Interview with Garry Winogrand

Gany Winogrand spent two days in Rochester, New York, in October
1970. On Friday the 9th he was the guest of the Rochester Institute of
Technology. On Saturday the loth, he visited the Visual Studies Work-
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Gamy Wlnogrnnd (1928-) asserts that hisphotographs are statements obor
the problems of photography. Winogrand's view validares the integrity of
photography that is disringuishedfor exelwive formal p r e o c p o n s For
Winogrand a photograph 3 descrr;O~iverepresenfa~iona?
conten1 is secondary. His work attempts to broaden establi~hednotions of photographic mbject matter. His books include The Animals (1969) and Women Are
Beautiful (1975).
In this interview Whogrand wrestles with the continuing ortisric controversy about the relationsha between form and conrenr in a work ofort. i n
part Winogrand is reocring against the nceu~arion.?hut photography 6 an
uncrearive, merely reproductive, medium.

In an artistic work of true beauty the content ought to be nil, the
form everything. . . . The secret of great artists is that they
cancel matter through form; the more imposing the matter is in
itself, the greater its obstinacy in striving to emphasize its own
particular effect. the more the spectator inclines to lose himself
immediately in the matter, so much more triumphant is the an
which brings it into subjection and enforces its own sovereign
power
-JOHANN

CHRISTOPH FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER

(1759-1805)

Art is the supreme game which the will plays with itself

...

shop, also in Rochester. The fonnat was identical on both occasions.
Winogrand, without comment, showed slides of his latest work and then
answered questions from the student audiences. All in all, he taked for
over five hours. The following transcript, edited from s tape recording of
the proceedings, represents but one idea among the man:, ideas that were
touched on?

Rochester Institute of Technology, October 9, 1970

I saw a photograph that-there's a photograph that had ''Kodak"
and there's a kid holding a dogA:
Yeah.
a: -and the people kind of wandering in and out. Now,it might be
due to my own ignoranec or something, but could you give me like a
straight answer as to what you're trying to say in that photograph?
A: I have nothing to say.
p: Nothing to say? Then why do you print it?
A: I don't have anything to say i11 any picture.
Q: Why do you print it if it has no meaning?
A: With that particular picture-ah, I'm interested in the space and I
maybe can learn something about photography. That's what I get from
photographs; if I'm lucky,I can learn something.
Q: Then you're trying to reveal something about space?
A: I'm net revealing anything.
Q: Then what do you think is the purpose of the photograph if you're
not revealing anything.
A: My education.
Q: Then what's the purpose of that? That's what I'm trying to find
Q.

l

I

I

out.

* Reprinted from Image (July

1972).

Schiller is quoted by Roland Rood in his book, Color and Light ~nPojnfilmp (NEW
York: Columbia University Press. 1941), p. 8 . Miss Sontag's statement appears in h u
essay, "On Style," from her book, Rguinst Interpreration (New York: Farrar, Straus &
Giroux. fourth printing, 1969), p. 33.
I

A:

That's the answer. That's really the answer.

...

' It is hoped that the interview will seem to the reader to have happened exactly as it
is printed. While the questions and responses occuned in the order in which they sppear, large sestiontsame as long as an hour-have been removed from the tc*. Ellipses (. . . .) have been used to indicate omissions.
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VisuaI Studies Workshop, October 10, 1970

