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Release of helium-filled balloons at the ceremonial ground breaking for the Center's new facility. 



untitled, 1972, 31. 9 x 21.1 cm, 77:016:018 



Director
)

s Statement 

by JAMES ENYEART 

THE CENTER FOR CREATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY is 
about to enter a new era of its history with the con
struction of a new building. The ground-breaking 
ceremony for the new museum occurred on May 8, 
1987. Instead of a traditional ground breaking with 
silver shovels and the like, a thousand helium-filled 
balloons were released. Hundreds of the balloons had 
coupons inside for free posters from the Center, sym
bolizing our dedication to sharing the Center's ar
chives with an ever widening audience. The new facil
ity will be complete and open its doors in Spring 1989. 
While all programs will be affected by the construc
tion process, most will continue on a restricted basis. 

This issue of The Anhive also represents the 
Center's new era with the redesign of its cover and 
slight modification of its content. We have maintained 
the essential look of the publication, while expanding 
its flexibility to accommodate a wider range of image 
formats. The acquisitions listings have been omitted 
from The Archive and will be published biennially as 
an issue of the Center's Guide Series. Early in 1988 the 
Guide to the Twentieth Century Print Collection of the 
Center for Creative Photography, 1975-1984 will be pub
lished. 

In The Archive and its entire publishing program, 
the Center has balanced scholarship with artists' per
spectives on their work. Correspondence and archival 
materials are a primary source for achieving such a 
balance. From time to time, we have amplified the 
artists' presentation of their works in our publications 
by inviting their participation in design and organiza
tion; Frederick Sommer's Word/Images and Henry 
Holmes Smith's Collected Writings are two recent 
examples. 

5 

In this issue we are pleased to present a selection of 
Ralph Gibson's early work, which he helped to con
ceptualize and sequence. The statements accompany
ing the prints were drawn from interviews in various 
media with Gibson, but were edited and rewritten by 
him. Gibson has extensive experience as a publisher of 
other photographers' works and in creating books of 
his own photographs. In this regard he has developed 
a special talent for speaking through the layout of a 
presentation. 

When artists speak about their works, they gener
ally tell us more about themselves than their works. It 
also seems that what they say is more often than not 
an attempt to discuss inherent meaning while avoid
ing external definition. The truth of what they say is 
meant to penetrate beneath their own stylistic evolu
tions. For example, Gibson made the following com
ment about the photograph on the facing page: 

Throughout my career I have had a love affair 
with geometry. Take for example the photo
graph of the man holding a stick by the white 
line. It was taken on Twenty-Third Street. I was 
waiting for a signal and as I walked behind this 
particular man, I saw the relationship between 
the white stick he was holding and the white line 
on the street. I had to adjust the camera for ex
treme depth of field, frame the image, and pre
serve it in an instant. My years of trying to be a 
documentary photographer certainly helped in 
this regard. When I printed the photograph, I dis
covered and emphasized the triangle in the bot
tom of the frame that echoed the relationships of 
the parallel geometry of the white line and stick. I 



darkened this triangle of pavement about four 
percent to make its density different from the 
density of the pavement above the white line. In 
so doing I wanted to create a spatial environment 
in which all the elements floated. 

This work is a transitional image for Gibson. It is 
closely related to the content of his early sixties work, 
yet it suggests the geometric formalism and graphic 
expression of his photographs since the seventies, 
which are more widely known by the public. 

It is, of course, popular today to reject the notion 
that emotions or expressiveness must be part of a 
work of art. But that desire in itself concentrates on 
the nature and importance of the things it claims to 
dispel. Information is obtained in no greater quantity 
or quality by the intellect than by any of the senses -
vision, for example. In fact, the level of intellectual 
content in a work of art is directly proportional to the 
feelings aroused in an artist, whether those feelings are 
induced by the physical senses or mental processes. 

Everything that enters the structure of a work of art 
is given significance by the artist's use of it. There
fore, everything structural tells us something about 
the artist. This does not mean that the qualities of a 
photograph are always instructional about who the 
artist is. Rather, the representation of the artist's self 
in the work exists in the form of an attitude toward 
the subject. 

The issue of surrealism, which accompanies so 
much of Gibson's work, is far different now from 
when it was introduced to the art world by Ap
polinaire in the early twenties. It was at that time a 
means of freeing aesthetic expression from the con
straints of a world mired in realistic contexts and pro-
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vided a stage for political and social commentaries. 
Today surrealism explores opportunities for unshack
led pleasure seeking. In this form, it is found in our 
daydreams and the works of artists. 

