he was around because I played a totally different way. We
had a period there, a kind of first jealousy, I think. I was more
jealous of him, because whenever Ernst appeared, he was the magnet,
you see. Well, the thing that saved that situation was that he was
such an extremely fine musician. And he can still play a Bach-
Busoni chaconne like you never heard. So after the first couple of
years and adjustment, why, we became extremely close friends.
Mutual admiration society, but at the same time it was the first
time I'd come across this very gentlemanly but very aggressive
personality. That was another kind of competition.

My competition was always--if I felt it, well, I do the best
I can and that's that. But sometimes—wow!--it's like having a
show in a museum and in the next gallery there's somebody who has
nothing but three by four-foot prints. They might be lousy, but
they still would be impressive. [Laughter] Perhaps superficial.

But Ernst is one of the best we've got, and a great composer.
He's never been recognized. He never makes any real bid for fame,
but I think his set of songs to Emily Dickinson poems is probably
one of the greatest American works--just incredibly beautiful. He
still belongs to a generation that had "something to say.'" The
contemporary music to me seems to be almost mathematical efforts to
experiment with new symbols and sequences and combinations. You
get through with it and you think, "Clever, isn't it?"

I remember hearing one--I think it was in Boston. I was at a
friend's house, listening to the radio, and they couldn't wait to
hear this thing, and there was percussion and strings and two
trumpets and jew's-harp--some combination. And you know in the
cartoon "Peanuts" the bird that's talking to the dog? It's just a
genius flight of imagination to get this conversation of the little
bird; it's nothing but a series of little dots, you know. That's
what that music sounded like--rumble, rumble, rumble, squeak. Then
a pause. Then somebody taps seven times with a bow. Then there's
a tremendous, cacophonous, dissonant chord--with more rumbles, then
more squeaks. They then showed me the score of this, which wasn't
written like any music I'd seen before. There were no bars, and
all these strange symbols. We got all through it, and I said, "Well,
what happens to you when you hear that?" 'Perfectly wonderful."
"Well," I said, "what happens? It is clever, but I didn't--"" Well,
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they really couldn't describe an emotional experience} it was an
intellectual experience, and therefore it was aesthetic., But you've
got to make definitions between intellectual, aesthetic, and
emotional. And great art has all of it together, and a lot of the
contemporary stuff....

Cults, Controls and Creativity

And in painting, huge paintings may be just intellectual exercises,
and I think people respond because such response is indicated in
the social structure. To be in--(quote) "i-n"--you create certain
things, like certain things. It's a multi-cult.

That same thing happens in business methods. The thing in
business now, and in industry--well, Dr. Land worked very hard to
establish what he called "peer consciousness.'" Everybody in the
[Polaroid] company that would be, say, at the level of the
engineers, there wouldn't be a top engineer or a bottom engineer;
there would be sort of a group of peers, which means you're equals
in that field. He didn't like the idea of them electing a chairman.
They'd have a secretary who'd just call the meetings, and they'd
appoint a chairman for the evening. They'd discuss it. And they
got by like that for a while. But it worked better with the
custodians and machine operators than it did with the intellectuals.
After about a year they had a chairman and a vice-chairman--all
that rigamarole. Became a society,

We sometimes think of societies as something that people who have
little create for themselves.

Well, I went to this big conference the other day--the Society of
Photographic Scientists and Engineers. There's about three thousand
members, and they're all the top people in the optical and physical
and chemical laboratories. And there were about six hundred at this
conference. They were a little disappointed in the turnout, but
they're expensive. And they said they never had better papers, but
the papers were, to me, incomprehensible. But I felt very much "in",
you see, that's the interesting thing. I had a lot of friends. That
was pleasant. I was just in contact with a world which I know is
important and which is really back of my profession and the materials
I use. But I don't really understand that world at all.

Did you speak to them?

No, not this time. I did before once.
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When you speak to them, what do you speak about?

Well, I was asked to inject the creative point of view, refer it to
the materials, how research has helped or hindered certain materials.
My talk was on the obvious development of the films and the papers
and chemicals; their consistency is perfectly wonderful. And then
the tendency toward automatism in the cameras, which has just the
opposite effect. I mean it discourages creativity, you see.

That trouble is coming up in films now; they're making things
that are foolproof. In other words, they say they're foolproof and
a person can't make a mistake, but it means that you can't control.
Control is the whole essence of art. They are control-proof! So
it's conceivable to think that you can have--I know there are films
made that have an exposure range of one to fifteen, and the film
will automatically carry it. It'll almost always come out in one
limited scale. And that would be disastrous. It's just like if a
paint company said, "I'll put out twelve colors, period.' [Laughter]

O'Keeffe feels that. She grinds her own pigment. A lot of the
paintings in New Mexico are done from the stones she's just picked
up in the desert. She gets the kind of thing she wants--directly
and perceptively!

You can't do that with photographic materials.

No. No, you can't. But you still can control. I can under-expose,
use less exposure and more developer, and increase my scale and
texture. But the modern films only allow one-zone expansion. I
keep thinking in my mind I'll go on to another paper. There are
only two films made by Kodak that have the old thick emulsion, and
that will "expand" in prolonged development two or three times.

Now some printing papers are given new synthetic emulsions, and
they "dry down'" distressingly. In other words, the print will look
perfectly beautiful in the wash water, but you can't use it when
it's dry. So there's always this problem of having to print light,
to print unpleasantly light, and then it'll dry down. Then finally
you learn just about how deep to print., But in the old days, you
could put the print up on a white thing, and it would look that way
when it was dry.

Now there's one paper called Varilour, that is just impossible.
It isn't just a matter of tone. A white surface goes gray. The
first time I had that happen to me was with a print in a portfolio,
of the little Hornitos church. It's got very subtle clapboards
showing. It's a white church but you barely see the little
clapboards. And I made the print so you just saw them, and I
thought, "Gee, that's beautiful!” I knew it was going to dry down--
hopefully just a little--so I went ahead and made the whole hundred
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Adams: prints. Had to throw them all away. The white went down~-gray, you
see. So then I had to start the next day and make a whole series of
exposures and develop them and put the exposure time, etc., control
on the back. And the one that I chose, which showed the clapboard
beautifully in the dried print, absolutely did not show it in the
wet print.

The point is, as the emulsion swells, the silver grains
separate like an expanding universe. And then the light penetrates--
does not have opposition. And then as the emulsion dries, it brings
the silver together and you see it.

Teiser: European papers have stayed pretty much the same, have they?
Adams: No. They're changing too. Agfa Brovira is probably the most

brilliant, Ilford is fine--I don't always like the surfaces. None
of them are as consistent as Kodak.

Prints: Tangible and Intangible Aspects

Adams: It's an interesting thing--the thing we have to think about is: what
do you experience when you see a print? That is, what is a print?
There's a whole series of grays, from black to white and grays in
between. Well, if you strip the emulsion off a primnt, which you could
do, it's a very soft image (if you look at it as a transparency).
And you wonder, "Well, how in the world could I get a good print out
of that? Isn't there some silver left on the paper?" No. The idea
is that the paper reflects 90 percent of the light falling upon it,
and you may have a 50 percent layer of silver in one part of the
image. Now, say a hundred units of light strikes the surface of the
print. Fifty percent gets through the silver and reaches the paper
(the background), and 50 percent is reflected by the paper (which
only reflects 90 percent). So 45 percent of that light is reflected
back through the 50 percent silver, which reduces it to 22 1/2
percent. So then you have that value which would be known as a
22 1/2 percent reflection density, 0.75. And that is why, you see,
printing is a very subtle thing, because the heavier the silver
deposit, the deeper and deeper the tone. And finally, with toning
I can get with selenium down to the reflection density of 2.3, which
is 1 to 200, speaking roughly. But visually it would be awfully
hard to tell the difference between a density of 2.0 or 2.2 or 2.3;
you'd have to have a bright light and put them right together.

The Polaroid is a different process and has what is called the
"linear scale.”" Your ordinary paper scales have the sine-curve
shape, the "S-curve," the positive curve. Now the part of that
scale which is most accurate or at least in proportion, is what they
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call the straight-line section. But the whites and the blacks belong
in the toe and the shoulder, and they are disproportionate. They can
cause you all kinds of aesthetic upsets, even though you can't
describe it; you can't be fully aware of it, but it's there. The
Polaroid has a long straight-line scale, so the mind unconsciously
sees in the Polaroid print a progression of values which seems much
more agreeable.

Look at that picture over there, the marble head and the leaf--
see it on the wall?--I can't make a print like that with a conven-
tional paper. I've got a good negative of it, as well as a Polaroid
print. I can't make as good a print. I can't get that luminosity,
because in the areas that are most subtle I can't get the
proportionate scale. In that and the auto-masking process, which
is equivalent to the o0ld printing in sunlight, you do have a
continuous line. It's not an obvious sine-curve shape.

There's an article out now trying to rationalize and put it
almost on a computer basis. What is the character of Mozart, or
Beethoven, or Schubert? What do you get looking at certain painters?
And they've made these tests——certain responses on a pressure basis.
Very complicated thing, and it just draws a curve. They give me a
test, perhaps, and I would respond to certain things, and they'd put
that curve on file, and take your test. And the strange thing is
that they've found that it doesn't make any difference who you are;
your curve in response to Mozart is typical, and it's quite different
from your curve in response to Beethoven. The response is not
basically individual; there's something in the aesthetics, something
in the music pattern that controls it. And the same with the
photograph. Why do you look at one print by a sensitive printer and
the same subject printed by a good but unimaginative darkroom man,

a technician, and respond differently? The difference might be such
you'd think it was not the same picture. And yet if you put it in
the reflection densitometer, you might get almost the same scale.
It's a very subtle thing. So that's part of my approach in teaching,
and it is going to be more so in writing now. It's a kind of a
summation of experience. But to make it highly valid, I really
should work through a scientist. If I'm going to talk about values
in any way, I ought to double check, you see, so I'm just not
transcribing my own symbols. It would have to be something that's
understood.

Well, you mean you have to translate subjective judgments into
objective?

Have to do it some way, because if I talk about a print--like this
print of Half Dome ['"Moon and Half Dome'], this big one--I must say
that I can make it in varying ways. If I go light to a certain
point, it becomes weak, so I tear it up. If I go dark to a certain
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Adams: point, it becomes hard and heavy, so I tear it up. But in between
is quite a range of difference, and some levels are acceptable.
Now, what is that range? Tt's the intangible thing that makes it
art instead of record.

Teiser: When we were speaking with Mr. and Mrs. Spencer* last week,6 I asked,
"Do you think Mr. Adams's work has changed over the years you've
known him?" Mr. Spencer said, yes, he thought a little, in that the
line had become sharper. And he was showing us a print of Half Dome
with the moon--that same photograph—-as an example of what he
thought your work had come to. He admired it greatly. And he
seemed to think that you would not have made that photograph in that
way earlier.

Adams: He's right. He's an extremely perceptive man--both of them can
really talk intelligently about aesthetics. It's a very rare thing--
and they are rare people. They can.talk and analyze things in the
most extraordimary way, rather impersonal and very delicate. Of
course, she's a great expert in stained glass--antique glass--one of
the top people. And to have her talk about these significant slight
differences. And it isn't just a matter of different glass, it's
just that intangible multiple quality of color and value. They're
always amazed that I like Rouault, because most of Rouault's work is
related to the stained glass appearance, you know, with the black
separating lines. I never thought of it that way, you see. I just
liked these beautiful blocks of color. And, Mrs. Spencer said,
"Well, do you know that Rouault's paintings superficially look like
stained glass." And it suddenly occurred to me, 'My gosh, they do,
don't they?" They do and they don't, but they do enough so you can
think of it.

And then, what is the function of glass? Why all these little
shapes? Then you take a flow of glass, of shape, and you see that
each one of these shapes has a dynamic relationship to the next one,
and that will lift your eyes--move your eyes. It's a very subtle
thing. You just don't put about random globs of glass. The shapes
are all felt--like mosaics. Gerry Sharpe, who was quite a fine
photographer--she unfortunately died early--she worked for us for
quite a while and she did that mosaic table, which is an extremely
sensitive thing. I forget who she worked with--Louisa Jenkins or
somebody. That's the first and only one she did. But there are
very subtle juxtapositions of shapes and values therein. They flow.
It's very hard to describe.

In photography, if I can say it, I think my work has that flow,
and I think that's what makes it have a certain appeal. It's what
all creative photographers must have, because people do respond to
more than fact. And I guess I really sell more prints than anyone,
and sell them to a quite varied audience. So I know there's a
response somewhere. Weston didn't sell too much while alive; he

*Eldridge T. and Jeanette Dyer Spencer.
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Adams: surely sells now. People are paying fantastic prices for remaining
prints that appear every once in a while. But he sold to a rather
limited audience, and didn't sell very many. Some people with means
would buy a hundred prints for a collection of an art gallery or a
museum. And that was fine; it would keep him going. But the
individual prints were not acquired as they should have been.

Now, of course, I think all the time, probably a lot of my
pictures are sold because of the subject. But it's the subject plus,
A literal picture of the moon and Half Dome would almost have to be
very unpleasant. '"Gee, there's the moon, Bud, look!" [Laughs] That's
about the end of it.

Teiser: Do you know we've kept you talking for two hours?

Adams: Yes. I've got to go to a party, then out to dinner. I am a little
bit thought out. ’

[End Tape 4, Side 2]
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[Interview IV -- 19 May 1972]

[Begin Tape 5, Side 1]

The Group f/64 Exhibit

This time you wanted more f/64,
Well, yes. We'll probably keep coming back to things you've mentioned
and ask you more about them. The £/64 group--I'm sure you're sick to
death of being asked about it.

No, no.

We ran down two articles; one of them is just a notice. Shall I
read them to you?

Yes.

From the San Francisco Chronicle, an unsigned article of November 27,
1932--the end of a review of an exhibit of paintings.

"Another new exhibit at the de Young Museum
comprises photographs by members and guests of the
Group f/64. There is a beautiful work on view"
(that is a typo, I guess) "although the promise
of novelty suggested in the name of the organiza-
tion that sponsors the exhibition is not carried
out.”

I don't understand what they mean by that.

[Continuing] '"These photographers, like other talented
brethren of the lens, are admirable portrait
artists, imaginative creators of abstract patterns,
romanticists who look for charm in boats, in
scenery, in grand landscape, and in every small
growing thing that is nourished at the bottom of
Mother Earth.

“"Exhibitors include--"

Well, that's more favorable than a lot we had. [Laughter] It's
funny. I don't remember that at all.

They didn't know how to write about photography then, you know.
Just didn't know what to say. They thought some photography was
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imitating abstract art. I don't call it "abstract;" I call it
"extract." A photograph is an extract, unless you go to a photogram.
But using a lens, you can't really abstract--you can fuse and
duplicate and double print, but you really can't abstract like a
painter can, you see. So I think the word "extract" makes a little
more sense. It's very personal; I think it'll never get in the
dictionary. [Laughter] But an extract is to get the essence of
something--it is of something. And the image of the lens is of
something. It's not just production up here [in the head].

I suppose the distinction that most people make is. that if they
look at it and can't immediately tell what it is, it's abstract.
Is that it?

Well, then you have abstract expressionism--
No, I mean in a photographic sense only.

Photographs. Well, in a lot of things that Weston did, he had a
great sense of form. But people kept reading into this, you see,

the constructivist idea of the painter. When they see the photograph,
they think of it as something the photographer really did--in produc-
ing these curves and shapes. But all a photographer could do would

‘be to select and enhance what he was selecting by the photographic

technique, by his own approach. It's pretty tricky. It gets into
semantics.

We were looking at a photograph of yours--I can't remember in what
volume now--and on the opposite page was a photograph of Edward
Weston's. The subject was the same--rocks, close up. Your photograph
was, to me at least, immediately recognizable and his--if I hadn't
seen others, I would have had to puzzle over it, and maybe I would
never have discovered it. Would one really know that it was rocks
along the sea?

Well, it's awfully hard to qualify those things because the emphasis
in Edward Weston's mind was not as much on nature as mine was. I
mean, Weston was a universal person. He'd take an egg beater--of
course I did too--but he'd take a portrait or he'd take anything that
he saw that would comprise a statement--through which he could say
something. Now, these words ''say something" are very tricky, because
you're not really saying, you're observing and transmitting and
clarifying. I don't know; the words are almost hopeless. We use the
word "visualization" when we see the print in our mind's eye. Well,
we really don't. We see the image. We think of the edges, we think
of the textures, we think of all that is appropriate. And then we
have to look in the ground glass and see if we've really arranged the
thing as we wish, and if we're watching our edges and if we're
watching our confusions and mergers and all the little things.
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It's awfully hard to say. In other words, I'm looking at
you here--I see a picture. If I were a painter, I wouldn't
have any problem at all because I could synthesize everything I
see around here, But through the lens from this point of view,
the sofa's cutting your neck right off under the ear, and the
scene outside [through the window behind] is hopelessly confusing.
You know, there are so many things, it would not make a good photo-
graph. Now, I could go "click," you see, and I could get what a
lot of people call just a spontaneous image. But that's not a
communicative image. Not necessarily. Cartier-Bresson might be
able to do it, but he wouldn't just sit here. He would move to a
place where he would get you at the optimum advantage. The difference
between a man like Cartier-Bresson and a snap shooter or a person
who's, well, it's about the same family as the cinema verité--just
walk right into a group and you're part of it. People forget that
there's nothing duller than a sequence in motion. It's the editing
that makes the movies the great thing. Well, it has to be there to
begin with,

Have you seen a Warhol movie?
I haven't. [Laughter] I hear it’s pretty wild.
It must seem to go on for several days at a time,

Well, it's like pop art. For the lack of anything else to occupy
their spirits, they get a can of Campbell's soup. Then they do a
very bad picture, which some ordinary signboard artist would be
ashamed of., And that gets six thousand dollars for a museum wall.
[Laughter] I saw a pop art show in the East and I was aghast. It
was the crudest, most ridiculous thing I've ever seen, I tried to
figure it out. Really a can of Campbell's soup and not very well
rendered! And huge, you know. Of course now they're painting
pictures so big that galleries are being taxed to show them, let
alone get them in the museum. Like five bands of varying shades of
black. The other kind is when they start at the top with wet paint
and let it dribble down, and let it come down out of the frame and
out on the floor. I saw one painting that was done right in the
museum, and that floor was part of the composition. As the paint
dripped on the floor, it was all part of it. They call it the
"mustique." [Laughter]

Back to Group f/64--this one is a real review, I guess, as reviews
went. This is by a man named Julius Craven, writing in The Argonaut,
December 2, 1932, Did you know him?