Yesterday at R.I.T. somebody asked you what are you trying to
say in a certain picture and you said you weren't trying to say anything.
He jumped to the conclusion that it was meaningless, and if it was meaningless, why did you bother to print it, and they seemed very confused
about this. Could you teU me what-I think I know what you're saying
and I like it but IA: Tell me.
Q: I can't tell you, but if you'd do it again 1 might get a closer idea.
A:
My only interest in photographing is photography. That's reaIIy
the answer.
Q: In other words it isn't social comment, it isn't ahA: When you photograph--there's [sic] things in a photograph.
Right?
Q: Yeah.
A:
So this can't help but be a document or whatever you want to call
it. It's automatic. 1mean if you photograph a cake of soap, in the package
Q:
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or out of it, it goes without sayingQ: But that's not what you're concerned about. I mean, your concern
is photography.
A: That's it. And I have to photograph where I am.
for some reason you went to AriQ: If you were somewhere else-if
zona or Alaska, would you photographA: Then that's what the pictures would look like, whatever those
places look like.
Q: Is your choice of subject matter just limited by where you are, by
the fact that you live in New York?
A:
Yeah, I mean there are pictures in here from California and some
other places, too.
Q: Yeah. But you return to certain things, though, which have more
to do than just with place. Like you've got a thing about dogs no matter
where they are.
A: Dogs are everyplace.
Q: You've got a thihg about, say, personal injury.
A: That has to do with photography-I'm
not interested in injuries.
Believe me I'm not.

:

What about the reoccurrence of, say, oh, monkeys, which goes

backA:

Listen, it's interesting; but it's interesting for photographic reasons,

really.
What are photographic reasons?
Basically, I mean, ah-well, let's say that for me anyway when a
photograph is interesting, it's interesting because of the kind of photographic problem it states-which has to do with the . . contest between content and form. And, you know, in terms of content, you can
make a problem for yourself, I mean, make the contest difficult, let's say,
with certain subject matter that is inherently dramatic. An injury could
be, a dwarf can be, a monkey-if you run into a monkey in some idiot
context, automatically you've got a very real problem taking place in the
photograph. I mean,how do you beat it?
Q: Are you saying then that your primary concern is a kind of formal
one?
A:
Of course.
Q: In what sense "fomal?Getting things on the page? Filling up the
ipa~?
A: You can't help doing that either; I mean, it just automatically haplens when you make an exposure.
Q: Well, then I don't understand what the "formal" problem is.
A: It's, ahQ: --to make it not look formal.
A: No, sorry. . . . . You've got a number of things that take place
that are peculiar to still photography. One: how a picture looks-what
you photograph is responsible for how a photograph looks. In other
words, it's responsibIe for the form.
Q: It, or are you?
a: What you photograph is responsible for how a photograph
looks-the form, the design, whatever word you want to use. Because of
that there's no way a photograph has to look . . . in a sense. There are
no formal rules of design that can apply. In other words, a photograph
can look anyway. It just depends basically on what you photograph.
Q: Well, the choice of the 28mm lens over a 50mm is going to give
You a different Iooking photograph.
A: It makes the problem-it
ups the ante in a way, if you want to put
Q:

A:

.
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it that way. You have more lo contend with. Maybe it makes the problem
a IittIe bit more interesting.
Q: I always feel very precarious when I look at your images. I feel like
I'm falling over. Is that because you're not-yon don't use a viewfinder?
A:
I don't know why you feel the way you feel. . . . What are you
asking?
Q: Actually, what I'm asking is do you often shoot without using your

viewfinder?
A: 1 never shoot without using the viewfinder--Oh, yes, there71 be a
few tirnes-I may have to hold the camera up over my head because for
just physical reasons, but very rarely does that ever work.
Q: Are you conscious of that?
A:
Of what?
Q: Of sort of an off-kilter thing happening?
A: Oh, yeah, sure. 1 pretty much h o w what I'm doing.
Q: Is that an attempt to solve a photographic problem?
A:
Generally it's to make one. Another reason can be just because
physically I might have trouble to get what 1 want to include in [the
frame], you know, just physically. And that's a good reason.
Q: You were talking about this in terms ofit being a pmblem and you
said something before about, you know, like iffhere were monkeys and
they're in a strange context-are you saying that made the problem more
difficult?