Humor, irony, satire, contradiction, and the eleva
tion of the ridiculous are the special province of the 
arts. These are the qualities by which our perception 
of existence is best expressed. They are the language 
of inquiry where the domain of useless objects and 
things of no value are best understood and ap
preciated. 

If poetry can be appreciated for the aesthetic value it 
gives to words while freeing their meaning from the 
shackles of exactness, then we can say that works of 
art are indeed made for the margin of the unstated. 
The referential value of the subject, then, becomes 
secondary to the arousal of the physio-psyche that is 
generated by the poetic statement of the artist. At the 
same time, the simplest formal qualities of such works 
gain importance beyond their inherent value - when 
a "pepper is more than a pepper." At that moment the 
photograph is no longer about the optical subject, but 
about the artist. 

Inspiration is inextricably bound to know-how for 
those artists whose primary motivations are visual 
pleasure and excitement. While technical virtuosity is 
indispensible, it is the artist's ability to select infinitely 
new "overtones" (as Gibson refers to them) in creat
ing images that are critical to portraying visual plea
sure as something more than sensual pleasure. 

The process of creating extreme formalist works, 
like Gibson's, is not unlike the essence of jazz. The 
formalist is free to roam in and out of a strong tradi
tion while continuing the search for new ground and 
expression. 



RALPH GIBSON ON 

RALPH GIBSON 

EARLY WORK 



I grew up during the forties and fifties in southern California 
and have come to understand how much that background has 

influenced my photography. I wasn't a particularly happy kid. I 
had many feelings I didn't understand and couldn't express. It was 

only much later, after I became a photographer, that I realized these 
sentiments were of an abstract nature and could only be expressed 

through my work. 

I was raised a Catholic, but transferred that experience into an 
ability to use my imagination. I was never very religiously inclined. 

The only way I found to express the feelings and emotions aroused 
during my childhood was to become an artist. In some ways, I 

suppose, the slight surrealistic overtone in my work owes its origins 
to California, Costa Rica (my mother's birthplace), and 

Catholicism. 



2. San. Francisco, 1960, 20. 5 x 31.1 cm, 86:054:019 



3. San Francisco, 1960, 30.8 x20.4 cm, 86:054:020 



4. San Francisco, 1960, 20.5 x 31.2 cm, 86:054:021 



5. San Francisco, 1960, 31.5 x 20.8 cm, 86:054:022 



6. San Francisco, 1960, 20.5 x 31.4 cm 86:054:018 



Early in my career I worked as an assistant for Dorothea 
Lange. It was at the beginning of my life as an artist and near the 

end of hers. Often
) 

she would faint in the darkroom from 
exhaustion and old age. I'd give her hot milk as per instructions and 

once she was revived she would go back to work for another five 
hours. At 6:00 p. m. she would run off to the opera with Adlai 

Stevenson or to some other event
) 

and I would be a basket case. I 
was twenty-one years old and awed by the energy that she drew 

from her work. I had never understood that the metaphysic of the 
work was such that art could sustain life. I once told Dorothea that I 

thought I wanted to be a surrealist photographer. She said
) 

"You 
can only be yourself, Raphel (her nickname for me)

) 

the rest is just a name. )) 

Dorothea told me that you must always have something in mind 
when you go out to photograph. I always do

) 
but the theme is more 

often a feeling than anything else. 



7. San Francisco, 1960, 20.5 x 31.4 cm, 86:054:016 



I think the mysteries of photography as a technology have 
all but ceased to exist. The question is no longer how to photograph

} 

but what to photograph. The essence of this issue is perception. 



8. San Francisco, 1960, 31.5 x 20. 7 cm, 86:054:005 



9. San Francisco, 1960, 31.3 x 20.5 cm, 86:054:015 



10. San Francisco, 1961, 31.3 x20.5 cm, 86:054:013 



11. San Francisco, 1961, 20.5 x 31.4 cm, 86:054:014 



12. San Francisco, 1960, 31.3 x20.5 cm, 86:054:017 



13. Sa11 Francisco, 1961, 20.5 x31.3 cm, 86:054:004 



There are certain shapes that I am attracted to. The leitmotif 
of the hand has played a strong role in my work. When I took the 
guitar photograph, I knew the shape of the guitar and the shape of 
the hand were very similar shapes. I wanted to put space around the 
hamper and the bassinet so the baby's hand would virtually hold half 
of the frame. 