Oh yes, yes. He was pretty good.

[Reading] "For the benefit of those who may be as
ignorant of cameras and camera craft as we are,
if there are any such, we may as well begin by
explaining that 'Group f.64,' [sic] a group of
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photographers which is now exhibiting...takes its name
from the smallest stop on a camera lens, When the f.64
stop is used in making an exposure, it's called 'stopping
down' or 'sharp focusing.' And sharp focusing happens

to be the vogue just now in 'artistic' photography...."

I think this is a point, if I may say it: The lens is sharp, if it's
wide open, on the focal plane, but "stopping down" gives depth so you
have 'sharpness” on many planes. And the f/64 is the smallest stop
on the conventional big twelve-inch lens. F/16 might be the smallest
on a miniature lens and a process lens may be over £/200. So £/64 is
a symbol--it means depth more than sharpness. (Pardon me for inter-
jecting this, but these are relevant ideas.)

But by 1932 was it a "vogue" in artistic photography, as he says?

No, I think what he was saying there was that we were daring to enter
the domain of the arts.

[Reading] '"The membership of the group is comprised of..." (and lists
them all). "You might say that these are the master-
photographers of California. However, their current
exhibition includes prints by an additional (invited)
group of four, namely, Preston Holder, Consuela [Consuelo]
Kanaga, Alma Lavenson, and Brett Weston. And this group
might also be called master-photographers. Anyway, be
that as it may, together they are offering an excellent
exhibition of photographs.

"Photography is one of the few crafts that has
advanced during the machine age. This may be partly
due to some of the inventions pertaining to it. But
it is probably largely because photography has come
to be recognized as being closely akin to, if not
actually to overlap conventional creative art. The
pictorial photographer of today must be a capable
artist (culturally, instinctively, mentally), as well
as a highly trained technician. He is not only the man
behind the camera, but the brains inside it, as well."

"Pictorial" equals amateur, weak P.S.A. stuff!

[Reading] ''There are many outstandingly beautiful prints in the show.'

Shall I read you some of the ones he mentions?

Yes, fine. I think that's pretty good what he said, for the times.
With no knowledge of photography, no exposure to photography, that's
very good comment.

[Reading] '"'There are many outstandingly beautiful prints in the show.
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Teiser: Imogen Cunningham's studies of plant forms; Ansel Adams's
fine studies of Piazzoni at work on his murals for the
Public Library; Cunsuelo Kanaga's four exceptionally
fine portrait studies of negros [sic]; one of which we
think we recognize as being Kenneth Spencer;...'" Was it?

Adams: Could have been, could have been. Yes, I think it was.

Teiser: [Reading] "...Willard Van Dyke's 'Plant Form'; Sonia Noskowiak's
'Palm Blossom'; Edward and Brett Weston's many fine
studies of form and design. Such a collection of prints
makes us feel that, had we time or money, or both, we would
add photography to our list of favorite hobbies. But we
also know enough about it to realize that photography is hard
labor in one of its most drastic forms, and not a mere
pastime to play at." [Laughter]

Adams: Yes. Being a hobbyist. Unfortunately, there are many people who can
afford to be. That's why so many bad things are done.

Teiser: By the wealthy hobbyists?

Adams: The wealthy hobbyists. They might as well play golf or have a polo
horse or a motorboat. But there's something entrancing about the
whole photographic setup, the cameras, the lenses, the equipment.
It's just unbelievable now, and the precision and quality's unbeliev-
able. It's one thing that's gone up. Cars might go down, but I
don't think there's ever been a reason for Ralph Nader to investigate
photographic equipment performance. [Laughs] And sometimes it's
miraculous what they do in the price range, although prices are up.

Meters, Lenses and Film Speeds

Adams : We have exposure meters--we make demands., Well, a really dependable
meter would cost a thousand dollars, and they cost a little over a
hundred, because they make them in quantity. They're still not really
accurate. I have an English photometer that costs a little over two
hundred dollars now, and it's still the most accurate photometer that
the average person can get. I can think of other photometers that
run up into thousands of dollars; they're really accurate through the
full scale, consistent calibration.

Teiser: Are they portable?

Adams: No. They would be in a suitcase. [Laughs] The Leukeish meter would
be in a small suitcase.
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You always have that problem with the cameras. Now these precision
cameras are really made to tolerances that are unbelievable--one
hundredth of a millimeter, thousandth of a millimeter. I mean they've
really done beautifully, and I don't imagine we ever can significantly
improve on the lenses which we now have.

Did the first lenses you used have qualities however that, say,
coated lenses now don't have?

Well, there were very fine lenses made then, but they weren't
consistent; they weren't very spectacular in their performance and
their coverage. For instance, I doubt if you could get something
like a Super-Angulon wide-angle lens today without benefit of a
computer. I mean, the design is so complex. The perfect flat
field; a five-inch lens that will cover an eight by ten plate, on
axis they call it. And it's beautiful. To figure that just by
arithmetic would be highly improbable. We used lenses like the
Dagor and the Cooke and the Zeiss Protar, which were very fine
lenses. Some were convertible; you could use different elements
separately or together. They gave beautiful images and why nobody
exactly knows. There was some aberration, but it didn't destroy the
visual resolution, which was quite high.

The theory of the coated lens is very intricate, and people
don't understand what happens. But every air-glass surface--that is,
surface of glass to air--reflects about 4 percent of the light
falling on it. If you have a four air-glass element lens, like a
Dagor, you get about 80-plus percent transmission of light; the rest
of it's scattered. But some of that scatter produces a flare over
the image--a very low-impact flare of light. The bad lenses are the
ones that give you a flare in the middle, which is a real flare. But
the average uncoated lens like a Protar would just give you a soft
shadow. It would add a couple of units of exposure, and that would
give you a very smooth image, and the Cooke lenses, which were eight
air-glass, would give you a very soft image for that reason. You
would get almost what we would call today pre-exposure, In black and
white, that's an advantage. Every black and white photographer should
have at least one uncoated lens, a six or eight air-glass, because it
would solve a lot of contrast problems.

When you get into color, you have a different thing, because
flare then takes on the dominant color of the subject, so that if
you're photographing a landscape with much blue sky, you would get
a blue cast. If you're photographing trees, you would get a green
cast. The flare would convey the dominant hue or color of the scene.
So that's why coated lenses are very important now with color.

And then, if you look at a lens which is coated, you'll see a
purple or yellowish cast. If you see a yellow coating, that means
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it's transmitting more blue; if you see a purplish-blue cast, that
means it's transmitting more yellow. You used to get lenses that
would be coated different ways; so a 35 mm. camera might not give
you the same color balance with different lenses. All the lenses
of one make are all coated the same--so much blue, so much yellow, or
purple, They have new systems called "supercoats," and they're
getting down to an absolute minimum of flare. So your color purity
is superior now to what it's ever been--better than you ever could
get it before. I know in the old days people always said, "We'll
have to use a lens composed of as few elements as possible."
[Interruption for phone calll]

As for the f/64 group, I don't think any of us had a coated lens
at that time. I think I tried one a few years later. And it's
interesting for a photographer to study the quality of his earlier
work, Because in earlier black and white, there's always a longer,
richer scale than there is in many contemporary pictures. Because
we've lost two to four exposing units at the bottom of our curve,
because we have done away with "flare." We get the true luminous
range, and that makes for deep shadow values. You see many pictures,
especially with miniature cameras, where the shadows look very empty--
lifeless, dead, no density. But part of that is due to the fact that
there's absolutely no support of the shadows, which you would get if
you had some flare.

Whereas in color without flare you'd be unhappy. I took a color
picture of Edward Weston sitting by his brick chimney, and everything
went red because the brick was in sun, and this caused a red flare.
In the modern lens you might get only a whisper of red, but you
wouldn't get that all-over reddish cast.

But I don't think any of the f/64 people had anything like that,
The Leitz people, and Zeiss, I think, put out an £/1.5 lens with lens
coating, but it was greenish and it was terrible for color. Then the
Polarizer came in. Before Land invented Polaroid there were several
very crude ways of making polarizing filters. And one was a deposition
of sheep urine crystals on glass or plastic. Now, of all the animals
in the world, the sheep urine condenses into long crystals like a
picket fence, and these could be aligned. So the light that is
vibrating this way (vertical) goes through the fence; the light that
goes that way (horizontal) doesn’'t!

It also had a color effect. And then Land invented a way to
manufacture a plastic film with polarizing crystals, which is color-
less, or practically so. It is one of the great technical achieve-
ments of our time. When you look at what that man has accomplished
in various fields, it almost scares you.

We take Polaroid glasses now for granted. You buy 3-D viewers
for five cents and all such stuff. It's all a matter of making a
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plastic--hundreds of miles of it, in big sheets--in which the Polaroid
crystals are all aligned. Theoretically, it's extremely complex. Now
you just push a button and this machine does it. [Laughs] So, at any
rate, we didn't have that aid until quite a bit later.

Then the polarizers came in, and were gratefully received. I
can't remember the dates of introduction of these things, but I would
say that most of the f/64 people were using pretty basic equipment--
uncoated lenses, films of the type of Isopan, or Kodak Superanchro-
matic. The speeds were around ASA 64, plus or minus. Many went down
to 24 and lower than that.

Were you using ASA speeds then?

No, we used Weston speeds, and there were the Scheiner and DIN speeds,
all of which are logical arithmetical systems.

The first Weston light meter was designed to help out the
photographer and avoid his making under-exposures, so they added what
they called a "K" factor--and they used first the number 50, which
should have been 64, 1t mathematically worked out as ASA 64. But
they took one more number just for safety., Finally they found that
people were over-exposing, so they used ASA 64, Fifty is the first
step below. You see, all these numbers--you go from 32 to 40 to 50
to 64, etc., Everything goes up on the log to base 10 number, which
is 0, .1, .2, .3, (which is two times), .4, .5, .6 (which is four
times), .7, .8, .9 (which is eight times), and so on. So all the
lens stops and ASA numbers progress "three." Every time they double,
like 64 to 125, you have two log 10 steps. 1It's up to the manufac-
turer to decide the calibration he wants. Most of the built-in
meters in the cameras are not accurate, very strangely calibrated--
the ones I've come across. But they may be beautiful pieces of
electronic gadgetry. You have to make personal adjustments to a
complex world!

Brigman, Van Dyke, Edwards, and Cunningham

But that's getting off the f/64. You want more of that.

All of the people in that group really are of interest. Let me read
down a list of those who exhibited.

The first one was not a member of the group, but I think she
was a photographer, and I think Imogen Cunningham said that the
group first met in her studio although she herself--Ann Brigman--
wasn't there.
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Adams: Ann Brigman, yes. She was the only photographer from the West that
Stieglitz liked. He felt that she had a perception that was very
unusual. Her work was primarily soft focus, and a great deal of it
was entwining nudes with Sierra junipers. Some very effective,
almost art nouveau feeling. But it was very thoughtful and very well
done. I don't remember many more things than her fantasies of the
juniper--the tree shapes, and then the nudes relating thereto, in
sunlight.

Teiser: Was she a professional photographer?

Adams : Yes. I think she did portraits. I don't know too much about her. I
only met her once. But she was quite a considerable person and went
right along with the Stieglitz tradition of trying to see things
photographically, although the definition was goofy most of the time.

You see, they were still afraid of sharp things, and our £/64,
really a visual manifesto, was to come back to the sharpness--the
microscopic revelation of the lens--and as it's perfectly gorgeous,
why hide it?

Teiser: You've spoken of Willard Van Dyke. Can you discuss him a little
further?

Adams: Well, he was a very vital young man; he had a great imagination and
was a great friend of Edward Weston. He did some very fine stills.
(In fact, he had a fine show of his still photography a little while
ago--very unexpected!) After the £/64 experiences he decided he had
reached the limit of what he could do in still black and white, and
he thought, "It's the movies for me now. I'm going to go into
cinema productions,'” and he went to New York and became a very
successful and important documentary photographer in the film world.

He went east, and I'm not sure of this, but I think at first he
made a small living by doing stills. He had a remarkable darkroom in
a closet. You know New York and the limit of space. He put shelves
in it, so he'd stand on a stepladder and have developer on the top
shelf, the short stop on the second shelf and the fixing bath on the
third shelf, and then down to the water tub--and then he'd take the
negative or print out to the bathtub and wash them. [Laughs] That's
more or less official. Anyway, he did make a big success in the docu-
mentary world. I think he was very close to [Robert J.] Flaherty and
Pare Lorenz and others of that group. There's probably many
associates I don't know of.

And then, after a rewarding career, he had the opportunity to
take over the department of moving pictures--of film--at the Museum
of Modern Art, which is a tribute to his qualities.
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His career just went right along?
It went along very famously and very favorably. He's a fine person.
He started making a living by running a gas station-~was that it?

Yes, he was running a gas station over in Piedmont, and a museum
director saw him one day, and he said, "Well, so this is what you do
when you're not in the darkroom. I call it a matter of pump and
circumstance," which is a great pun! [Laughter]

I haven't seen him very much. We're very fond of each other.
He says I'm the only '"square" he loves. [Laughter] Well, you can
call me an oddball for some things. [Laughter] Anyway, I know he's
doing fine.

Then, on my list, there's you and Edward Weston and John Paul Edwards.

John Paul Edwards--I think he was a businessman. As far as I can
remember, he was not a professional photographer. He was an ardent
amateur. And his daughter, Mary Jeanette Edwards, was a great flame

of Van Dyke's before he left for the East. They ran the little studio
together on Brockhurst Street in Oakland. And then something happened--

But John Paul Edwards was an accomplished photographer--enough for you
to admit him to your group?

There's some question, actually, if you wanted to be very cold-blooded
about it, whether he was good enough, but we had no established
standards. I think today a couple of members would have been
eliminated on the basis of standards or accomplishment--for no other
reasons. I don't think he did enough really good work, but he was so
sympathetic! And every organization has valuable enthusiasts that may
not be up to the top level of some of the other people, but still are
very important because they get things done. It's very easy to be
very snobbish in this. But we all accepted him, Which one do you
have next on the list?

Imogen Cunningham.
Oh well, she's a great figure. She's very important.

What sort of photographs was she making at that time? She's done a
variety of work.

It has always been multi-diverse, if you want to use the term. She's
always covered a tremendous field. At that time she was doing
portraits and flowers~~details. She made platinum prints. I have
quite a beautiful detail of a magnolia flower. But at that time, you
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Adams: see, people's techniques weren't what they are today and chemical
knowledge wasn't much either, and unfortunately many of the works of
that period are fading, including mine. We didn't know about two
hypo baths, for example, and we didn't know lots of important
technical things.

Parmelian Prints

Adams: Many of my works before 1930 could very easily fade, and have!
Teiser: Oh, is that right?

Adams: The portfolio show they had at the Stanford Museum,* the Parmelian
Prints--fortunately it was a very good set. Only one or two had
begun to turn slightly.

Teiser: What does the word '"Parmelian" mean?

Adams: Nothing. The publisher didn't want to use the word "photograph,"
so she concocted this little kind of a bastard combination of Greek
terms from black--"melios." I don't even think that is an accurate
use of the term, but she liked it, so it was used.

Of course, it's a trick, because not meaning anything, people
remember it. [Laughter] But as she wouldn't use the word "photograph"
there had to be some other name. People were so scared of photography.

Teiser: She was Jean Chambers Moore. Who was she? How did she happen to be
brought into it?

Adams: She was a lady in the book world, a friend of Albert Bender's. He
told her that he was going to subsidize this; would she publish it?
We didn't realize then that we could have done it ourselves--a thing
as small as that. But she did handle it., She received the checks
and deposited them and took a percentage--that's about all she did.
[Laughter] She was all right, but timid, you see; wouldn't say
"photographs.” And I was very severely criticized for that. I
should have stood by my guns, but I said, 'Well, my guns would have
been spiked immediately because if I'd insisted on 'photographs' she
wouldn't have done it." You see, that's forty-five years ago.

Teiser: Do you remember Joseph Le Conte's review of that in the Sierra Club
Bulletin?

*The exhibit of this 1927 portfolio of photographs by Ansel Adams
opened on February 20, 1972.
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No, I don’t.

Eighteen prints [reading] "of exquisite composition, each as
technically perfect as it is possible to be produced.”

Oh.

[Reading] '"The fact that they are the handiwork of Ansel Adams is
sufficient to guarantee their artistic perfection to members of our
club."

He thought the most remarkable was Mount Brewer. It was over
six miles away, he wrote, and it was taken with a "telephotographic
lens." [Reading] "The artist has attempted, and with great success,
to suggest the scenery of the Sierra Nevada in a more pictorial sense
than by a literal representation. By keeping to a simple and rather
austere style, the prints assume a dignity and beauty which is not
generally conveyed by photography."

Well, that’s nice. [Laughs]

He was a very broad man. It's important to realize that a man
of that degree of culture and understanding was interested in the
mountains. He did thousands of pictures, and I printed many of them,
as records of his travels in the Sierra. They were completely
uninspired but perfectly honest photographs. Other people couldn't
tell the difference between his approach and my approach, but he was
sensitive enough to realize that I was trying to add something. I
thought that was a very generous thing, because I definitely was
adding a point of view, where he was interested in the scientific
and the factual.

By then had you been with him in the mountains?

Oh yes, I'd go out on trips with the family.

So he'd watched you take pictures.

Oh yes. And I watched him! He was a wonderful little man and a dear
friend. 1In fact, there's a book coming out now--his journal. I
forget the name of the publisher.

Lewis Osborne.

Yes, Osborne. I wrote the preface for that.* He asked me questions
I couldn’t remember.

*Joseph N. LeConte, A Summer of Travel in the High Sierra, Ashland,
Oregon: Lewis Osborne, 1972.
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Noskowiak, Weston, Swift, Holder, Kanaga, and Lavenson

Well, back to f/64. Sonia Noskowiak.

She was a very nice gal. A great friend of Edward Weston's. They
lived together for quite a while. And of course, like most of the
people who worked with Edward, she was deeply influenced in seeing
and technique. I think she's still living.

I think she didn't have as much force as some of the others.
She was so dominated by Edward, she just--grabbed the style without
the substance. But I have seen some very excellent pictures that
she did when she was more herself. She was a lovable person in many
ways.