Yeah.
Why do you think that is? You know, if you've already got this
strange thing in front of you, why does it make it more difficult for you to
make, you know, theA:
Because that's what I h o w . It would be a boring photograph, at
least to me, if it didn't involve itself in my gamewhatever.
Q: WeU, Like the photograph of the black man and the [white] woman
with the two monkeysA:
Yeah, what about it?
Q: Like, was that difficult to make?
A: I don't know if that photograph is really-this selection is things
I'mjust thinking about more than anylbing else. it's all over the place. I
don't know if that Ipinure] is that interesting photographically. I'm
A:

Q:

Interview with Garry Winogrand

,tiU-I mean, you b o w , it's a sort of an automatic 'luk," I guess, and
that couId destroy you. I don't know. . . .
Q: I'm wondering what, Wte, your c~ncemwith this is. Why
photography?
A: 1told you before. It's, ah-the
thing itself is fascinating. The game,
let's say, of trying to state photographc problems is, for me, absolutely
fascinatingQ: You keep trying to know more and more about the game?
A: I'm trying to learn more and more about what" possible, you
know-really, I am answering your question.
Q: Yeah.
A: I
'm not dissembling.
9: Any change in your work you would attribute to somehow leaming--the learning process?
A: Yeah. I think if I did a tight editing, let's say, of this bunch [of
photographs], I'd say I'm a different photographer here than fmm those
animals or whatever.'
Q: Were the animals done in a concentrated period of time or did
they just kind of pop up as youA: Basically, they were done in a relatively mncentrated period of
time. I mean, I wasn't just workiag on them. But, I'd say E can safely say
over a year's-about a year I went on-yeah, when I knew 1had a game
to play there. . . .

Do you look at a lot of other people's photographs?
Sure. 1 look at photographs.
Q: Whose photographs do you f i ~ d
interesting?
A: Quickly, offthe top of my head: Atget, Brassa'i, Kertesz, Weston,
Walker Evans, Robert Frank, Bresson.
Q: Do you like them for different reasons or do you find a reason?
A:
I learn from them. I can learn from them.
Q: On the problem level, do you feel they've salved a problem, and
you think, 'Thank God, I don't have to do that"?
A: It's not a question of solving. It's a question of stating.
Q:
A:

Garry Winogrand, The Animals, with ae aftemord by John Szarkowski (Nw
York: The Museum of Modem Art, 1969).
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Stating?
Yeah. You don't solve anything ever, really. You simply state a
probIem which, when you're lucky, gives you some idea of what possible
problems you can-it indicates, you know,your future headaches.
Q: But that's a11 reIated to the idea of the game-it's being a game?
A: Whatever word you want to use-you
want to use work? Use the
word work.
Q: Work--pIayA: I use the word play; but you understand the word play-if you ever
watch children play-what do you observe when you watch children
play? You know, they're dead serious. They're not on vacation.
Q: Ef the problem you're working on now is the contest between form
and content, what was the problem before?
A: It's alway-very
photograph, every-somehow bang of the shutter-basically, I'm playing the game in a way.
Q: When you first started photographing, what was your, like primary
interest in picking up the camera? Did you like people?
A: No, the process, reaI1y. I really liked-it
was a very crazy thing to
me, I mean, this business of being uncertain that it would come out. I stdl
enjoy-I still don't understand why when you put a piece of paper in a
tray with solution in it, it comes up. It's still, in a sense, magic to me. It's a
f u m y thing, you know. I've got two kids, and when they were very
young, they used ta come in the darkroom and I thought they'd be astounded by that. Nothing. When they got a little older, then they got astounded by it. . . .
: Is it relevant to ask what you were doing before you began to take
pictures?
A:
I don't know. . . . I had a camera but f had no darkroom facilities, nothing like that was available. And so, you know, I shot a roII of
film, I sent it in, and stuff like that. And I was painting. I was studying
painting, which is not valid because it's ridicuIous to talk about it. But F
was at Columbia [University] and they had a camera club. I think I registered there for the fa11 tern. And so I found out about this camera club
and they told me they had this darkroom available twenty-four hours a
day. And I'd never done any darkroom work, so I went down. It must
have been two weeks after E started there, and T'd say, give it another
Q:
A:

Intervfew with Garry Winogrand

week, and I never went back to class. I'm telling you, it was basically the
process. . . .+
Q: Well, like let's say [Robert] Frank's book of photographs--'
A: What about it?
Q:
You talked about learning fromA: YeahQ:-his stuffA: I hope I did. I learnedq: I'm interested to learn, like, when you looked in the book, like, do
you think there's anything you can say afterward what, you know, "I
learned" or what might be different in your work afterward?
A: WellrIet's put it-you
have to talk, speak about photographs, sped c photographs. . . . Let's say, primarily-let's say Walker Evans in a
general sense was maybe the first man who, in his book, states that you
could--or rather the work states that America was a place to photograph
in. Just on that level. Of course, there's much more about those photographs; they're a~tounding.~
Q: You think you can get different things from a specific photograph?
A: Yeah, you can go into your own mumbo jumbo.
Q: Would you go into a mumbo jumbo about [Robert] Frank's photograph of the flag or would you just look at it?
A: That photograph doesn't interest me that much. There are photographs in there far more interesting. The gasoline station photograph
would be.'
Q: Would you go into a mumbo jumbo ox would you just look at it?
A: That [the gasoline station] photograph, in the first place, is an ex-

' Winogrand studied painting at City College of New York and Columbia University, 1947-1948. He began to photograph in the U.S.Air Force during World War 11
when he worked as a weather forecaster. He studied photography with Alexey Brodovitch at the New School for Social Research in 195 1. See Cameru. 5 1, no. 2 (February
1972) p. 41; Documentary Phalography (New York: Time-Life Books, 1972), p. 190.
' Robert Frank, Les Amkricains, textes riunis et prbentis par blain Bosquet (Paris:
Encyclopidie Essentielle, 19583; Robert Frank, T h e Americans, Introduction by jack
Kerouac (New York: Grove Press, 1959): Robert Frank, The Americans. Introduction
by Jack Kerouac (New York: Gmssman, revised edition, 1969).
Walker Evans, American Photographs, with an essay by Lincoln Kintein (New
York: The Museum of Modern An, 1938).
' See page 89 in the French edition; the American editions are unpaged.
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ercise in, ah-it's a lesson, number one, in just camera operation, in a
sense. It's a lesson in how responsible that machine is for how photographs can look. Begin with that. To me that was one of the most important pictures in the book. It's also a photograph of nothing, there's
nothing happening there. I mean, the subject matter has no dramatic
ability of its own whatsoever and yet somehow it looks,what it is, it's the
most mundane--and there's nothing happening, there's no physical
action.
Q: You get the feeling that he played the game very well?
A: Extremely well. That he could mnceive of that being a photograph
in the first place is, ah-I don't know if he, on any conscious level,
thinks in terms of this "game" or whatever. And I certainly don't really,
in a conscious way, worry about it when I'm working. The contest between form and content is what, is what art is about-it's
art history.
That's what basifally everybody has ever contended with. The problem is
uniquely mmplen in still photography.
Q: How so?
A:
Well, in terms of what a camera does. Again, you go back to that
original idea that what you photograph is responsible for how it [the
photograph] looks. And it's not plastic, in a way. The problem is unique
in photographic terms.
Q:
Well, if what you photograph is responsible for what it looks like,
what if ten people take a photograph of the same thing?
A: The same way? If they're standing in the same place, the same kind
of lens on the camera, the same film, the right exposure, and their cameras are in the same position? It would be the same pictur-The
camera's dumb, it don't isie) care who's pushing the button. It doesn't knowa: What is it, say, in a photo that makes it interesting instead of dead;
what makes it alive instead of dead?
A: Well, let's say-let's
go back to that gasoline picture. . . . Let's
say [it's] the photographer's understanding of possibilities. Let me say
something else. When he [Roben Frank] took that photograph, he
couldn't possibly know-he just could not h o w that if would work, that
it would be a photograph. He knew he probably had a chance. In other
words, he cannot know what that's going to look like as a photograph. I
mean, understanding fully that he's going to render what he sees, he still