When I look through the viewfinder, I sort out and simplify 
the myriad of details that can ruin a picture. Relationships of forms 

and responsibility for the content of the frame are what is usually 
termed composition. It's all in the eye, not in the materials. 



14. San Francisco, 1961-62, 20.5 x31.5 cm, 86:054:012 



15. San Fra11cisco, 1961-62, 20.5 x 31.2 cm, 86:054:010 



16. San Francisco, 1961-62, 31.5 x 20.6 cm, 86:054:003 



17. San Francisco, 1961-62, 20.5 x31.4 cm, 86:054:011 



I don't want to make abstract photographs, but I do want to 
perceive the abstract in things. I find a great deal of mystery 
in being alive. 



Ja, das Meer ist blau, 

so blau 

]a, das Meer is blau, so blau published by Nexus, offset lithography 



I look at something and begin to have a feeling. Afterwards, I 
weave an aesthetic theory. 

An artist must be intrinsically cultured. One should study the 
peripheral ancillary aspects of our culture and make them the essence 
of what one sees. 



18. untitled, 17. 7 x 12.3 cm, Gift ofRobert Overby, 78:097:059 



19. untitled, 1961, 31.4 x 20.6 cm, Gift of Edward G. Crealese, 86:099:20 



20. untitled, 1963, 17. 7 x 12.2 cm, Gift of Robert Overby, 86:102:032 



21. Chicago Vacation, 1962, 12.4 x 18.5 cm, Gift of Robert Overby, 78:097:086 



When I began as a photographer
) 

I was prepared to settle for 
considerably less than I have achieved

) 
but then some of our great 

American artists
) 
like Callahan

) 
Siskind

) 
and Sommer

) 
paid the 

real dues for my generation. 



22. Los Angeles, 1964, 12.3 x 18. 7 cm, Gift ofRobert Overby, 78:097:011 



23. untitled, 12.3 x 18.6 cm, Gift ofRobert Overby, 78:097:019 



For me the act of photographing is subtractive. I only want 
what I want. Photography should lead one to a higher, rather than 
a lower state of awareness. Seeing something should be the most 
significant event in a photograph. 

A still camera can go places that the eye can't go. In The 

Somnambulist, I made my riddles my dreams. 



Page spreads from The Strip: A Graphic Portrait of S1111set Bo11/e11ard, 1966, photographed by 
Ralph Gibson and designed by Roger Kennedy. Pages 14/15, 28/29, and 32/33. 



24. "Dancers are dwarfed by giant Pop Art posters," 1966, 23.5 x 15.5 cm 
Loan from Robert Overby 



25. "Cyrano's is redolent of Rome's famous Via Venita," 1966, 23.4 x 15.6 cm 
Loan from Robert Overby 



26. "Strip hot dog stands operate on the principle of survival through showmanship. Fringed 
bikini is fall-out from Hollywood's topless syndrome," 1966, 23.3 x 15.5 cm 
Loan from Robert Overby 



In 1966, I was under the spell of Robert Frank, had been 
hopelessly imitating him, probably neurotically so. I met him, 

showed him my work, and he invited me to be an assistant on some 
film projects. I learned from Robert the importance of being unique, 

pursuing one's own uninfluenced visual signature, regardless of 
how tragically one might fall on one's face. I got the message that 

one doesn't emulate someone in a medium that is less than one 
hundred and fifty years old, that there is no such thing as a classical 

tradition in photography. 



27. "Will Wright's, ice cream and cookie depot for rich and poor," 1966, 12.4 x 18.3 cm, 78:097:032 



In the fifties I thought photojournalism was 
the noblest pursuit, then I read the work of Jorge Luis Borges. 

The word "intelligence" is something that I use to describe 
my attitude towards focal length. I believe that different focal length 

lenses announce different areas of visual intelligence. 



28. untitled, 18.6 x 12.5 cm, Loan from Robert Overby 



29. Ne111 York City, 1968, 20.5 x 31.4 cm, 86:054:007 



30. untitled, 1967, 15.3 x 23.3 cm, 86:102:052 



From the Archives: Sidney Grossman 

by AMY RULE 

THE PHOTO LEAGUE'S GOAL was "to put the cam
era back into the hands of honest photographers, who 
will use it to photograph America. " 1 The League was 
so successful that we can see its influence in the brash, 
omnivorous street photography of artists of the six
ties such as Roy de Carava, Garry Winogrand, and 
Ralph Gibson. This influence in subject matter, style, 
and stance can be traced to the League's publications 
and activities, particularly the exhibitions of photog
raphy by such contemporaries as Lisette Model, 
Weegee, and Helen Levitt. The work and teaching of 
the League's members also had a major impact on the 
next generation. 