You see, the instrument that was used in the classic sense was
the eight by ten camera, and the contact print--the eight-ten format
religiously adhered to. Everything squeezed into eight by ten, not
seven by ten, but eight by ten, and of course nature isn't exactly
built that way. Sometimes it becomes difficult to get something
that really is a 6 2/3 by 10 proportion in the world and themn try to
make it eight by ten. You know, it's like buying canvasses 20 by 34
and filling them, which of course you can do as a painter because
you can "'adjust." But I have a terrible time when people say, "I
want a 20 by 24 'print' of a subject." Well, that's a category; and
I try to bring one dimension, if the photograph is a vertical, to
20 inches. I try to make one dimension as large as I can. And then
it might be 36 or 30 or 26 [in the other dimension]. So they say,
"It's not 20 by 24," and I try to explain that this is a category
and not based on square inches. I think it's Moulin in San Francisco
that charges for photo murals by the square inch, which to me is one
of the funniest things in the world, because paper comes in a roll.
And what do you do with the little stuff you trim off? Like I made
eight prints the other day in the so-called 20 by 24 category. (It
was actually fifteen--there were some in the ashcan, and two more
went today, so I have six left.) Well, the cost of the paper's so
minor compared to the work!

I suppose it's a very small amount per square inch, you know,
so it looks good, and nobody's going to sit down and figure it all
out. If it were one cent a square inch, it would be $1.44 a square
foot, you see. And if it was three by five feet it would be about
$22.50! But the price might be seven hundred dollars! I've had a
man who was so captious about it that I sent him a check for $1.18,
which was the differential cost of the paper. [Laughter] As close
as I could figure.
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Anyway, let's get back to £/64. I don't know too much about
Noskowiak. I don't know where she is. I'd like to follow through;
I was very fond of her. She was the subject of many of Edward's
nudes, in what they call (it's not delicate to say it, but) the
"scrawny" period. I mean, she was rather lean and posed in very
vigorous attitudes. And I called those pictures ''morguesque,"
because they were printed rather gray, and they didn't have that
wonderful luminance of what he did with Tina Modotti and others in
platinum.

There's something about the photographic print, the pure black
image, that can be very cold, and I'm trying to break away from
that with subtle selenium tones. It makes quite an emotional
difference. Maybe a little four by five print that is just blue-
black; it's a little frigid and when it relates to a nude....It
might be all right for a rock, but it's all a matter of complex
taste.

Well!
Henry Swift.

Henry Swift was a businessman and founded Henry F. Swift & Company,

a big bond house--stocks and bonds. It's still going. And

Florence Swift was a painter. They were very charming people. And
he was full of vim and vigor, and did a lot of experimental work,
but the thing that got him into the Group f/64 was the series of
pictures he did of mathematical models at the University. They had
made models of equations--three-dimensional equations--in plaster,
sometimes outlined with string and glass. And he photographed these,
and they're extremely beautiful--extremely beautiful.

Perhaps that was what one of the exhibition reviewers mentioned as
abstract.

Yes. Now, here's an interesting thing: there's nothing more
abstract than a three-dimensional mathematical model, but he makes
a photograph of it, it's still a photograph of the model. So you
see it would give a superficial impression of being a photographic
abstraction.

Well, I don't know what else Swift did. I think he tried some
things like mud cracks--a few things. But he was really quite a
nice person. I think he left photography rather early. He also had
some money and helped us out with some of our material expenses,
although we got by with this whole thing at a very low cost--an
amazingly low outlay. Everybody did their own work, and we chipped
in on the announcements. It's an ideal system--but scary at times!:
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What's the next thing you have?

Well, there were the four people who exhibited with you. Preston
Holder.

I've not seen Preston Holder, and I don't know what he's doing, but
he was pretty good. I don't remember his being outstanding, but he
was terribly sincere. I think we really got these people on the
basis of their sincerity. They all were really tied up with the
work, and loved it.

He didn't go on to become a professional photographer?
Not that I know of, no.
Consuelo Kanaga.

They all called her "Connie.'" She was very good. She was very
imaginative, very romantic, did some beautiful portraits, was a
little overshadowed by Dorothea Lange. Dorothea Lange never quite
forgave us for not getting her in the group. She at that time was
so pictorial and so fuzzy-wuzzy that it never occurred to us. And
I really regretted it later after seeing more of her work. At that
time it certainly should have been considered, but....

Was she doing mostly portraits at that time?

She did portraits and worked with some Navajo Indians. Maynard
Dixon, her husband, was deeply involved with the Indians and the
Southwest. I think she and Consuelo were in competition, frankly.
I think it was kind of a stylistic competition, as well as in the
portrait business.

They were both in the same immediate field?

Yes.

Alma Lavenson.

Well, she lived in Piedmont, and she was, I think you would say,
kind of the Julia Margaret Cameron of Berkeley. I mean, she tried
very hard--[laughter]. That's a cruel statement.

It gives the idea.

I assumed that she had means and she could do what she wanted. And
then she married a nice man named Wahrhaftig--but that was quite

late, and I think he's dead now. But she did pictures of the Mother
Lode country which were really quite superior. As I say, I don't
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- know about her business status or whether she just lived on what she

had or whether she did any professional work.

Brett Weston and Edward Weston

Then Brett Weston was the last one. What sort of photographs was
he making then?

He was relatively young, and he was very much under the domination
of his father. So he was influenced technically and visually by

his father's work. Not imitating him, you understand what I mean,
because Brett was always a strong individual. And Brett steadily
progressed to become one of the very best of the "younger"
photographers, but he's sixty-something now. And his latest work
with the 2 1/4 by 2 1/4 format is simply superb. He is now secure
in his own expressive domain. But the domination of the old man

was not intentional and Edward didn't like it, but there it was. I,
in fact, was probably one of the very few that were not dominated by
Edward. I mean I used much of the same equipment and materials, but
I always saw things very differently.

Mrs. Newhall writes in her book that the first time you met Eward
Weston you didn't like his work particularly. 1Is this true?

Yes, it's true. I didn't react. It was--well, you have to get a
little perspective on Edward. Edward was a portrait photographer
in Glendale who really went for the trade, as they say. I mean he
did soft-focus pictures of ladies and shadows against the wall, and
a peculiar quality of pictorialism that was sometimes quite goofy.
And it bothered me because it seemed very mannered and very much
"Hollywood," as I knew it. (You know, "Hollywood" is a term that
covers a million different places at once.)

He was a very nice man, and I met him and the boys--I think two
of them--at Albert Bender's. But he was just making the transition.
And the prints, to me, were kind of chemically green--what they call
commercial paper color. You still get that color; I have to use
selenium to overcome it. And I felt there was a kind of a sterility
about it, and I fought it for several years. And then after I saw
Strand's negatives and realized what straight photography could be,
I gradually came to realize more and more what Edward was trying to
do. Edward had made vast steps forward in those several years. He
was more generous to me than I was to him in the beginning, by far.
I finally realized that some of this work was really what we're all
after in our own way. So about 1931 or '30 we became very close
friends, and at the time of his death we were very close, I think
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really close in understanding and sympathy. He never depended on
anybody--he wasn't that kind of a man. I guess I would be one of
the few people he was glad to have around when he needed them. It's
a feeling. He was very individualistic, and absolutely honest, and
he flagellated himself in his living. He wouldn't compromise one
bit. He used to say that doing a photograph on a commission is

kind of prostitution. And I said, "What about the portraits?"
"Well," he said, "that's just dating," and he used to laugh. [Laughs]

But in the depths of the Depression, Albert Bender was keeping
all his friends going; he got a job for Edward from the MJB coffee
people, the Branstens. They were really very wonderful and generous
people~-one of these really great San Francisco Jewish families, you
know. I doubt if there's ever been anything like the families.

There were a dozen of them, and they were the most generous and out-
going and intelligent people I have ever known. And they said, 'Well,
of course we'll give him a job. We have wanted quality pictures.

Just have advertisements of a beautiful white china cup of coffee

(and set), and just say, 'Photograph by Edward Weston for MJB'."

This is called an institutional ad, you see. And they had this
beautiful set of English china--pure white. So they got that to the
studio and all the coffee he could make. All he had to do was to
create compositions. It was entirely up to him. There was no re-
striction and no "copy" with it.

He worked on that thing for two or three weeks and finally he
called them up and said, "I can't do it. It doesn't mean anything
to me." It's a very interesting thing, because the professional
photographer, you see, lives like an architect, on his clients. I
mean, you want to build a house, well, I build the house for you.
I try to keep my standards, but still I try to figure out what you
need. But Edward just couldn't do that. To him, putting a beautiful
piece of porcelain and arranging it any way he wanted, and putting
coffee in it black--you know, typical, wonderful for his work--he
couldn't do it.

And they all understood! They understood perfectly. He'd
done six or seven for them, and they said, "Well, we'll buy these
whether we use them or not, and we understand perfectly. You've
been perfectly honest." That was quite an event, and a credit to
the Branstens.

He did a series of pictures for the publication of Leaves of
Grass—-—-Random House. And he also did some pictures of the West for
the Automobile Club of Southern California. But that was still his
work. They were buying his creative work. They weren't giving him
an external assignment.
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Brett has always more or less carried that theory out. It's fine if
it's what he wants to do as an easel painter, without any strictures--
if they can use it.

I think that's a great idea, too. You have to make a living,
though. You can adjust. In fact, I told Brett, 'Well, after all,
Michelangelo painted the popes.'" '"Well," Brett said, 'that's not
the way I would do it."

You come across all kinds of confusions and strange personal
quirks in this photographic world. Stieglitz never did any commis-
sions; Strand never did, except for some social movements. [Eliot]
Porter has never done anything for professional commercial
assignment, to my knowledge; he writes his own assignments. He can
afford to.

Applied Photography

I've done everything from morgue photography and surgical
photography [laughs] to commercial advertisements and architecture.

You've done surgical photography?
Yes, I've done quite a lot of surgical photography. Very interesting.
I should think so.

Not creative. It's a sheer absolute--it has to be good, you know--
clear. And I did some movies once; it was quite an experience. Very
poor stuff.

[End Tape 5, Side 1]
[Begin Tape 5, Side 2]

Well, I'm a peculiar mixture, and one of the few I know of that
combined the professional life with the creative life. That would be
a very important thing, I think, in the future, to find out how many
people would do that. The only reason I got by with it was that I
had some wonderful breaks and great clients,

I did many catalogues for the [San Francisco] museums, pictures
of paintings and sculptures, and I did, oh, a lot of architectural
work. I think one of my biggest projects was the series of
photographs of Maurice Sterne's murals in the Department of Justice,
which were produced as original prints. We made quite a few port-
folios of these. Then Albert Bender had acquired a very handsome set
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of Chinese carvings--marbles--and we did limited editions of that.
And, as I say, 1'd have an advertising job and an architectural job,
and I'd have a surgery job, and a portrait now and then.

I think the worst surgical job I had I was on the platform, very
high. And operating rooms get very hot, and I was not bothered at all
by the operation; this was one of these breast resections with an
electric knife. Well, the combination of the anesthetic [laughter]
and the heat, and the peculiar smoky effluvia of burning epidermis!
And here I was up there--~it must have been ninety-something degrees,
hanging over this tripod. And that's the only time I really had
trouble, because I just needed oxygen, you know. {Laughs]

Then, during the War, my last days in Los Angeles at Art Center
School, we had a small group who went and worked with the Civil
Defense group, and one of the problems was the hypothetical
identification of corpses, should there be an attack. How do you
identify them? So I worked out a system using a mirror. And we'd
make a photograph of the victim, but he'd be in a mirror so you would
get the full face as well.as the profile. Now the full face, then,
had to be and could be easily reversed in the enlargement. We would
go over to the Los Angeles morgue and make these photographs.

Oh, they got into all kinds of situations. I remember one time
they wheeled this old character out--he was a drunk, he may have
passed out for good. They lifted him off the table, threw him on
the floor and gave him a kick with the foot and said, "Now this is
probably the way it looks after a bomb attack." So after you got
over that, you figure out, "Well, here he is. The figure's lying
there, and how do you get the camera in and what focal length lens,
and what adjustments to get his profile, and what lighting?'" That
information could be very valuable, even if very morbid!

My last session there was through at ten-thirty p.m. and I had
my car all loaded up and I drove right up to Edward Weston's in
Carmel, and got there in the late morning and was absolutely
exhausted. And, oh boy, I still smelled of formaldehyde! Edward
says, ''Whew, where you been, Lazarus?" [Laughter] Funny. So he
made a photograph of me. (I now have a beard.) I was looking very
weird, very tired, but then I was through with Los Angeles, thank
goodness--and then I went on to Manzanar.

Giving Photography Museum Status

Well, now, how about the--any other names to consider there?

Those were all the names I had in connection with f/64. Were there
other people who also exhibited with you in later periods?
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No. But what I wanted to say--I think I may have mentioned it
before——was the fact that we existed only for a short time.

You mentioned that you made a manifesto. Was it published anywhere?

I think it was published in a magazine somewhere, or on the museum
wall. That's where it really was. But Weston had decided that we
could very easily create a cult or be typed, you see, by continuing
this--this f/64~-into a continuing thing. So we voted to disband,
and in one sense it's one of the most healthy things you can imagine
in not perpetuating a cult or an idea or an association, because all
of us could have been very easily tied in then with a "school"--you
know what I mean. Edward Weston school, West Coast school.

Now we still are in that mess, but it's not intentional. So
many of us are criticized as being just a continuation of this old
"West Coast" school. Well, of course, nothing could be further from
the truth, see. Our Friends of Photography has covered many, many
facets of photography--the most contemporary back to historic. It's
surprising anyone should get labeled these days, but they do.

Well, this was one of the other things I was interested in about
Group f/64, that it has had such a very long-lasting effect.

It had a tremendous impact. There was no plan to have an impact.
Well, I guess we thought we would help, but I mean, we had no idea
at all what would happen. And within that year it influenced the
whole course of American photography.

Do you think it was in any way what they call an idea whose time had
come?

Yes, I think absolutely it was that. It was a group of young people,
and they weren't radical activists as you have today. They didn't
spend their time figuring out ways of doing things. They figured
out more the doing of them. And it was this problem of being
dedicated to the idea.

The idea of closing f/64 off, very short duration, was the
healthiest thing we could do, because we weren't any kind of a formal
organization. We had no offices, we had no board, we weren't
"founded." We were just a very informal group. And Willard
[Van Dyke] and I, I guess, were the ones who did most of the
activating and planning of things. There were others who did much
too. But there's always a few that take, you know, more credit than
effort.

What part did Edward Weston play? Was he really interested in it
or~=?
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Adams: He contributed. He didn't do much to the concept--he just agreed
and contributed. Most of us did that. But there was always some-
body who had to do the telephoning and sending out the cards.

Teiser: Who actually chose the prints for the exhibit?

Adams: That was the group. We sent out cards to all the members. I think
Willard did it or I did it or we both did it, I forget. Willard did
more than I did. We said we have an opportunity for a show, and now
we'll all meet when we can, and gave some dates. And they all met
over at Brockhurst or at my place. I think we met twice. And we
picked out a set of pictures for the show and then the director--his
name was [Lloyd] Rollins--a very sympathetic, wonderful guy--he
helped us design the show. And he threw out the baddies and kept in
the goodies. You know it's always very important to have an objective
analysis from the outside. In other words, if I'm going to have a
show I never would put it up myself. I might pick out a hundred
pictures that I like and that I wanted up and then say, "Well now,
we've got to get sixty out of these.'" Nancy Newhall did that big
show in 1963, I was terribly upset because there were a few of my
favorites that were not in it. And when the show was up I realized
why they weren't in there--repetitive. She was absolutely right!

And the same with selecting portfolios. For Portfolio Five,
which is ten prints, we had twenty potentials. And we'd just show
them to people and talk and say, "Now what's your reaction?" And
I would see their points of view, and I got it down to ten prints.
And it was very good because of that, better than if I had just made
the selection myself. Many photographers don't do that. They feel
that they're the only ones that can judge their own work. But a lot
of things are done on the emotion of the moment, and it's awfully
hard for the artist to have an objective point of view.

In fact I'm thinking now of putting in Portfolio Six two
pictures that were done in the twenties. They really have an impact.
It took this long to find it out. [Laughs]

Teiser: Was Group f/64's a big show?

Adams: No, no. I think there were--oh my--seventy or eighty prints, in
that area--maybe less.

Teiser: Rollins was interested in photography, was he?

Adams: He was. He was simply marvelous. If it hadn't been for Rollins,
I don't think we could have ever gotten the show, ever got recognition.
Because he was young and he was very much ahead of his time and very
alive.
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It seems to me that as late as the fifties, the photographic
magazines were complaining that museums didn't recognize photography.
But we've been doing it in San Francisco for quite a long time.

Yes, I think we were one of the very first. Well, I won't say that--
the Buffalo Institute of Art [the Albright Art Gallery] gave the
Photo-Secession show [in 1910]. But there were very, very few shows.
The Metropolitan had some prints. They still have some interest. I
just got a letter the other day (relative to my forthcoming exhibit
in April 1974) saying they'd like me to conform to their mount sizes
because they have the frames for them. My god, they're spending
$25,000 on a show, and they're worried about a few lousy frames and
mats, 14 1/4 by 19 1/2, or something. Throws the whole thing out of
kilter. [Laughter] God! But I think I can get over that all right.

But things are institutionalized. And out here they were hung
under glass and people had their own size mats, and we all had
different size mats in mind. Your mat is part of your vision, I
mean. But you go to the Metropolitan and other museums and you'll
see little things this big, you know, in a 14 by 19 mat, I mean,
because that goes'into the frame. [Laughter]

One of the important things is that museums were scared. It's
the art groups--painting and sculpture groups that scalped photography.
They didn't want to confront these "new" people. Now you had that
same thing in San Francisco, my beloved home city. The artists
there have been very negative to photography. In fact to the point
of--almost sometimes just wishing they could cancel things out. Due
to Mr. Eldridge T. Spencer, when he became president of the Art
Association,*after the War [World War II], he was able to promote
a department of photography. There was great opposition from the
"art" people, Art Association people, I should say. But he put it
through, and I went out and got ten thousand dollars from the
Columbia Foundation and we started. We had a wonderful department.

He was happy and I was happy.** But whenever we tried to get a gallery
to do something with our work, the painters were there first. Maybe
the artists weren't really afraid of us. They were just jealous of
time, space, and money.