doer not know what it's going to look like as a photograph. Something,
the fact of photographing something c h a n g e s 4 mean, when you photograph-if I photograph you 1don't have you, 1have a photograph of you.
It's got its own thing. That's really what photography, still photography,
is about in the simplest sentence, I photograph to find out what something will look like photographed. Bascially, that's why I photograph, in
the simplest language. That's the beginning of it and then we get to play
the games.
Q: But the thing that's intriguing is not really knowing what the result
is going to be like.
A: Of course. What I know bores me. You know, you get into the
business of commercial photography, and that's all you do is photograph
what you know. That's what you're hired for. And it's very easy to make
successful photographs-it's
very easy. I'm a good craftsman and I can
have this particular intention: let's say, I want a photograph that's going
to push a certain button in an audience, to make them laugh or love, feel
warm or hate, or what-l know how to do this. It's the easiest thing in the
world to do that, to make successful photographs. It's a bore. 1certainly
never wanted to be a photographer to bore myself. It's no fun-life is too
short. . . .
Q: Do you shoot pool?
A: What?
Q: Do you shoot pool?
A:
I have, yeah. I was good. Ab, yeah, w h y
Q: I shoot pool, I don't h o w (tape unclear)
A: There was a time in my life when I lived in one [a pool room?], you
know, when I was a lud. Once in a while I get a chance0: I feel the same thing, Iike how you're talkmg about photography-l don't know-I can'tA:

Q:

All right.
You feel you've been hustled in a p l room. . . . Are there any

other things that relate photographically that are not necessarily other
photographs? By this 1 mean, do you ever get ideas-not ideas-is your
education ever expanded by an interest in something else other than
photography?

I I1
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A:
I would think So. A heck of a lot. Reading and music and painting
and sculpture and other stuff. Basketball, baseball, hockey, ctc. Certainly,
YOU know, you can always learn from some-from
somebody else9+
from some intelligence. I think. 1 hope. Nobody exists in a vacuum,
Where do You come from? The first time I really got out of New yotk as a
photographer was in 1955 and I wanted to go around the country photographing. And a friend of mine, at that time, I was talking to him about
it-a guy named Dan W e i n ~ rI. ~don't know if you know his name. Heys
dead now. [He]asked me if I had ever seen Walker Evans's book and I
said
I had never heard of Walker Evans. He said? if you're going
around the country, take a look at the book. And he did me a big fat
favor.
And then it's funny, 1 forget what year when Robert Frank's book
out. He was working pretty much around that time, '55 or whenever
it was. And there were photographs in there, particularly that gas station
photograph, that I k m m d an imlle~l~e
amount from. I mean, 1 hope 1
learned. At least, I feel very responsible . . . (tape unclear)
Q: M a t you're respending to, is it the quality of the intelligence that
slates the problem?
A: yeah, I don't ghc a rap about gasoline stations. . . .

' Dan Weiner (1 9 19- 1959). See Documentary Photography (NewYork: Time-Life
Books, 14721, p. 112; Cornell Cap+ ed., The Comcerned Photographer (New York:
Grossman, 19681, unpaged.
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Levine

Les Lcvine (1935-) is Un ~ d v o c o t eofconcr
tefle,ual process. I n his activities us an 1

frodiiional notions of arrworks as objects
video tape, phofogruphy, mass media, ana
lnthis essay Levine dejfines Camera A,
medium by advanced artists. These artist2
lographers.n e y ore uninteresfed in the
onform. Levine is enthusiastic obo
in

document idem, gesture& and experience
~ ~ ~if ipresident
n e of the Morf Muser
,,ites
radical art d e v e l o ~ m
includes in the exhibition carafogfr
~
~in 1975 ~and "Camera
~
~'

,,

The expression "the camera never lie:
looked through a camera would realize
means the same as what the eye sees. W
is before you, whereas the camera on1
though you are looking at the world t h ~
put the camera to your eye, you are d
want to see.

The artist in taking a photograph h:
of the camera, creating a context by de
and what should not. Sa what is insid
side is life. Or it is like taking a lens a
the world you want to examine. 1''s
form of magnifying glass.
Paintings or drawings require frami