Sidney Grossman (1913-55) was one of the found
ing members of the League. He served as the director 
of its school from 1941 to 194 7 and as an instructor for 
even longer. He is one of twelve Photo League mem
bers represented in the photographic archives of the 
Center for Creative Photography. The Grossman col
lection (AG 56) consists of thousands of negatives, 
about fifteen hundred contact sheets, four fine prints, 
and a small group of tear sheets and clippings. These 
materials were organized by the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Houston along with its collection of nearly two 
thousand Grossman photographs under a grant from 
the National Endowment for the Arts. 

Grossman was twenty-three years old when he, Sol 
Libsohn, and others founded the Photo League. He 
remained active in it until the accusations of anti-com
munists brought dissention and blacklisting to the 
league's members in 1949. During the late thirties and 
early forties, however, Grossman was actively in
volved in projects documenting the Chelsea Tenants 
League, Southern Folksingers, and Civilian Defense. 
He served as chairman of the League's committee to 
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preserve the Lewis Hine negatives and prints owned 
by the League. After serving in the Army Air Force, 
Grossman returned to New York. His work from this 
period (1946-48) accounts for a full third of his 
lifetime production. 

In 1947, Grossman began photographing at Coney 
Island. Using a small Voightlander Superb camera, he 
caught tangles of arms and legs, beach chairs, and 
boardwalk advertising in what he termed "explosive" 
compositions. 

When I photographed Coney Island, we went 
there all summer and we walked from one end of 
the beach to the other, but I always came back to 
Bay Eleven ... there were these children who 
had these feelings, these limbs, these relation
ships, who had this peculiar kind of energy. 2 

A gritty physicality comes across in these images. 
Grossman misses none of the details of elastic pulled 
tight across sunburnt flesh, the crowds around the 
clam bars, the familial complexities of masses of hu
manity just down from the Bronx. He photographs 
the sideshows along the arcades; "Tirza and her fa
mous wine bath" and "Albert-Albertina." He catches 
amorous couples, tired secretaries waiting for cool 
drinks, zoot suiters, and fleshy matriarchs gossiping 
just as if they were at home on their front porches. 
Grossman's camera is down at the level of the sprawl
ing, sand-encrusted children or at eye level as he picks 
his way along the beach. He is part of the crowd, and 
we see his presence mirrored in the faces of those he 
photographed. 

Many other photographers have looked at Coney 
Island- Margaret Bourke-White, Bruce Davidson, 



Folksingers I, Sonny Terry, ca. 1946-48, 87:020:003 



Contact sheet of negatives from Coney Island, ca. 1947, Sidney Grossman Collection 

Lisette Model, and Dan Weiner, among others. 
Photographing there and the particular stimulation of 
the environment and the human activity called forth 
some of Grossman's greatest work. He exhibited 
Coney Island images in the 1949 exhibition This Is the 
Photo League, curated by Nancy Newhall. 

Grossman died when only 42 years old. He had left 
New York City and moved with his wife Miriam to 
Cape Cod. He began painting in classes taught by 
Hans Hoffmann and photographing in color. He also 
opened his own Provincetown School of Photog
raphy and photographed the beach, plants, and ar
chitecture of his new home. A selection of these last 
photographs was used with work from throughout 
his career in the book Journey to the Cape. This book, 
published posthumously by Grove Press, is a se
quence of Grossman's photographs interspersed with 
text by Millard Lampel! and quotes from the photo
grapher. 
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You must know that the day welcomes you, that 
the sun shines generously, that the rain means no 
harm. You must know that people can enrich 
you, and you them. 3 

Grossman's work has rarely been exhibited and 
even more rarely published. Now that many of his 
photographs, negatives, and contact sheets are availa
ble for research, his work and influence can be studied 
in a fresh light. 

NOTES 

'"For a League of American Photography," Photo ores (August 
1938), p. I. 

'Anne Tucker, "Sid Grossman - Major Projects," 
Creative Camera 223-224 Uuly-August 1983), p. 1041. 

'Sidney Grossman. Journey to the Cape. (New York: Grove Press, 
1959), p. fl]. 



(Coney Island], ca. 1947, 87:020:001 
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