And the majority of painters today, I think, look on photography
as an intruder. Very few painters I know have any interest in it or
any sympathy for it. We have more sympathy for them by a hundred
times. I was asked to put on a show at the San Francisco Museum of
Art in October 1973. It was supposed to be a very important show.
And they put on a big song and dance about it. It was to be
coincidental with the reopening of the museum--the whole museum is
being redecorated, reorganized. I said, "Well now, I want a
description of the gallery space so I can start thinking.” They
said, "Well, it's going to be in the corridor. The corridor's going
to be improved." And I said, "Nuts to that," in not exactly the same

*The San Francisco Art Association.
**See also pp. 374-375 and other references to the California School
of Fine Arts as indexed.
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words. I said, "If I'm having an exhibit, I'm having a gallery or
else." I was thinking about myself and photography. I mean, if this
was, as they said, an important show, then it deserved a gallery. I
wouldn't mind in the least having my pictures in a group thing in the
corridor if they're going to bring out part of their collection and
put it in the corridor. Well, that's all right. But when you have a
show, an exhibit, and it's an important one, and it's an artist--
somebody who's achieved a certain level of distinction, and that's
what they tell you, and they want that, I don't want it in the
corridor. I mean, it's just a matter of--1 guess you'd call it
principle.

That's where they hang most of the photographs at the museum--

Yes. It!s terrible--awful light. Well, they're fixing it up a
little better, but they still don't know anything about light. They
won't listen., I can give them a mathematical formula--so many foot
candles, so many candles per square foot, environmental percentage,
all of that has been worked out., It's baby talk. And yet I know the
last diagram I saw of the gallery, the lights were no higher than here
at home. There won't be enough light on it. "Well, double the
lighting.”" "Well, we can't. The circuits won't stand it." '"Well,
double the circuits." "We haven't got the money." [Laughter] God!

So this whole proposition of struggling to get recognition for
photography....1'11l gladly put myself down for photography as a
whole, and if all they had was a corridor and there wasn't anything
else, well, that would be all right. I mean, you're often shown in
terrible situations. But part of the f/64 objective was to give
photography museum dignity. In other words, if it's good, it's good
enough to show it in a museum. Painting, and etching, and
lithography, and drawings and photography. The Metropolitan Museum
now has a division called the Department of Prints and Photography
in the Department of Art. Well, that's a step--they at least use the
word.

The first photographic prints in American photography, did they show
in galleries early?

No. And I can't give you a detailed account, but I think the Photo-
Secession show was the very first one to have a museum show. Now,
Beaumont Newhall could tell you that; I can't. But there were
damned few and far between. Not until Newhall became interested in
photography at the Museum of Modern Art in the thirties and forties.
San Francisco and the £/64 came first, and then the Museum of Modern
Art had a series of photograph exhibits after that.

In 1933 I went to Yale and had a letter to Dean [Everett V.]
Meeks. And Dean Meeks was a very charming, rotund gentleman, and he
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looked at my pictures and said, "Why, remarkable, remarkable,
remarkable!" And I had a print about this big [gesture]. He said,
"That's one of the most beautiful things I've ever seen. What's

it of?" I said, "Foliage at Mills College." He said, "You don't
understand. What's it of--what tapestry?" And I said, "It's a
photograph of nature.” And he looked at me and he said, "Well, now,
I don't--I just haven't made myself clear. What work of art is that
a representation of? What did you do that of?" And I says, "I took
it of a bunch of weeds!" [Laughs] I was just out of my mind! I mean
I couldn't believe this man--I said, again, "These are all photographs
not of paintings or drawings or anything, but they're photographs of
nature.” "Well, that's remarkable, you must show these.'*

So I had a show at Yale in '34 or something. But here was the
Dean of Fine Arts at Yale University who could not get through his
head that all these photographs were not photographs of something else
somebody had done on some graphic medium. He never thought of taking
a camera and photographing a landscape or a detail of nature.

Camera Clubs, Groups, and Galleries

"This was part of the reason for all the camera club magazines perhaps.

They didn't have anybody else to show the pictures to.

No, they didn't. The camera club is a very interesting thing. It's
primarily a social get-together of people interested in a hobby. Most
camera clubs have never made a pretense of art. The Photographic
Society of America, of which I'm a Fellow (I don't know why), largely
represents this approach to photography. They're absolutely divorced
and separate from the creative stream. For instance, the admiral--
awful nice man--Admiral [E.C.] Forsyth makes just beautiful pictures.
He is a trustee of the Friends of Photography, and his pictures are
really something. Just one little theme: light and sumset, light
reflections on water, dark/light. He never does anything else, but
he does it so well that I've got one of his prints that's a beautiful
gem in my collection.

Well, he said it would be fine if we could have an article on
the Friends in the journal of the Photographic Society of America.
And we had the article, and there was no comment whatsoever. It's
just the kind of photography that's——it's just another world. It's
a sewing bee. They have a technical section which is ridiculous.
Anyhow, it's entirely a world apart.

Then of course, with the advent of the Depression and the photo-
documentarists, you had another world apart. We had the Photo League

*See also pp. 319-320.
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and we had what is now known as the "concerned photographer." It's
a very important term, and you have to take it for what it means.
It really means photographers who are concerned with our environ-
mental and social conditions. Now they're concerned with that, but
that doesn't necessarily make it creative art. I'm concerned with
something else too. I'm supposed to give a talk to them in the
fall, and that's going to be my theme--that my concern is different
from theirs. But it's just as deep concern, because I think it
includes the whole thing. And of course I can go on and probably
put myself out on a limb very quickly with it.

Bruce Davidson's East 100th Street, that book he did on the
ghetto, is a very important thing, and some of the photographs he
did are extraordinarily fine. But our group of photographers are
interested, no matter what your subject is, in the photograph. I
mean does it have an emotional wallop, aesthetic wallop, and is it
"technically adequate”? It looks better if it has a theme, and I
think that's one of the things that I've had to contend with. I've
always had some kind of a theme, whether it's been conservation or
Japanese-American relocation, etc. But the person today either
works with a definitely social theme, of minority groups or the
oppressed, or else with some absolutely internal, personal kind of
experience, what we often call a "trip."

I think I mentioned the other day the photograph, 11 by 14
inches, of a lawn in which there was an out-of-focus dog in the
middle of it, and that was hanging on a museum wall. Now that was
a symbol of something to the photographer, but to the spectator,
God knows! [Laughter]

Now there are groups in New York, like the Circle of Confusion--
those people are largely technical. They sit around with drinks and
dinner and yak, and they don't do much of any work. All over the
country there are workshops beginning and unfortunately ending,
because they just don't have the complete picture of the problem.

But they are important because they bring people together in the
creative sense.

The sad thing is the number of galleries that are starting up.
Having had a gallery myself, I know whereof I speak, They have
absolutely no concept of the work and the money involved in it.

They have great enthusiasm to have a gallery. And they put in a
gallery and lights and put out an announcement. But they don't
realize that running a gallery takes a terrific amount of publicity--
primarily an important list of artists who may be shown. You have to
do that. You can't go out and just ask "Joe" to show, and just
extoll "Joe the photographer."
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New galleries are starting. Some of them are very well funded, with
a tremendous amount of money. The Light Gallery in New York is
typical. What I saw there was certainly of no consequence whatso-
ever. The Witkin Gallery is I think the best in the country,
because Lee Witkin combines the books, the o0ld stuff, the new
stuff. It's a nonpretentious place. It's just a mixed up,
beautiful, simple setup, with no obvious money involvement that you
see, I know the rent costs him something and he has a nice deck
for entertaining. The gallery itself is small, but he has a
priceless treasure of photographs. He knows photography, knows how
to get it, and puts on these exhibits without pretension. And he's
doing very well.

But there was a gallery started in Chicago, called Limited
Image Gallery, that started out with a big fanfare and had a big
show of mine and others. And all the money they took in selling
prints, which were not prints from the wall, but prints on order,
they spent for the rent, the lights, and so forth, so they went
bust. And I'm in the hole for three thousand dollars, and several
other people I know are out. I'm the prime loser in the case
because I had more prints. But they had absolutely no sense. They
stuck labels to the back of the prints, which contracts the prints
and shows on the surface. Well, they might be used for other
exhibits, but you can't sell them. When you look at them in the
light, you see the defect.

Liliane De Cock had mounted her color pictures on beautiful
mats, and then they stuck overmats on them, and a label on the back
in addition. And then one print was just scratched right across--
the only one of its kind. She couldn't possibly make another one
1ike it.

So here's a gallery that started up and they didn't even know
the fundamentals of care of photographs, let alone operation of the
gallery. And we have that now, all over the country--new galleries,
new failures.

And quite a number of publications, which are not--well,
Aperture is about the only one that survived. Friends of Photography,
they're starting a quarterly.* I think that will be pretty good,
because we have-a good background. We don't have any money, but
we're out on a big fund campaign now. We're a non-profit educational
organization. We have the Ferguson Fund of twenty thousand dollars,
which gives about fifteen hundred dollars a year to a creative
photographer. It's been run not as a fly-by-night thing, but pretty
solid, well planned.

*The initial issue of the quarterly, Untitled #1, was published in
the autumn of 1972.
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But here's photography, in which there's more millions expended per
week than all of the old masters in the whole time of the
Renaissance spent on canvas and paint--or frescoes. You know, it's
just fantastic. But most of it is a diary. The Polaroid process
is in one sense directed to the diarist. Instead of saying, ''We
went to Grandma's for Thanksgiving turkey,' by gosh there are
pictures and pictures and pictures of Grandma and the Thanksgiving
turkey! This is very important. But they've also gone into the
potential art field with their four by five, and very much into the
"concerned photographer'" field with the pictures that are made by
photographers who want to record the scene,

Well, I'm sort of getting ahead of myself.
Coming up to the present and going back to the past--that's fine.

I guess you've said what in general the over-all effect of the
f/64 group was.

My only regret was that we didn't do one publication--one portfolio
or one publication, because I think that might have had historic
value, but on the other hand, it might have rigidized it a bit, too,
you see.,

Rollins had also an exhibit of Moholy-Nagy. Do you remember that?
Did that have any effect?

That was the first of them. Yes, but not as photography because
most of his photographs were photograms. I think I've described
what the photogram was.

No one picked up any of that here?

Well, I won't say that. I think it's quite an illuminating thing.
His photographs as prints were simply terrible. They were spotted,
they were ugly, they were bad tones. But his concepts were very
important. Moholy-Nagy was entirely interested in design and not
substance--not the subject itself, So I think he did have a
definite effect on this approach, and I think that people didn't
forget it.

The Golden Gate International Exposition Exhibit

Of course, you have to say that the biggest photographic show was at
the 1940 Fair [the Golden Gate International Exposition]. I think
I told you about that.
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Teiser: You haven't. We have the catalogue, A Pageant of Photography, and
were going to ask you about it,

Adams: Yes, because that was very important in the sense that it was just
big, and I griped and I griped and I griped because at the 1939 Fair
there was no photography, and Tim [Timothy] Pfleuger--he was a great,
really great man, a wonderful person--he called me up one day and he
said, "Adams, we've got a little money. Would you like to run the
photography department?'" Well, I didn't have any money, but I said,
"God, yes. Tell me about it." He said, "Well, in the Fine Arts
building, we'll give you some galleries and we'll give you a
secretary--she's a very attractive Italian girl who spells #f' with
a 'ph'." [Laughter] And he said, "We've got sixteen hundred dollars
in addition to the secretary. It's all yours."

And I went over there, and there were these big rooms, and we
painted them, and my God, they looked beautiful. The lighting was
only fair, but I didn't worry about that. And I had the equivalent
of thirty-seven large galleries of photographs. And I'm not a
museum man at all, I had Weston, both Westons, and Moholy-Nagy, and
Arnold Genthe, a big show of contemporary color photography, and the
Photo League. And early western photography which, if you look back
at, there's some extraordinary things in it. But it's gonme now; you
can't find them. They printed on leather--1868, something like that.*
And I had the equivalent of the £/64, a group show.

Boy, that was an awful hard job, but it was a contribution, and
that's what brought, for the first time, photography in many of its
approaches, to the attention of the people in the West. Before that,
nobody'd ever seen anything. I tried to get a show from Stieglitz
and, you know, the o0ld boy nearly did it. He said, "I'm sorely
tempted,” and I said, ""God, Stieglitz, this is the chance to do
something. I'll paint the gallery any way you say. We have guards;
it'1l be perfectly safe. And if you'd only--" Well, then he
finally decided that he couldn't do it. If he did it, he'd have to
send to other museums. He trusted me to take care of them, but he
couldn't trust any of the museums to do it! He gave me all this
fantastic negative monkey business, but still I was sorry I lost
that. But I did have ''The Steerage,'" a reproduction from Camera
Work.

It was a very good show., It did bring to San Francisco, at
least, an awareness of photography it had never had before.

*The exhibit included an 1861 photograph on leather of Brewer Camp
near Monterey, photographer unknown.
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Timing in Photography

Who was it, incidentally, who did the ten billion studies of a cup
and saucer? Edward Steichen? ‘

That is apocryphal. [Laughter]

I was thinking of that when you were talking about Weston taking the
MJB photographs.

Any photo-scientist, technologist, even at that time, would have been
able to figure out the reciprocity factor and would not have needed
to make ten billion pictures of the cup and saucer. These stories,
you know--like the one that I waited for three days to get this
picture or that--I never waited! The only time I waited for anything
in my life was on top of Kearsarge Pass, waiting for some clouds to
go away from the Kearsarge Pinnacles, and they didn't. I waited all
afternoon, and all the clouds kept moving right along the line. But
we have to be very fair about that, because when we know what we're
going to do, especially when we have assignments, then we have to
wait. But my "Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico" picture was taken
with the differential of only fifteen seconds. The Lone Pine

sunrise ["Winter Sunrise, Sierra Nevada, from Lone Pine'"]—I just
was there at the right time. The "Grand Tetons and Snake River" was
all within ten minutes.

Weston used to say, "If you wait here trying to see if
something's going to happen, you're probably losing something
wonderful over there.'" So he never waited. And I wouldn't unless
I really knew something was to '"happen."

I mean like one night we had a green flash coming up--the sun
goes down against a sharp horizon, and there's a green-emerald
momentary flash. And there was a ship coming, and I thought, "This
could be one of the craziest things.'" And I got out the big camera
with the very long lens, you see. The idea was that it would be
perfectly marvelous if we could photograph the ship in front of the
setting sun with the green flash. Well, it almost made it. If I'd
been living a quarter of a mile down the coast, I would have gotten
it. Then I figured out, well, so what? [Laughter] My lens wasn't
really big enough~~you have to have one of those huge mirror lenses.
But, it was a pretty good green flash. Might even be one tonight.
Ever seen a green flash?

No. Mr. Spencer said you had a great interest in the green flash.
Well, the green flash is a very interesting phenomenon. It takes a

knife-edge ocean line (there can't be any clouds) and as the sun
descends, I guess you would say, the spectrum is sectored. The blue
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light is completely scattered, the red rays are refracted, and
there's a beautiful emerald flash for about a tenth of a second--
it's very short--just pht! Like that. And it's a beautiful
emerald. We've seen it here quite often. It has to be, as I say,
a knife-edge sky, because if there's any diffusion or clouds you
don't get it. We might get it tonight, but I don't know.

I have another story that's probably apocryphal, but I'll ask you
about it. This is about you, and someone told me thaf you were in
the mountains in the summer, and you saw something that you thought
you'd like to photograph in the snow. So the next winter you packed
up all your equipment on an animal, and one glass plate, and went

up into the mountains, took the picture, and came back. [Laughter]

I never did such a damned thing in my life! You can discount that
one. [Laughter]

There is a story, however, about the Santa Fe Railroad. They
had a terrible wreck at Durango in New Mexico, and they sent out
their photographer from Chicago, who was just, you know, the
rajlroad photographer. And he arrived on the train the next day,
and he got out and walked up the hill and studied very carefully,
and he took one picture and went back to Chicago. [Laughter] He
said, "They told me to go out and get a picture, which I did."
[Laughter]

No, these stories are really remarkable. They probably stem
from the fact that the picture of Half Dome [''Monolith, the Face of
Half Dome'"] was taken when I only had two plates left; I had taken
many plates that day, but I only had two plates left, and I did omne
exposure of Half Dome with an ordinary K-2 filter. And that was my
first insight into visualization, because I suddenly realized what
the image was going to be--the shadow of the cliff and the sky
would be about the same in value; it would be dull, and it would not
have anything at all of the romantic, really super-dramatic impact.
And I had one more glass plate, and a very strong F filter,

Wrattan F, and I put that on, and I made this picture--this big one--
it's around the corner [on the studio wall]. I knew what was going
to happen, and that's probably my first comscious visualization.

But that was just because I'd packed this camera up through this
God-awful snow; it was really very difficult getting there. I'd
taken quite a few pictures, and how easy it would have been to have
taken all the pictures before I got there, or made a few mistakes,
See how chancey all this is.

I sat down on one of the best plates I ever made, in Yosemite,
It was of Tenaya Canyon from above. I leaned these plates against
a chair, you see, and then I moved over to fix something else, and
then I sat down, and one of these plates had fallen down. Cra-aa-ck,
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crunch, And here was this picture that I'd spent three hours
climbing down a canyon--~I took three pictures, two of them weren't
any good, something happened. This one was a beautiful negative.

I just ruined it, you know. [Laughter] So, I mean, it's not always
apocryphal. Happens all the time.

You know what you want, but you do take a number of exposures still,
do you?

What I do: 1f I come across a very exciting thing which I know is
a picture, especially if I'm taking film pack, I'll take at least
two, three, or four. But they're all the same. I don't "bracket"
my exposures. What's called "bracketing" is nothing but indecision.
{Laughter] When I read my values, I like to know what my exposure
is. Once in a while, you'll think of another interpretation and do
it a different way, and give a different development on it. But the
idea like Margaret Bourke-White had, of just setting up and going
from £/45 to £/3.2, up and down the line, knowing that one would be
a better exposure than the others....

I have my usual list of many questions here, but would you like to
stop for today?

I can go on some more. Let's finish the tape.

All right.

Edwin Land and the Polaroid Camera System

Perhaps you have something in mind that continues what we were
talking about now, For instance, what about the Land camera and
visualization?

This is a very important thing. I've always been interested in
anything new in the mechanical aspect of things, and before 1950--
'47 or '48--1I met Edwin Land.

How did you meet him?

I heard him at an Optical Society lecture when he presented the
Polaroid camera process, which was an historic event, and then we
went to Cambridge [Massachusetts] and came over to this little
laboratory, and he took my picture with a great big eight by ten
camera., The process was in eight by ten format in the laboratories.
He sat me down under lights and things, and exposed the picture,
processed it; there it was, brown and of rather awful quality. It
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was his very first experimental work. But by gosh, it was a one-
minute picture! And that excited me no end; I mean the thought
that you could really do that.

So I told him that I was interested, that I felt that he had
something absolutely unique~-an historic step. So he said, '"Well,
I'd like you to be a consultant for the company (at one hundred
dollars a month) and just send in your ideas.'” ®And so that's where
it all started. I'm now up to memo 2078. It's considerably more
than one hundred dollars a month, thank God. But out of all this
came the idea. They progressed from the brown tone to a clean
black and white image. That seemed necessary; it was a first step.
Of course, by 1950, 1952, he had the whole future planned right up
to now and beyond. The development of color, the new cameras; it
was all written out, and many groups in laboratories were given
assignments to develop. And nothing like this has been known before.
It's fantastic.

At first I claimed that the thing against the print was the
color, and that it should be black and white. I'm no real tech-
nician, but they would send out films, and I would take the camera
out and try all kinds of experiments and then I'd send in my
comments, and in good time came the black-and-white image.

And then I urged we should have something for the professional,
meaning something he could use in the conventional view camera. If
Polaroid was not going to make a view camera, they have to use what
we've got. So we must have an individual "pack.'" Well, in Palo
Alto [where Edwin Land spent some time], we used to walk up and
down the street in the evenings. Land said, ''Well, how many people
would use it?" I said, "Oh, gosh, I can think of fifty right now."
Slight exaggeration, but I believed it. [Laughs] I said, "I'm a
professional and I can think of nothing more wonderful than getting
a Polaroid print out of a view camera in the four by five category."

Well, today we have it, and you can see it on the wall [of the
studio area, where prints are hung]. Some of those prints, a couple
of them, at least, are very early ones, and the whole technique and
the whole idea of the adapter and how it would work-~the technique
is all theirs, but I was just promoting the image quality. It's a
very interesting thing: a person employed by Polaroid who works
along all the time (this would apply to any company)--he's working
with a film, say Type 52, and he knows what the film can do. Then
he begins to look around for subjects that fit Type 52. Well, the
whole thing becomes static, and a lot of beautiful pictures come
in because there's nothing better for Type 52 than a foggy day in
Point Lobos. But my job was, as a professional, to take it on
certain assignments, real or contrived, and see where the film
failed. That was the important thing.
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Here's the thing that I, Ansel Adams, was requested to do by their
advertising agency, and I do it, and the scale of the film isn't
adequate. So in a sense I was responsible for the present four by
five, by pleading and begging and support. And now it's approaching
a twenty-million-dollar-a-year sale, just alone on the four by five.
But the multi-million dollar thing is in the camera which is for the
public, and all the four by five, black and white, color, and the
experimental material--all this stuff couldn't exist without vast
public sale of the popular products.

What are the implications of the four by five? That you have a
permanent negative?

You have several varieties. You have Type 1, which 1s a very high-
contrast print which is used in the graphic arts, and is really
quite remarkable because you can make screened images of it. You
put an engraving screen in front of the negative and paste the
resulting pictures right on a sheet with type, and re-photograph it
for "offset" purposes. You can also do all kinds of fancy, really
very interesting aesthetic experiments, because this has only a one
to two—-and-a-half step range. You can exaggerate textures. (You
can do a texture image of that drab cloth, greatly exceeding its
original contrast.) Type 52 is the standard high-speed film, 500 at
least; they say 400, but my exposure trials usually give 500-plus.
It has a limited exposure scale as does color, but it gives a
beautiful print.

Then there's Type 57, which they call their 3000 film, which is
for me 4000 ASA daylight, the fastest film that was ever made. It's
extraordinary. Sitting in here, at dusk, the light would be almost
too bright for it. But you can work at night with available light
and get the feeling of envirommental lighting. I've used some film
up to 20,000 ASA, experimental film—--fantastic stuff.

Then there's the Type 55 PN, which gives you both the negative
print and the negative. It's quite remarkable; not fast. It's
quite slow--about 50-64 ASA. Then there's the Type 58, which is
Polacolor, four by five, and the pack film, Type 108. Then there's
a new camera, the Aladdin (which is a temporary name--I guess they'll
use it), which is totally different and absolutely remarkable.

Then they have a very high-speed film that they use for
oscilloscope photography--around 10,000 ASA. And they have also a
marvelous material, which people don't take advantage of as they
should, called Type 47, which is one of the sharpest transparencies
for slides. And you have ways of controlling contrast with this
material,

It's used in laboratories and iﬁdustry.
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I have a whole collection of slides in which photographs are
projected on a screen with the standard lantern-style projector.
It is remarkable. They tried it one time with a 2 1/4 by 2 1/4
projector, but it didn't get over, and it was too bad because the
images were so sharp and so beautiful--such a great range to them,

Then they also have another material known as Polaline 146-L
which gives a very high contrast transpareney. If you want to do a
graph or a page of type, it would be perfect. Because of the
particular chemistry and the physical system involved, this is the
sharpest image available to date. The diffusion is within a very,
very short angle.

I've always considered the Polaroid process as an intensely
creative one, not only because of the inherent beauty of the
material, which has, if you want to speak photo-scientifically, a
linear scale and cannot be duplicated by any ordinary print. But it
also has the element of immediacy. You see exactly what you're
getting. When you're making a picture under static conditions, you
can make an immediate correction. Or if you're working in fast
situations, once you have one picture you know what the others are
going to be.

There is a new aesthetics involved in this immediacy, and
that's what I think is so important.

I'm talked out!

Your photographs on the backs of Aperture--those are marvelous.
They must have had--

Well, I'm responsible for a lot of those. Not my own, but other
people trying to get good images with the process.

Yours must have had a tremendous impact.

I was one of the first ones that used it. Yes, I guess I was the
almost first one outside the company. Paul Caponigro and a few
others used it, but I'm the one that totally believed in it.

And a typical instance--in a day or so I'm getting a new pack
of film, something experimental--the Type 55, in which we think
we've made a breakthrough. Well, it's so complex technically I
couldn't begin to understand it, but I go out and make some pictures,
and the breakthrough is valid if I get a good picture and a good
negative. And does it have the scale, etc., required?

It will have a negative?
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This is the 55. It has the negative.*

[End Tape 5, Side 2]

[Interview V -- 20 May 1972]

[Begin Tape 6, Side 1]

Mortensen

Let me ask you one more question that has to do, indirectly, with
Group f/64. Why was William Mortensen considered so dreadful by
you and the others?

Mortensen represented about the lowest ebb of pictorialism, a very
literary approach through his titles, his mannerisms and techniques--
"abrasion tones" and matrix masks--oh, I can't think of the word--
it's things you print through that give the appearance of canvas--
it's texture screens! He was imitating some of the worst of the
Romantic painting, and using Roman letters for inscriptiomns, and all
kinds of manipulation. It just seemed to be as far from photography
as possible. He still is very popular in some circles, but for us

he was the anti-Christ. We stood for exactly the opposite of
everything he represented.

The interesting thing is that he had a man named Paul--I don't
know whether that's the first name or the last name--who helped him
write or actually wrote the book Mortensen on the Negative, which
has many very fine ideas in it. I was quite embarrassed later to
find that he had anticipated some of my pet ideas of technique;
controlled exposure and development of the negative, etc. (But not
the Zone System developed around 1940.) The book is very good; it's
just that the illustrations are such rather sad examples. A very
interesting thing is that in all of the history of flagrant
pictorialism, you don't find it has important museum recognition.
The pictorialists call their exhibitions 'salons." When I went to
St. Louis about 1938, some of the museums might have such shows, but
now I don't think they elect to touch it because the motive is
"hobbyist." 1It's awfully hard to put your finger on it. You say
it's bad taste and the answer is, '"Who are you to say it's bad
taste?" What is taste? What's good taste?

*Did not work out! [A.A.]
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I don't have Mortensen's book here. I had it once; somebody stole
it. But the illustrations were just over-retouched, over-modulated.
He'd take these young nude models and grease them so they'd shine,
you know. [Laughter] And they'd be in poses--

Didn't he write a book on the print, too?

Yes. And Monsters and Madonnas was one U%Ok he wrote. [Laughter]
Well, they were like a bad dream. They're still publishing
portfolios of Mortensen's, printing from his negatives. I guess
the P.S.A. Journal has been advertising them. I remember writing
a letter in which I suggested he negotiate oblivion. My father
persuaded me it wouldn't have the desired effect. The controversy
was kind of silly.

But anyway, his work was the exact opposite of what f/64
stood for. He would have classes down at Laguna Beach, and wealthy
capitalists from the East would come out and spend a thousand
dollars, I was told, for a weekend. And after they'd returned home,
all their work would look like his. I remember how these men would
get together, say in Chicago, and they'd hire a model for the
weekend. The model would be a platinum blond, usually wearing
nothing but high-heeled shoes. You know, that kind of thing!
[Laughter] All very decent, but all donme with such conventional
poses of holding a jar on their shoulder, etc., and they'd have
names like '"Dessa" or "The Girl with the Flaxen Hair." It was so
obviously phony! All made-up and greased up. It was a way of
getting highlights on nudes. In fact, some of the early photograph-
ers did this sometimes in portraits to accentuate the highlights on
the face. And in the early days, they had to chalk the face,
because the film wasn't sensitive to anything but blue light, so
the face would come out over-dark. Anybody with a dark complexion
or with freckles usually had to be well powdered. Any hand would
show all kinds of spots. Anything that went to the pink, yellow or
red and would go down in value., So a lot of the daguerrotypes were
taken in rather strong, soft daylight, and probably powdered up a
bit--like in television now. On television they have to powder my
head so it won't shine and blow the tube. (That's what happened on
the moon.)

Vision and Photography

To take you back still further into the past, let me ask you if
your motives, for your earliest photographs, were in effect the same
as your motives for taking photographs now?
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A motive is a subconscious thing; I wouldn't know how to answer that
question. I think that in the earlier days, I was technically and
aesthetically naive, so many of my early photographs have a much
simpler and more direct statement, and all the ones that are the best
are the ones that are motivated by "instant recognition!' and then
just doing them and having the technique to back it up. Which I
didn't have in the earlier days, so I'd have many an exciting vision
but zero results because I wouldn't know what to do. Now we know
much more, but at the cost of a certain spontaneity, if that's the
term you want to use. It's very hard to say this, but as you get
experienced and you see a lot of work, in any art form, you can't
help being influenced, and you automatically judge and check your
reactions to your experience.

Today I went out trying to get this picture of this very
marvelous old dead tree. It's looked the same for ten years, as if
it's going to blow over. But the sky is usually blah--it's just
nothing. Today there were some rather interesting clouds. 1 was
setting up the camera (and there are only a few places you can do it
for this subject) and I had to wait until those clouds behaved. See
now, in the past I would have just seen a cloud and thought, "There's
a cloud or a tree!" I wouldn't have seen the cloud-tree relationship
so precisely. And when I met Strand, I found that was one of his
basic themes--the marvelous, precise relationship of '"this to that."
Trying to get a moment when all the branches in this tree were in the
cloud. If they were against blue sky they might be "lost." And you
wait until things would be right. And a couple of times it was right.

In the 1920s I wouldn't have been in the least bit aware of such
relationships. I can look back and see many photographic situations
when I really missed the moment. The idea was there, but I didn't
visualize that perfection of arrangement. Some photographers never
have that facility; others have it to an extreme degree.

There's one wonderful photograph by Stieglitz at Lake George,
the porch where the white turned post is seen adjacent to the window
and window edge. There's a thirty-second of an inch hairline
separating them. And it's this hairline that really suggests space
and organization. You see, the spectator is convinced, or feels, or
is aware of the fact that the photographer was aware of the relation-
ship. And I have one, that I show in my slides, of a picture that
was done with a Polaroid at the Rochester Institute of Technology of
a building of the "Greek revival" period. Here these marvelous
columns are seen in the near/far mode in exaggerated scale. In the
first one I did, the curve of the near column broke into the
rectangular pedestal of the column in the back, and I realized when
I saw this in the Polaroid-Land print; I'd missed it in the ground
glass. All I had to do was to move the lens a little bit to the
right (two inches), which allowed it to see around the column. It
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Adams: created a little "hairline" of separation which succeeded in
maintaining the integrity of the curved shape. The foreground
pillar wasn't lost in juxtaposition with the back shape; a "merger"
was avoided.

Those things are hard to describe verbally. And of course when
you do overlook one, then you try to justify it. You put a lot of
what they call "phrases" into the equation «o make it come out to
zero. [Laughter] Then in about a year you may look at it, and you
wonder, "Well how in the world did I ever get by with that?"

I'11 see somebody's work for the first time, and that's the first
thing you see--the disturbing mergers and distractions. You look at
a print, and then you find your eyes going around to the spots and
bad edges and all the funny things a photograph can contain. You can
put your finger over one of them and say, 'Well that's an interruption."
They see the problem for the first time. I can go back and get some
of my early work and do exactly the same thing—-because I didn't see
the defects to begin with.

More and more as you work, you try to visualize the image ahead
of exposure. It's more difficult with the little cameras, but of
course the "saving instrument'" is the single-lens reflex, because
there you really see the image--just what the lens is seeing.

Teiser: With the rangefinder camera, you partly guess at it?

Adams: The rangefinder or the viewfinder is not on lens axis. Now, if I'm
a long ways off, the parallax effect doesn't make any difference.
But if I'm sitting here with you and my eye is the lens, your hair
line, for example, is just touching the fossil. If this "eye' would
be the finder--it's usually off to the left--I'll compose you as the
finder sees it. But my lens sees you cutting in one inch on that
fossil behind vou. So that the composition is not as anticipated.
The old Rolleiflex has this kind of vertical offset--you have to raise
the camera about two and a half inches to be sure the lens sees what
the finder sees.

Teiser: Doesn't the Rolleiflex have a compensating mechanism?

Adams: Oh, the new one--the single-lens one--but not the double, the twin-
lens design. What the twin-lens does is to tilt the viewer mechanism
so that the plane focused on comes to the center of the field. But
because the lens is taking the picture at a lower level, it can't
take care of the parallax. You're only tilting the viewing lens. The
distance of the lens from the subject determines the perspective. So
with the Hasselblad single-lens (Superwide) I must raise the tripod
three inches to get just what I see in the finder. I compose very
accurately with the finder but must make this adjustment when working
with near/far subjects. After composing, I just crank the camera up
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exactly the difference in distance between the camera lens and the
finder lens. Then the camera lens is seeing what the finder lens was
seeing. I can show you a picture of that in my book, Camera and Lens,
where there's quite a profound difference evident.

Flash Mishaps

Back to your earliest photographs, you were speaking the other day
of the fact that you've been able to maintain photography as a
commercial project and practice it as an art at the same time. Do
you remember the first photographs for which you were paid?

There's one very funny one that really is not of much consequence.

My next-door neighbor taught at the Chinese school in Chinatown, and
wanted a picture of her class. So, I had an old four by five camera
(my first one) and a flash gun. You used to use flash powder—-
magnesium~-very dangerous. You'd put a dynamite cap in this tray,

and you'd pull down the tension cord, and you'd jet the safety catch.
Many people have been blinded with this stuff firing in their faces.

I figured out how much magnesium was needed and I looked at the table
and it said, use four number three capsules. Well, I thought number
three capsules were the small capsules. They happened to be the big
capsules (each were four times the strength of the small ones). So I
loaded this pan up with magnesium powder, held it over my head, pulled
the slide from the camera, and checked if everything was ready to go.
Then you open the shutter, fire the flash, then close the shutter.
There wasn't any modern synchronization. So here were all these kids,
and the teacher said, "Now look right at Mr. Adams and smile. Now I
think it's all right, Mr. Adams." So I opened-bang-shut, and of course
there was a large explosion. I used about fifteen times the amount of
flash powder needed. Vast clouds of smoke rolled through the room,
and the kids fell under their desks. We opened the windows, and the
smoke poured out, and somebody put in a fire alarm. [Laughter] And

of course it blackened the wall and ceiling where I was standing, and
I was persona non grata. But it was understood, and forgiven in time.

The developed negative was as dense as a stove 1id, it was so
damned over-exposed; about fifteen, sixteen times, I guess. But I
took it to a friend who reduced it, and I got a pretty good print out
of it. When I tried to take another picture of them, they'd
disappeared. They were just terrified!

Then I did a wedding. By that time I'd mastered the flash
technique pretty well. I was standing in a house with a nice white
colonial room, and the bride and groom were standing by the fireplace.
So I set the flash off, and as it was right under the lintel, it
blistered the paint for about four feet! [Laughter]
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Those were the first two things I was paid for, and they were both
disasters. The clients were very kind--I offered to pay for the
lintel, but they said, "Oh no, we were going to do the room over
anyway." Which was a lie--the room was beautiful. But it was very
embarrassing.

And then another one later. I was doing the--I think it was
called the San Francisco "'round table''--a ghoup of the real bosses
of San Francisco, big lawyers and financiers. They would meet at the
Palace Hotel, and have this big '"round table" lunch. Fortune magazine
wanted me to photograph them. So I arranged with Mr. Lurie--Louis
Lurie was in that group and he was very helpful.

One person was very nasty, but I called another and he said, "Oh
sure, you can do it." I said, "Well, you know, it's quite a little
job. To get you all, I'll have to be set up. When the lunch is
through, you're going to have to spend maybe fifteen minutes with it."
"Well, we'll do that," said my friend.

Ron Partridge was helping me. (He is Imogen Cunningham's son.)
I got the camera all set and everything looked fine. We were using
large flash lamps. I had five lights. But at that time the only
synchronization you could get was a switch that was built in the cable
shutter release. You pressed in, opening the shutter, and also made
electrical contact. Well, it usually works all right. The contact
operates the flash.

But this was one of the last buildings in San Francisco that
still had direct current, instead of alternating current. And it
appears that when you make such a contact with direct current, you
get a flaming arc that is quite surprising when unexpected!

So here I am. I got one picture, I thought. But I said, "Well,
I'1l have to get another one." So Ron tore around town--almost
arrested for speeding--to find a contact device. In the meantime,
I had a Rolleiflex, and I went up to every man with a flash gun and a
globe (I had no film in the Rolleiflex, but I thought, "I'm going to
have to keep this going'')--so I go "click, click, click.'" One of them
said, "I've got a date." I said, "Listen, Ron will be back in a
minute. And after all, this is a Fortune magazine job!"

So back comes Ron with this new flash contact, and we got
another picture. But he handled it separately. 1 counted; I'd say,
"One, two, three." On "two" I opened the shutter and on "three" he
operated the flash.

You were holding the lens open while he shot the flash globes?

I was holding the lens open. So I'd say, '"One, two, bang!'--Close.
Then, "Gentlemen, you can go home."
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Then they said, '"Well, I want to see those little pictures you made;
I'11 bet they're the best of the bunch."

I got letters later [laughter]. And I couldn't tell them. I
said, "Well, I had a disaster with that too. That was a very bad
day, gentlemen." [Laughter] That's the only way I could have held
them fifteen, twenty minutes sitting there. Such things happen to
photographers.

Did you get a good picture in the end?

Oh, yes. Fine. I still have a print somewhere. It's a rather
valuable historical image.

Now it'd be so simple! You'd take it with available light, or
just bounce a couple of lights around the room. (It's called "bounce
light," where you direct strong lights against the wall.) You get an
effect that looks like available light. If I want to duplicate the
light in this room, the only way would be to reflect it, or "bounce"
it. And once you put a light directly on the subject you get harsh
shadows and you're in trouble. But then you were working with slow
film at 32-64 ASA at the highest. And now we work with 400, 500 and
higher.

Photographic Printing Papers

The first serious job was Parmelian Prints of the Sierras, a

portfolio of original prints. And I did a frontispiece for the Book
Club*edition of [Robinson] Jeffers's poems, which (I'm very embarrassed)
has faded. That was done in 1928 or 1929. We didn't know about fixing
and washing. The effect was probably accelerated a bit by the
character of the paper they used in the book--probably a lot of sulfur
in it.

That brings up--how did it happen that Dassonville put the emulsion on
the Taos Pueblo book paper? Wasn't there any that was adequate?

Nothing like that. The idea was to have the paper the same throughout.
The special rag paper had to be ordered anyway, because you did not
then just go and buy such papers in book quantity.

We ordered an ample amount in rolls, and Dassonville coated a
certain number of them with his bromide emulsion.

Could that be done now in a very expensive book?

*Book Club of California.
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Oh yes, but you would have troubles. With rag paper and the papers
used for platinum prints, the emulsion sank into the paper fiber
rather than lying on a baryta coating. The emulsion was pretty
thick, and that gave quite a quality of "depth" quite different from
anything you see today. The papers today are baryta-coated. Baryta
is a clay, and the paper fibers are filled with this clay, making it
of course very smooth. Then the emulsion €s deposited on top of the
clay. Then, to get different textures, such as ''pebble,” '"silk," and
"tapestry" surfaces, the papers are put through calendars, a calendar
meaning a roll with a pattern. It could be a perfectly smooth
surface to begin with and then ruined by this treatment! Practically
all of these '"pictorial papers you see are calendared into surface
patterns. The best papers today are chemically very pure, given a
neutral baryta coating, then the various emulsions. In the emulsion,
the degree of gloss may have something to do with the starch grains
that are incorporated. If you put more starch in the emulsion, you
reduce the gloss. Now, I'm quite sure that today they have more
complex chemicals, but that's what Dassonville did--he could make a
very, very flat surface quite '"dead:" no gloss at all. Or he could
leave all of the starch out, and get quite a nice brilliant finish.

He hated to leave the starch out, because he didn't like it too
brilliant. I wanted it as brilliant as I could get it.

Now what we can do today, we can take papers of that type and
get all the advantage of the natural paper color, and then we can
spray them with a neutral lacquer like Krylon or Goodman lacquer.

As far as we know, that's permanent, but putting a varnish on them
can be fatal. They used varnish in printing in earlier days, and it
yellowed.

We put a blancophor into the paper to increase the whiteness,
and that works well for daylight. Any light that has a preponderance
of blue rays in it excites these blancophors and creates a fluorescent
effect. Some of the papers have that, and there is a difference in
the whites when you look at them. But it drives the engravers crazy
because it fools them in their exposures. These emulsions are
sensitive to fluorescence and ultraviolet. And that increases
contrast. Giving the engravers a sepia-toned print is also bad,
because their films aren't semsitive to such colors.

See, when an engraver makes a color reproduction he has to make
color-separation negatives first with three color-sensitive films--
red, green, and blue or the complementaries. And they have to be
made, of course, on panchromatic film. In the old days, when they
had ordinary or orthochromatic emulsion, it was terribly difficult to
get the red. They had to fake the red sometimes, and color
reproductions could be very bad. When they get their three black and
white separation negatives, representing the three colors, then they
can transfer the images to their '"plates.”
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Writing the Basic Photography Books

Adams: Going into reproductions, I did an article for the London magazine,
Studio. They liked the article and asked me if I would do the book
on photography in their "How to Do It" series, in which they had
Levon West, the etcher, who later left etching and took up photography
and was known as Ivan Dmitri. He was a pretty good etcher. His book
on etching, I understand, is excellent. He was a fair photographer.

Well, I did this book, and now we're thinking of reprinting it
just as an historical object, because it was at the time one of the
most concise works on straight photography.

Teiser: What is it called?

Adams: It's called Making a Photograph. The first edition was in 1935, I
asked for good reproductions, and they agreed. The plates were
beautifully made, printed on very smooth paper, and tipped in--which,
of course, is an ideal way to do it. It gives the illusion of being
originals, but if one corner gets dog-eared, or if people 1ift them
out, you know, you can get into trouble.

Now there's no need of that at all with modern double offset.
You just print text and images on the same paper. You use smooth
paper, and then you can apply lacquer with what is called tint block
on the press. Lacquer increases brilliancy.

But Making a Photograph in 1935 was the only book of its kind
known that was quite that simple and had anything like those repro-
ductions. They were simply marvelous.

I remember going into Chicago one time, waiting for a train,
and went to a big bookshop, where there were a lot of photographic
books, and I pointed to mine and 1 said, "How's that going?" He
said, '"Oh, it's going fairly well. It's written by one of those
highbrow Englishmen." And I didn't have the heart to tell him that
I was the author.

It's interesting that a photographer living in San Francisco
would have his first book published in London, or the first book of
any consequence in the instructional sense. Now that I say that, it
sounds very conceited, but still it has a function that's very, very
good, and there would be very little in it that would be changed.

Of course it was done long before the zone system appeared, so there
was no real analysis of exposure development and control,

Teiser: Your Morgan & Morgan Basic Photo series--
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First there was Camera and Lens--Book One. That's now been revised;
it's a rather handsome 304-page book. Now I'm working on revising
the others--The Print, The Negative, Natural-Light Photography, and
Artificial-Light Photography. And then Book Six is the Polaroid
manual [Polaroid Land Photography Manuald., The revised edition will
probably come out, if all goes well, very soon. But as soon as a
book's out, they've got a new process! The first edition of that
was very bad, because PolaColor came out right after the book was
published; I knew there was to be color, but I had no idea when it
was coming, and they couldn't tell me. So we had a filler inserted
afterward.

And now the new process, the SX-70 system, which is a fantastic
achievement--that will be in the revision. God knows what else
Land's got up his sleeve.

It must have been hard to sit down and write.

Well, I'm very glib. I need an awful lot of editing, but I'm very
glib. When I get going I can write very fast--quantities.

But those books are so precise.

Yes, but if you know your subject you can write. The difficulty is
checking to be sure you have all the details right, and when you

read your own manuscript you find that you often overlooked important
things.

I got a letter today. I mentioned a tripod number, 403 733 A,
Goldcrest. Well, this man writes, '"There isn't any such tripod.
The Goldcrest people say it probably means 337 A." What it was, you
see, I'd put down number 403 337 A, and the typesetter made a
mistake in his composing machine, and I didn't catch that in time.
I'm going to have now an editor that will do nothing in the world
except check word for word and number for number.

Did anyone read over them?
Yes, but not the way it should have been. Not a technical person.

I had another instance just the other day. A man wrote, "In
your warm-tone Glycin formula [page 14, The Print], you say 'potassium
bromide, four grams', and right under it you say 'potassium bromide,
40 cc at 10 percent solution'." I never caught that. It should have
said "or" because that's the same thing. He said, "Why did you want
to put that in? Why didn't you just use more bromide?" Of course,
anybody who knew about it would realize they were the same, but

the word "or" is left out.
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You say that's easy, but there's hardly a scientific book that comes
out that doesn't have a page of errata in it, and some have ten or
twelve pages. 1've seen one very complicated thing on the photo-
physical chemistry of photography that had four or five pages of
errata--slight changes of formula, etc. And of course unless you're
a mathematician, you wouldn't realize it, but when a mathematician
tries to work something out and he finds something wrong, he is
disturbed!

When you work on such technical things, do you take whole days, or
do you take a whole period when you don't work on photographs?

Well, realistically I should just cold-bloodedly set aside a month
for this and a month for that, but sometimes I go at it for several
days, and then suddenly the curtain rings down. I've completely

lost the facility to think. I'm loaded with work continuously. So I
go on to do something else. And when I did the book on the University
[Fiat Lux], I couldn't stay more than three or four days in one place
because after that I just stopped "seeing." I could say, '"Oh, I have
to do a picture of that building,” and it meant nothing. So I'd
"pogo-stick" to another campus and then have several days of
excitement, and then all of a sudden you don’t see any more and you
must move on.

The Zone System

Your writings on the Zone System--

There are so many versions of the Zone System. They all come out
right, but the best one, the clearest one, is in the Polaroid Land
[Photography] Manual. People buy the Manual just for that, and I

never realized that. It is a kind of distillation and applies the
principles step by step, in much clearer style than the other
expositions,

You said that Minor White's article or pamphlet on the Zone System
was an extension of your work?

He has a booklet. He's doing a new one, which I haven't seen yet,
which goes into the mystical interpretation of photography. It
worries me a little because I think he's inclined to go off the beam
and be inexplicable (is that the word to use?). It's a form of
"camera as therapy," and I don't know; between you and me, it's not
entirely healthy, it's too mystical. It's a constant justification
and explanation, where photography should be a rather simple thing.
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But he has some very good exercises, and details for working out the
Zone System, for students. I find it very complex, and he makes a
few errors, which I think are deplorable. It isn't whether he agrees
with me., I didn't invent the Zone Systém. I simply codified
sensitometry. If you want to juggle with it and say, "Well, you
know, you can't print Zone I, so we'll start with Zone II," that
isn't scientific. That isn't sensitometry, you see. [Laughter] I
can't say, "Look, you're hurting my system. You can't do that." I
just say, "It's not right., It doesn't stand the test; you have to
begin one end of the exposure scale at Zone I."

There's a man in Sacramento who thinks he can get by with five
zones. Well, if he wants to do it, okay. But it's still not right
in sensitometry. The values that we can refer to with confidence
are in geometric ratios. And if you know anything about lenses,
you know how the stops of lenses progress from, say, f£/8, £/11, £/16,
and so on. The point is that the £/8 means the focal ratio of the
diameter of the stop to the focal length of the lens at infinity.

So f/8 means the diameter of that stop is one-eighth of its focal
length at infinity. So therefore £/8 is a factor number that relates
to any focal length lens, one inch to twenty inches. F/8 will always
be a stop in that ratio, and will always transmit the same amount of
light, no matter what the size of the lens is.

Then you go on f£/11, £/16, so you think £/16 would be one-half
of £/8, that it would let in one-half the light. But you're working
with the area of a circle, and that means £/16 is letting in one-
fourth the amount of light f/8 does, because a circle one-half inch
across has only one-fourth the area of a circle one inch across. To
set one-half the exposure you multiply eight by the square root of
two, 1.414 (here's geometry again) and then you get £/11.3. You
actually progress at 11.3, 16, 22,6, 32, 45.2--those would be the
exact numbers, but we approximate them by just saying 8, 11, 16, and
22, etc.

Well, some people don't know what a square root is. They know
what a square is but not a root. It's just basic geometry. Now,
there used to be the old U.S. system, which meant "universal system,’
and they started at £/16 being the same as U.S. 16. And then, f/8
passed two times, f/4 passed four times, f/2 passed eight times the
amount of light, with ascending numbers like 16, 32, 64, 128, 256.
Every one was doubled, and it meant 2X, 4X, 8X, 16X, and 32X instead
of 4X, 16X, 64X, 256X, etc.

The Europeans, instead of having f/8 as the base, used f/9--but
the same thing. You get £/12.7, £/18, f/25--the ratio is always the
same. And ASA speed numbers are 64, 125, 256, and between each of
those are two other numbers--like 32, 40, 50, 64; 100, 125, 256.

And if you once get that geometric idea in your mind, fine! But
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meters come out with exposure values with arithmetic numbers, but
which have geometric significance--all very confusing. On the Weston
5 meter, number twelve was equal to 100 candles per square foot,
number thirteen equal to 200, number fourteen equal to 400. So in
reading these numbers, you really have to think geometrically. But
many people don't think, they just take for granted a number on the
dial. They put it on the "arrow'" and they read the exposure. You're
just pressing buttons without any knowledge of what's happening, and
I think that's very serious. And the exposure formula is so
absolutely simple once you know it. You don't need any dials; you
take the readings of your subject.

A typical example would be if I want to make a picture in
Yosemite, and it's a contrasty day, but I want to get a tone value
III in the tree shadows, and those tree shadows read 6.5 c/ft2. I
put 6.5 c/ft on Zone III, go to 13 on IV and 25 on V, which is the
"geometric mean." So the exposure is 1/25 of a second at the lens
stop number, which is the equivalent of the square root of the ASA
speed number. And people collapse. And then you try to explain
again and say, "Well, that's nothing. Now you know you have 25
opposite V, so that's 1/25 of a second; that's simple. And if you're
using ASA 64, the square root is eight, so it would be 1/25 at f/8"
(that's your base exposure; you don't need a dial). Or if you're
using 125 ASA, that would be f/11l, or ASA 250 would be £f/16. You
just memorize a little table of squares. Kodachrome at 25 would be
f/5. The whole idea of photographic exposure is really a geometric
system. That doesn't mean that you don't work between stops to
balance and control. The Polaroid electric eye camera is extremely
sensitive, and you don't think of any f stops or shutter speed there;
you know it's calibrated to render a single surface luminance with
a value VI. And there's reason for that. It automatically registers
the values in this infinite series of adjustments, but you can make
it lighter or darker, according to the contrast of the scene, by
using the lighten-darken (L.D.) control. But the theory is exactly
the same.

Meters and Automation

In the earlier days, we did everything "by grace and by God" and by
tables. I had a little meter--a tint meter——that would use sensitive
paper and there would be two reference colors, light and dark green,
or light and medium green. And you'd hold it in the light and count
seconds until the sensitive paper was the same color as one of the
reference colors. But of course it's very hard to do, to be exact,
because your eye doesn't like to make that kind of decision, you see,
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especially if there's an edge. But you count, say, fifteen seconds
and then you relate that to some mark, and you set the exposure. It
was fairly accurate if your eyes weren't too tired.

&

Then I had extinction meters, where you look in and see a wedge,
and you look at the scene through it, and you read the highest number
you can see--it might be six, it might be fifteen. The tragedy was,
if you came out of a very bright light you'd see a very low number,
and then the longer you looked at it, the higher and higher and
higher the number you'd see. [Laughter] So you had to sort of balance
that out. If I was sitting here now, I could look in this room and
I'd trust what I read. But if I were looking out at the ocean for a
while and then tried to read in the room, it would take me about two
minutes before I was confident that I was seeing the correct number.

Then the Weston meter came out, which used the selenium cell,
which is a self-generating cell--selenium on one side. As light
strikes this material, it creates energy and works an ammeter. The
Weston cell was a great invention, and it's used in many, many ways,
and it's probably one of the most accurate and dependable of all the
meter devices. The only thing that can go off is the little
electrical ammeter, which is working on a very low current. The
current is just generated in the cell entirely by light. There's no
batteries in the meter at all.

Then the next step was the cadmium sulphide cell, which is
extremely sensitive and is operated with a very small battery. But
it is inclined to be very erratic. It has to be primed. You have to
show it the light for a little while. That's the average cell,
although the one Dr. Land uses is apparently 'capsulated" and gives
immediate response.

And now most of the meters out on the market--Weston Nine and
the Gossen meter and the Pentax and all those in the cameras--are
based on little sulphide cells.

Then there's the standard visual photometer, like the S.E.I.
meter (made in England). That's probably the best thing of its kind
made within the price; you can get photometers up to four figures.

But this one has a battery and a light, and you adjust this light to
a fixed brightness, which properly illuminates the comparison cube.
Now you match the light from the scene through a little telescope by
operating the main rheostat until it matches the fixed brightness
spot. That gives you the photometric measurement. But that is using
a fixed value to match--not like the extinction meter, which depended
entirely on whether the eye could see a number or not in a dark field.

The S.E.I. meter has a diameter of field of view of one degree.
They've increased it a little bit lately--1it's one and a half now, I
think. So that means I can take the shadow on that tree trunk, and
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I can take the white rock, and the highlight on that lamp, and the
white picture frame with the picture on the white mat from here, you
see. You just put the dot on it, and turn this thing until the values
match. That's really a great invention, because it gives you command
of what you're doing. All on the assumption that your shutter and
your diaphragm are correct and that your film and developer are
properly functioning.

[End Tape 6, Side 1]
[Begin Tape 6, Side 2]
Have you had any experience with the light cell in the camera?

That's a new development which is primarily a gadget to sell cameras
to indulgent and wealthy amateurs. It's extremely clever and many
are extremely well made. If it is a meter which averages the light
coming in over the entire field--it's like holding a Weston meter up
to the field of view. If it's a spot meter, them you have the
inevitable selection of what you point it at, because the spot
doesn't know; it will respond to the tree shadow, and to the water,
and will control the exposure accordingly. I've made tests with the
new Leicaflex, and it was extremely accurate--a beautiful piece of
equipment--but I still had to make up my mind, putting the spot on a
snowbank or on a tree, and the exposure will always be on the
geometric mean.

Now they have new meters which are a combination of the two,
which probably is a little better. But the camera can't make the
aesthetic selection if it 1is purely automatic. It can approximate
it. But as 90 percent of the pictures taken are of people, most
cameras and systems are calibrated to flesh tones. So if you point
this box, this finder with the spot meter, at the skin of a person,
you will get a reading which will put that on the proper point on the
exposure scale. God help you for anything else, because everything
you point it at will come out at the same point on the scale.

I went through this whole complex scene in Yosemite with my
photometer, and the Leica meter was very accurate., But still, that
was just the meter. Now what do I do with it? Do I want to place
that tree shadow on Zone V? I might want it at Zone II, Where do
I put it? So the only way you can control that situation is to set
your ASA and set the related lens stop. You then control the shutter
speed dial until the needles match, and then you have the candles per
square foot,

So it's more trouble to override the automatic system than not?
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Oh, it's terrible. 1It's much better to have a separate meter, read
it and set the camera accordingly. But then some automatic cameras
don't like to be "overridden." 1I've sgen people with cameras that
cost hundreds and hundreds of dollars completely frustrated; they
had no idea what was happening, and they were getting terrible
results. The camera was doing the best it could--beautiful optics--
but the user had no knowledge of what to do.

I suppose there will be a whole lot of people who adapt themselves
to the automatic camera.

Oh, there are now, yes, to a certain extent. But see, where the
Polaroid is so far ahead of them is that with the Polaroid electric
eye receptor you have the ability to make it lighter or darker. Now
that's not too easy in the standard camera. You have to change stops
or shutter speeds. Well, what are you changing, you see? 1In the
Polaroid you can change two stops to light and one to dark. They're
going to try to get it two stops each way. And that's a very
intricate little system, but they can put it on their very cheap
cameras. And when you press the shutter it releases a certain amount
of current that controls the electronic mechanism.

Now we are getting those cameras that have electric drives. The
Hasselblad electric is just simply winding the film and setting the
shutter. It doesn't control the exposure, thank God. But you can
put it on sequence, take a picture every second, or you can just
press the button and have one image. They sent me one, but really,
I still have enough strength to wind the film! [Laughter] But it
really is wonderful when you have these 70-millimeter magazines with
many, many exposures to make in sequence. You're doing, say, a
series of portraits, and you're talking, and you just press this
button, and press and press; it's "sh-sh-sh," like that. But that's
not exposure reading; it's something else.

Now some equipment has electronic shutter control, and they're
having a little trouble. They're awfully complex, you know. Polaroid
is the only one that, so far, has been able to make these things in
quantity. Everybody else has had trouble. I guess Kodak is all
right with the Instamatic. And they use the same general principle.
Unfortunately, that principle of electronic exposure was not patent-
able--not controllable by Polaroid. The thing was patented many,
many years ago, and it's now in the public domain., It wasn't used in
shutters. It was used in scientific instruments. It was used first
in engraving, so no matter what happened to the fluctuating arc lights,
the exposure would always be the same. And this was called an
accumulator. There would be a little meter on a copy board in the
engraving camera. They'd set the exposure, say, for three minutes,
and then the meter would take care of it and balance all lighting
variations. All these things are so interesting technically, and
they all had their roots in various applications, long before they
were thought of in actual field camera work.
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Technique in Relation to Aesthetics

Teiser: When you were a youngster, were you interested in optical instruments?
Adams: Oh, yes, I loved instruments--always been an instrument lover.
Teiser: Were you interested in your father's astronomical instruments?

Adams: Yes, oh yes. Of course, we only had a small telescope. We used to
go up to Lick Observatory, see the big telescope.

The thing to get over is this: that I think my contribution,
if there is one (the creative work is something which only critics
of photographic history can say whether I did any pictures of
importance or not--I'm conceited enough to think I did a few)--the
main thing is that, as far as I know, I'm the first one that
codified technique in relation to aesthetics. You see, now there've
been many, many people who've codified technique in relation to just
facts--exposure and instrumental control and all that, and far
beyond anything I've done in physical accuracy. You know, when
you're making photographs in terms of nanoseconds and tracing spark
gaps, and doing things from the U-2 plane with slit-shutter cameras
at sixty or seventy thousand feet or higher (and you can see gravel
on the railroad beds)--these are optical achievements that are
infinitely beyond me.

But as far as I know, and as far as other people know, I'm the
first one to have said you can control exposure and development in
relation to aesthetics, not just in relation to the photometric
equivalent. And the photometric equivalent means the light measure-
ment which has the proportionate values of the subject, getting a
negative, and then, with light passing through the negative, getting
the value equivalent of the negative on the print. It's called the
photometric equivalent, and it has nothing to do with expression. It
relates to an approximate simulation of reality. And, in aesthetics,
we attempt departures from reality, whether we do them by trick and
by guess in the darkroom or whether we do them all ahead of time by
visualization.

I remember one of Minor White's great achievements. By the way,
he's one of the great photographers, and I have the utmost affection
and respect for him, so when I criticize what he did with the Zone
System, that just means the difference of technical application.

But he did a series of photographs of performances of Ibsen's Ghosts
in San Francisco, and in doing this, he wanted to give the nonliteral
feeling of the unworldliness of the characters. It was done very
simply by just using the Zone System, placing the skin values very
high. So all these people in the images are white--very pale, very
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unreal. And then, you see, it's not just value. If you go up the

top of the curve, it flattens off, and your contrasts become less,

so the face would become smoother, much higher in value, much less

defined. But you can visualize all th&t. So that is, I think, the
contribution which is now being pretty well accepted.

Science and the Creative Photographer

I had the funny comment of a photo technician from, I think it was,
Eastman. He says, "You know I'm up there in that pretty hard-boiled
lab, and we're working with some of the most complex photochemistry
and physics that's going today but," he says, '"when I want to know
something about photography, I read your books.'" [Laughter] I said,
"Well, thank you. I understand the difference.”" You should see
sometime one of the technical manuals! You know, it's just up in the
domain of higher mathematics and advanced physical chemistry. But
everything has its place, and that's what enables them to make the
materials that we people can throw around in a so-called creative
sense.,

Even at this late date, they are not absolutely sure what
happens in the formation of the latent image. You've got a silver
crystal, which is a nice-looking triangular crystal--different sizes--
I forget the name of it--it's got bevels and edges, but it's primarily
a triangle. And that is silver halide, composed of silver bromide,
chloride or iodide in different proportions. And then, light strikes
that crystal and changes it to the "latent image." It's a matter of
the quantum theory, if you want to really describe it, which I can't.
It relates to the production of "electron holes" in this crystal, and
when this condition is established by the action of light, the
crystal is then developable, and these holes then attract developing
agents, and the silver crystal is reduced to metallic silver. That's
a very crude description. A scientist would probably be aghast--but
I mean, that's about what happens.

So then when you develop your image, your image is metallic
silver, but there's all kinds of silver halide still left in the
emulsion. Then you put the negative or print into the hypo bath (the
sodium thiosulphate solution) which removes unexposed and undeveloped
silver halides remaining. So you have left the pure silver image,
which in the electron microscope appears as filaments--looks like
seaweed. The negative in principle is about the same as the print.
But with the Polaroid print, instead of having a comparatively coarse-
grained image like a conventional print, it's ionic silver that's
deposited. 1It's attracted across the developer to the receiving
sheet, and the positive image appears. These of course are too small
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to be seen, even in the electron microscope. But the ionic silver
depositions (and there is a kind of a structure), when that gets too
compact you have something like silver plating, and the surface of
the print will show what they call '"gilding," a metallic sheen.

So if you take a four by five print--conventional print--and
you could consider the surface area of all those crystals, it would
probably be as big as this room. If you took a Polaroid print and
could lay out the surface of all the particles, it would probably
total an acre. And that is why it's extremely susceptible to any
chemical contamination, because of this large surface, which picks
up sulphur and other chemicals. Silver loves sulphur! Sulphur does
not ''degenerate” silver, it's just silver going to its most stable
compound form. That's why an ordinary photomural is usually toned
to an "egg yolk brown," sepia tone. It is really silver sulphide,
and that's permanent. The problem is to keep plain silver from turn-
ing to silver sulphide. When a picture fades, like mine (and many
others') did in the earlier days, it was because the print was in a
condition to combine with sulphur.

Why in the world did people make sepia prints?

I think largely for that reason--they were relatively permanent.
Besides they weren't just that ugly old black-and-white; they had a
romantic [laughter]--a romantic color to them. There are all stages
of tone. You can get a blue-black and a neutral black and a brown-
green black and a selenium purple-brown black. My prints are toned
to get away primarily from this peculiar green-brownish tone (there's
more green in it than anything else) of the commercial paper. That
seems to be the natural tone of the silver image.

I think of these big brown Southern Pacific photographs.

They had to be that color because there was no way they could process,
at that time, without toning, with any permanence. Sepia toning was
done by bleaching and redevelopment. There are "matrices" in the
gelatin, The gelatin is a very strange, stable substance and keeps
its form even in submicroscopic pattern. And there are sulphur and
silver nuclei left therein. They're invisible, so the print after
bleaching has practically no image at all. And then you redevelop,
and the image that was silver before has now become silver sulphide.
And silver sulphide is inert. I suppose some things would affect it--
stains, and all that--but it's basically permanent. Very seldom you
see a brown sepia print that's really turning or fading.

I was wondering, when you were speaking yesterday about the develop-
ment of the Land process: I remember, oh I suppose in the thirties,
at Fisherman's Wharf, there used to be a man with a camera, and you
would wait for a couple of minutes, and he would give you kind of a
funny little picture on metal--
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Adams: Tintype.

Teiser: --instantly. &
Adams: Well, the machine was pretty clever. I don't really know the
process. It's not very permanent.

Teiser: No. The one I have has faded.

Adams: It could be--but, well, you have several methods--reversal processes,
for instance. I just can't tell you what they used.

Teiser: I think it had been used for many years before that--

Adams: Oh, many years. It's an old, old process. But it isn't a very
attractive process. It's very dull, whereas the daguerreotype is
very beautiful. I think the name for a daguerreotype, "mirror with

a memory,'" is one of the great verbal descriptions.

But you see, one of the problems we have in portraiture is
satisfying the subject, and the daguerreotype was extremely success-
ful in portraiture because it gave a mirror image. When you looked
at the daguerreotype, you saw yourself as you look to yourself in
the mirror. And sometimes we look very different to others than we
do in the mirror. I can't see myself at all except in the mirror.
Now, when I see a picture of myself, I sometimes say, '"Well, that's
not what I see every morning when I'm putting Vitalis on what's left
of my hair." [Laughs]

I must say, there have been a multitude of processes developed
in the history of photography. And now it's boiled down to the
processes as you see them, plus the fact that we're getting into
some forms of dye or electrostatic photography like Xerox. And
every laboratory is just working twenty-nine hours a day trying to
get a nonsilver process, but for some strange reason, way back in the
1830s, silver halides were found to be the only practical light-
sensitive material. And when you speak of platinum or palladium
processes, those salts are not sensitive in themselves, but they
ride on a ferric process. This process is very slow, but it can
produce beautiful image qualities.

The Polaroid is a total miracle and is not just one thing; it
is a system of very many, very complex processes which are
constantly advancing, changing and adapting.

I wish you could see the patent for the new camera in process.
You can buy one. I don't recall how many pages it is, but there's
about sixteen pages listing the organic compounds that can be used.
An interesting thing is that there were two hundred copies ordered
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by Eastman Kodak Company! [Laughter] Perhaps they're trying to
find some loophole in these patents, you see, where they can get
through. Polaroid has a large staff of patent experts.

Polaroid started out with a silver sulphide image, a brown
image, and then advanced that to black and white. And they
achieved two hundred speed. I don't really know the details, and
I'm not authorized to say if I did know, but I know that the process
is constantly being refined year by year. Then they achieved four
thousand speed! Land was out in San Francisco before we moved down
here, and he had an experimental twenty-thousand-speed film! We
were taking pictures by starlight, out the window, at a fifth of a
second. They weren't very good quality prints, but they were
informative images. Now they have a film that's on the market that
is used with the oscilloscope--ten thousand ASA speed, and that
enables the recording of very faint, really very faint, images.

For some reason, the quantum theory limits the "speed" of
emulsions (ASA rating) to about forty thousand. Without electronic
image amplification you couldn't go possibly beyond forty thousand.

But a whole new world opens up with the vidicom tube; modern
X-ray technique is a fine example of that application. Now they're
using it in astronomy and seeing things that are totally beyond
visual and ordinary photographic recording. So maybe one of the
next developments will be a light amplification system, where your
image will be produced in numbers, like in the Mars pictures. They
don't come back in pictures, they come back in a continuous series
of numbers. And there's an image put together, and it's about one
or two centimeters square, I think.

The Mars system is so marvelous! The image is made photo-
graphically; then a scanner moves across. It has 128 levels of
intensity, which are translated as numbers. They're given a code
number on the tape. Now, when the scanner reverses direction it's
sending in the response of a lot of other instruments on board. The
next cross-scan is of the image. So what they get here is equivalent
to an endless tape with numbers. Every so often, those are put
together, and they become a stack of strips. Then they're translated
into density values, and you have your picture.

From the moon we had actual pictures, but from Mars we have
nothing but numbers which make pictures so sharp and remarkable that
it is almost unbelievable.
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Sensitometry as a Creative Tool

P

Well, anyway, this whole idea is of scientific interest--1 think I
should clarify that statement. In no way could I be labeled a
scientist or, in the classic sense, a technician. I don't know
enough and don't have the capacity to use the technical facts of
this world in any other way but applying them to creative work. So
the emphasis should be, I think, in the fact that in codifying the
Zone System, I made sensitometry available as a tool for creative
people who wish to express themselves or depart from reality; but it
is at a very simple level. 1In other words, there are several words
that are different: '"approximate" and "precise'" and "exact." Most
people approximate; I think I approach the precise, but I can't
presume to be exact--there's too many decimal points involved!
[Laughter] And if I use the square root of 2--it is 1.41422, and
that's far beyond the precision I need. Well, 1.4 would be enough
for all practical purposes, like developing. Take 8 and multiply it
by 1l.4--it's closer to 11.3 in reality, because when you multiply by
1.414 you get 11.312. So how precise do you have to be?

So I mean I mustn’'t be represented as a scientist or a real
technician. I'd like to be known as an artist and teacher but, you
know, never go beyond the logical bounds. But I don't know whether
I've violated the original theme that you presented.

It's all pertinent.

Most of the creative photographers in the world never knew anything
about the Zone System or ever used anything like it. They're
entirely empirical in approach. And you learned by trial and error
that under certain conditions you exposed a certain way. Sometimes
you modified development, if you knew what you'd done and could
rectify some of the errors in the darkroom--which can be done to an
amazing degree. So we can't say Edward Weston or Stieglitz or Strand
were questionable photographers because they didn't understand sensi-
tometry! But from the point of view of efficiency, getting a
negative that I want, I can run rings around them, and I do not
"bracket' my exposures.

This awful word, "bracket;'" in color pictures you bracket one
or two stops, just to be sure. Well, my ego won't let me do that.
I know what the values are; I know where they fit on the scale. If
I have to take pictures of an important subject--a photograph that I
know is valuable--I'1ll take several duplicate pictures, but they'll
all be the same exposure. ’

In the time of Group f/64, I would say practically everyone was
working very empirically. I don't think anybody was really control-
ling anything. Weston went to Mexico, and he learned the lighting
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situations, and he probably had many failures in the beginning. He
probably had failures in the field, or at least he had darkroom
struggles. I did; everybody did.

It was around '36, '38 that [Beaumont] Newhall sent me a
clipping about the S.E.I. meter. I was laid up with the flu. He
sent me an article, a clipping on it, and I immediately ordered one
by telephone, and I thought, "This is it!" At that time we were
working on the Zone System, and the S.E.I. meter was the thing that

really pinpointed it.

I'd like to say that any intelligent person, in an hour's time
of serious discussion, can learn the whole basis of the Zone System.
It's that simple. We had kids--students in the California School of
Fine Arts in San Francisco--in six weeks time they could photograph
anything I could think up. I don't say they'd make a great picture,
but they could photograph--could expose correctly. They went into
reciprocity failure tests. That's another domain. It's pretty
complicated. And they tried many different developers for special
effects. And at the end of six weeks they had a very fine mechanical
mastery. Now what they did beyond that, that's something else.

When you were developing the Zone System--in the mid-thirties, was
it=-=?

Well, no, it was when I started teaching in the Art Center School,
Los Angeles.

Early forties?
Well, late thirties and forties. I don't know the dates.

Fred Archer and I worked out the Zone System, and we got the
Weston meter representative very excited, and he said, "I'll
mimeograph you a lot of your charts. I think they're very important.’
We had several charts--exposure charts, which are standard; they
haven't changed any. And then we had density charts--curve reading
charts--where you have coordinates on which to plot values and relate
them to zones.

One time I remember the students, everybody working along hard
and everything coming out wrong. We had forgotten to include Zone V
on the chart, which meant a factor of 2 was omitted! Well, [laughter]
those things can happen.

I found out that serious people want to know how to control, and
many people tie themselves in a knot wanting to know how to begin.
The ones that always give me a real pain in the neck are the ones
who say, "I can judge the light." I said, "Well, anywhere?" '"Oh yes,
anywhere. I never need the meter. I don't need a meter."
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Well, it's physiologically and psychologically impossible. 1It's
just like saying I can judge your weight by looking at you. I can
make an empirical guess by looking at a lot of other people like you.
But it's a pompous thing to say. If I didn't have a meter, I would
have to bracket exposures. I would have to make a guess and then go
above and below it just to be sure. I don't really know light values.
I know in Yosemite, from ten in the morning until four in the
afternoon, the shadows in the trees on a clear day are so much, and
I know where granite is on the scale, and so on. But in New England
I fell flat on my face--missed all the light there. At Santa Fe I
again fell flat on my face~-misjudged the light. Had to make tests
and find out what it was in general. Hawaii was the same, although
by that time I knew how to use meters. When I went to Hawaii I
wouldn't trust them. I mean, I'd say, "Well, this can't be." And
then I'd give in and say, '"Oh, I must trust the meter. It was a
good meter, and I was just applying experience as well, which was
all right.

The quality of light is so curious, isn't it? We were just discussing
it as we drove along.

Well, the quality of light--in the early days when 0'Sullivan and
others worked in the Southwest (in fact, anybody at that time)--the
films accepted only blue light. You don't get the optimum amount of
blue until about nine-thirty or ten o'clock in the morning, and it
begins to go at four o'clock and the light becomes redder and redder.
With blue-sensitive plates this posed a real problem.

But, I don't think that these early people could work except
between ten o'clock and two or three o'clock with any assurance.
Then when the orthochromatic film came in, which accepted green,
you had more leeway working with longer wavelengths., With ortho-
chromatic film, you could still get into trouble with late or early
light.

The light now (6:15 p.m. Pacific daylight savings time)--
it's deficient in blue. It's all right; I can still get by with

panchromatic (red-sensitive film) without much difficulty. But you
wait until seven o'clock. In the old days, even with orthochromatic
film you'd have to multiply the exposure four or five times. But you
never really knew how red it was. We now have color temperature (°K)
meters to inform us of this quality of light. The eye-mind complex,
being an absolute miracle of construction, adapts to differences of
color temperature. You're not aware of the light now being very
much of red quality.

You take a white piece of paper and put it under a tungsten
light--it appears white; you take it outside in the sun or shade and
it also appears white. The difference would be apparent when you
could have both together. The best example I ever had of that was
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Mills College Art Gallery. I went over there with Albert Bender to
see some big show, and this whole gallery was illuminated with
tungsten light. We were in there, and everything was perfectly
normal--white labels, white shirts. But I looked out the door,
looking out into the woods, and they were absolutely turquoise. We
call it cyan now. I mean, here was a bluish-green gorgeous thing,
and I thought, "What's happening?" And I went out, and as soon as
I'm out, it's perfectly normal--they're green. And I looked back
into the room, and it's gold. The eye has adaptability which the
film does not. 1In this case there was opportunity for direct
comparison.

Now, I'd be conscious of a direct physical reflection of blue
light from the sky, or red light, or orange in your dress, or
similar things., I can see a little orange light on your face from
your dress, But a color film would just accentuate that--the shadow
might be distractingly orange.

So all this matter of visualization relates to seeing the image
you want, but you have to also take into consideration all the
idiosyncracies of the light itself, and the meter and film sensitivity.
That's why photometers are important. You take any Weston cell or a
CdS [cadmium sulphide] cell, and over an hour or so from now its
response to changing daylight differs. Whereas a comparison photometer
is something else, because if the spot looks bluish, you just put in
a light filter that can control its response (as well as that of the
film). In fact, my S.E.I. photometer is a practical color temperature
meter if I have somebody to hold a compensating filter in front of it
while I am using it. (Takes two hands to operate it!)

Suppose I wanted to copy a painting in a gallery, and I know
the light is tricky, and I know what's going to happen, and I have
to do it in color photography. 1If I have a fifty-dollar color meter,
which will give me readings in mirads, etc., I can figure out what
filters to use, etc. But I can take this S.E.I. meter and look at
the gray card, and if the spot looks yellow I may use a variety of
number eighty series filters--or other filters--held in front of the
meter, And I may find a filter which makes the spot neutral and
that's the filter that may correct the film for color. Because I
match the color with the fixed brightness which is already filtered,
for both tungsten or daylight, by selecting one of two built-in
filters in the meter. If I'm using tungsten balanced film, I set in
the tungsten filter.

So there's a strange dichotomy--the principles are rather
complex, but the devices we have to control them are fairly simple,
and the photographers who use them are, 90 percent of the time,
extremely dumb, because they don't take advantage of the devices
we've got. [Laughter] And then when they make a mistake of exposure
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or development, they immediately justify it by making some further
mistake in the printing, or maybe trying to pull something out of the
hat by processing experimentally. And sometimes, of course, miracles
happen. You know, you could really get a bad negative and neverthe-
less get a print that might have exciting qualities.

But I'm just not built to accept what is called the accidental.

Contemporary Images

I was looking at photographs in the latest U.S. Camera magazine this
morning by "coming" young photographers. And one of them was a
picture of a whole bunch of people standing lined up in a field and
all their heads were blurred--their bodies weren't, their heads were.
I didn't take time to read what was so good about it.

Well, the tragedy there is sociological. I mean, our whole society

or government, or whatever we have, hasn't given anybody any challenge
to think. Everything is mechanistic, technical. Thinking is all done
in Route 128 outside Cambridge, or up here in Sunnyvale, at those big
research centers. Everything is carefully thought out, but the

soclal situation is very unclear. And most people have nothing to
say. So they're inventing symbols. And they'll make a photograph,
and then say, "Well, this means something to me." Now, perhaps we

can say of this lineup (I haven't seen the picture), '"This would be
an unusual approach to the certainty of the body and the uncertainty
of the mind." You'd be surprised what is read into these things,

into picture after picture! Or a picture done in Rochester of George
Eastman's house porch. It's just a square picture of a dark column--
frantically bad.

Jerry Uelsmann has really made a great advance because he's
combined negatives and created true fantasies. Personally, I find
they wear thin after awhile, because the whole thing is a bit limited.
And then you begin to think of what Dorothea Lange did in interpreting
a human situation. And of course what all the great painters of the
Renaissance did in the religious area=--you have to remember that
there were no other themes in Western art at that time but the
Christian religion, and the portraits of a few potentates and princes.
The art that was done outside that field is miniscule. If you're an
art historian, you may correct me--there may be some done, but as you
move on later, then you get into the genre of the Dutch and landscapes
and the Barbizon school. But art always fails if there isn't a theme.

That's the trouble now with abstract expressionism. It did its
job, and it was wonderful when it did it. It was part of a protest,
and I think art now is at the very lowest level it's been. And that's
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why they're painting paintings as big as this room. They're trying
to regain some grandeur by just going to big paintings. But how
many great painters can you think of today? Well, I can think of
[Georgia] O'Keeffe, who's still a great living painter. John Marin,
[Edward] Hopper--they are dead. (I'm trying to think of modern
painters.) [Andrew] Wyeth I think is a glorified Norman Rockwell;

I simply can't--I think he's one of the greatest fakes going. Some
of his paintings are absolute copies of snapshots! The reason I feel
it is this: 1In his large book there is a graveyard scene in the back
of a church; a good photographer with any sensibility would see the
formal relationships of these gravestones with the church. I mean,
he'd make some effort to compose. This picture shows no effort to
compose. This is just a "click,”" and there it is, and he painted it.
And that bothers me.

But think of [Charles E.] Burchfield's picture, the "Hot
September Wind"--or even some of Wyeth's, like that "Wind in the
Curtain;" there is magic in them.

But who's really doing anything among photographers? Well,
Bruce Davidson did a book on New York [East 100th Street] which is
very important. But so many of them withdraw from any human project
and just sit back and ruminate--smoke pot, and get an idea that the
chair is important, 'I1I'1ll take a picture of it. Now, you undress,
you be a nude and you sit in the chair, and I'1ll do a double
exposure, and maybe I'll put something else in the picture. Now I've
done something!' [Laughter] And this means just something, little
thought of human communication. But you'll see many of these double
and triple exposures most of which are terrible. Some of them can
be beautiful, but most of them are so trite!

There's a whole mode now of a living room scene with the
members of the family sitting around nude. They're mostly extremely
unattractive people, and the photograph has absolutely no distinction.
[Laughter] 1It's completely commonplace. It used to be a little

daring. Now you say, "Oh, I've seen that before!"

And--the human body, in 90 percent of the instances, is far more
aesthetic with clothes than without. [Laughter]

The Nude

I haven't done nudes for the simple reason that the human body can
be extremely beautiful, but I've seen very few photographic nudes
that can do what painting does. 1I've always had that in the back of
my mind--"Why should I photograph a nude?" Now, Stieglitz and
Weston of course did some beautiful ones. [Interruption]

[End Tape 6, Side 2]



Adams:

Teiser:

Adams:

148

[Begin Tape 7, Side 1]

Now, the question of the nude has always been very important in
photography. And some of the early nudes I think were very ghastly
because they were usually done in settings of drapes and formal
Victorian rooms. We're talking now about serious nude photography.

I can't tell you about English photography. I think Julia
Margaret Cameron did some--I just don't know. There were some
painters: [Thomas] Eakins, I think, did some nudes, but I've always
had the feeling they were studies for paintings.

Then there was Ann Brigman who did nudes creatively related to
other forms--tree forms, for example--in the early 1900s.

Then there was Stieglitz who did a magnificent series of nudes
of 0'Keeffe and others. Most are platinum prints. But there again,
you have this high quality of taste. These were beautiful things.
The platinum print color and the approach always gave you the
feeling of living flesh; a very important thing in photography. The
painterly nude or drawing is always just what it is. And you always--
from your Goya to your Rubens, and on to Picasso--have a nude quality
which is something apart from the ordinary.

In photography, there's very, very few that have ever done a
nude that have had that equivalent of the painterly quality. I
think Steichen did a couple (I don't know for sure). And Weston's
nudes of Tina Modotti, who had an absolutely beautiful body--as
people say, one of the most beautiful bodies extant--were really
marvelous.

And then he attempted nudes of various subjects; they're
rather scrawny. They became very strangely stylized. As I said the
other day, they were morguesque. They look like corpses on a slab;
they have no life in them.

Then Charis Weston--had a very fine body--very smooth and tall.
Weston did some beautiful things of her--in sand dunes and in various
poses. I think some of those were quite remarkable, but all in all,
I can't remember too many. I remember one nude that's simply
marvelous. It's by Ruth Bernhard. And it's a seated figure, and
all you see is the leg and the knee. And it's an absolutely monu-
mental photograph--one of the great photographs.

I was about to ask you about her, because she's one who's doing
mostly nudes now, isn't she?

1 guess so--she's doing a lot of them. She is a marvelous woman.
But I haven't kept up with her work. But this one nude picture I
just think is one of the most beautiful things in photography. And
I wish there were more like it!
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I've never had any interest in nudes because I never liked what I
saw. I mean, I felt that there are few bodies that really lend
themselves to the photographic aesthetic--something more than
members of a nudist camp. Mortensen got young girls of seventeen,
eighteen; but he ruined their quality by, as we say, '""oiling" them
up.

Contrivance, Arrangement, and Simulation

You were mentioning Wynn Bullock. And he's used nude figures--but
not for themselves, as I remember.

Well, there's some kind of a complex situation with Wynn. Mind you,
Wynn is one of the great people, one of the finest men I know. He's
just a marvelous human being. Lots of his pictures have bothered me
because they are mannered. And I'd like to clarify that. Perhaps
the word is "contrived." Now "contrived" has got a bigger meaning,
in the sense that if I'm going to do an advertisement, I have to
contrive the situation.

Say I have a model and a dress. I'm thinking of Anton Bruehl's
studio I visited years ago in New York. He was doing a picture for,
I think it was, Lipton's Tea. And the model was a quite beautiful
woman in a taffeta dress in a very elaborate setup with a silver tea
service. And she was just sipping this tea. And of course the
lighting and everything was just beyond belief. It was entirely
contrived, and yet absolutely sincere, ‘

Now, contrivance in another meaning is when you "monkey'" with
things. Such contrivance would be when a nature photographer takes
along a bunch of azalea branches and puts it in a place for
decorative effect where they couldn't exist.

Suppose he put it in a place where they could exist?

Well, then you say--all right. Yes, yes--it's a moral, ethical
problem, and that's very flexible. You brought up a good point. If
the final result looked completely plausible and was real--all right.
But it's a very delicate thing; very hard to put your finger on.

The arrangement is one thing, but the contrivance--I know, I'll
just say--one of Bullock's has an o0ld building and back of a window
screen is a nude. Well, for me, nothing happens. I mean, he's
trying to tell you something in a literary sense, or he's probably
having echoes of an "art" experience (art in quotes). It's very hard
to discuss--I can't quite put my finger on it., He has a picture of
a forest in Florida, and there's a little baby lying down in the ivy.
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Why? You see, I ask myself why. It's a beautiful photograph.
There's one that he has of a little child sitting by a stream in an
enormous forest, and that's a very extraordinary thing. In addition,
it is something that could happen. He may have contrived it or
arranged it by getting her there, but it is something that could
occur. But the little baby lying down in the ivy is a questionable
thing for me. And the woman behind the screen is also questionable.
The woman lying on the bed in the room is not. That's something
that's completely plausible.

You have no idea how many thousands of photographs are made of
nudes lying on beds--with babies, without babies. [Laughter]

Imogen [Cunningham] has one of the great images--just the unmade
bed. There's nothing on it or in it, but it's a very exciting photo-
graph,

So there's a very delicate definition here between the real and--
oh, the word that I'd like to use there is the "simulated.'" Now, to
simulate something is, I think, perfectly all right, because you
begin with reality and you're simulating it. You're trying to get a
re-creation, a simulation of this thing. And therefore it has neither
good nor bad connected with it. Arrangement is arbitrary.

Contrivance has either good or evil connected with jit--contrivance
is probably a 75¢ word for '"posing.'" When I show my picture of
Clarence Kennedy, who is in profile, it looks like the most obvious
pose in the world. But I say: I did not pose him. This is the
stance he takes when he's listening to somebody. In this case, he
was listening to his wife telling him what to get when he took me
downtown, because she wanted some groceries., He was just listening,
but he always put his long finger behind his ear.

Now, superficially, it looks as if I've said, '"Come on, Clarence,
let's do a little pose--you know, something funny," but it wasn't that
way. That's the way he was when I made the picture.

But the separation between the real and the contrived, you see,
is very delicate.

Once Edward and Charis [Weston] and I were on a trip. Edward
was madly photographing--we were near Death Valley. And Charis saw
an old boot. So she closes her eyes and she kicks it. Then she
goes over and looks at the boot again. Then she gives it another
kick. My god, it then looked pretty good. She said, "Edward, there's
something here.'" He looked at it, and he made a beautiful photograph.
Now, it was no more accidental for the boot to be there than where it
was originally, except that it had been displaced and then had been
selected as reality and called attention to as a 'found object."
And I don't think Edward ever knew that Charis kicked that boot. But
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it just landed right in some sagebrush and some rocks and looked
perfectly normal. Before, it was sort of cluttered; it was difficult
to make a composition of it.

Now, is that right or wrong? 1If he had kicked the boot, then
you'd have a half-way point. If he'd taken the boot up and put it
very carefully down, and sand around it, and carefully arranged it,
then you would have contrivance. So you see, you have an ethical
point to ponder on.

On the other hand, suppose 1 have a perfectly beautiful
composition of rocks and there's a beer can in it. I think I'm
privileged to remove the beer can. But some purists say, no, I
shouldn't even do that. In other words, I'm manipulating; it's no
longer a true found object.

Those are people who were born before Kleenex.

Yes. Perhaps you have been down in the desert, like Barstow, Red
Lake, some place, you know where the garbage dump is just an open
dump, and the desert wind had taken everything on the ground and
blown it over miles of desert and every bush had Kleenex and papers .
and things hanging on it! This in itself is an extraordinary
phenomenon, and if somebody from another planet had landed there, he
would have found it of the most extraordinary significance., What is
this substance that's on the bushes? I regret that I didn't record
that as part of the desert phenomena.

I do have a [photograph of a)] garbage dump at Manzanar, though,
that I never thought of using, but I could now.

Meaning, Shape, and Form

My picture of the statue at the Long Beach cemetery, with the oil
derricks in the distance, was done as a quasi-surrealistic thing.

I just saw the improbability of this weeping angel and the oil
derricks. It had no definite meaning; this is just a juxtaposition
of opposites. Now, with the present pollution situation, it takes

on another meaning!! People read into that all kinds of things. I'm
even thinking of putting it in my Portfolio Seven just for that
example. It was done for one reason but is '"read" today for another.
I'm proud of the photograph. But the meaning of it to me when I did
it was just the sudden shock of the juxtaposition of the statue
against the oil derricks, without any thought at all of pollution or
anything else. And now when you see it, you may entertain a totally
different meaning. Now if you saw the Angel of Death in front of oil
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wells, you'd immediately think of envirommental disasters, and so on.
And 1'd like to make that point clear; it shows how expressions and
meanings can be manipulated over time.

I'm a heathen, and I look at many of the old master paintings
and I get dismally tired of the Annunciations and the Resurrections
and such things. But then you look at them abstractly--what do they
do? Of course, they're all doing about the same thing, but a few of
them always stood apart. A few of them were, I think, very inconse-
quential, but have become famous because of their period and
assoclations. But to me, with my admittedly meager experience, the
most magnificent religious expression of the theme is at the little
santuario of Chimayd, New Mexico. The primitive Penitente paintings
there are so absolutely beautiful that I'd much rather look at them
than any Raphael or any conventional painting. Now, there are
probably all kinds of things like that all over Europe, by the
million, but these really hit me.

The Birth of Venus struck me as being absolutely tremendous,
and the El Greco paintings. I get very mad when people tell me
El Greco painted that way because he had an astigmatism. I think he
was a stylist; I think he just did this thing of certain elongations
for emotional reasons.

We're getting very far from photography, and I'm getting into a
domain that I'm really no authority in.

Well, as it relates to your photography, which of course it does--

Getting back to the idea of the difference between shape and form,
the external world is nothing but a chaotic infinity of shapes, and
the photographer's problem is to isolate the shapes, both for
meaning and for their inherent potentials to produce form within the
format of the image. And I've had terrific semantic arguments;
people talk about natural forms, and 1'd say, "Form is a product of
man's mind and concepts, and shape is a phenomenon of nature." And
the function of the artist is to develop configurations out of chaos,
and especially so the photographer. You see, a painter can have
myriad experiences and draw all these things beautifully together,
without regard for their real time or place, but the photographer's
got that camera and lens and that one film, and the maximum has to
happen when that shutter clicks.
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Time and Reevaluation

I think maybe what happened after £/64 is interesting and deserves

a little more study. We all kept on. Imogen [Cunningham], as you

know, is something in her own. She's always been, I guess, one of

the most diverse people. The others somewhat faded from the scene.
Willard [Van Dyke] went into movies. Of course, Edward Weston kept
on, there's no question of that, and Brett is doing extremely well.
Henry Swift and John Paul Edwards faded out of the picture.

Perhaps, for maybe a decade, the £f/64 wasn't too important.
It had done its job; it settled, and now it's coming back. 1It's
like what happens with any great artist. You take Edward Weston.
He died and there's a slump; now he's coming back ferociously on
the preciousness of his remaining work. And I can guarantee that
there will probab<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>