Monkeys Make the Problem More Difficult:

A Collective Interview with Garry Winogrand (197

Transcribed and edited by
Dennis Longwell

Garry Winogrand (1928-) asserts that his photographs are statements about

the problems of photography. Winogrand’s view validates the integrity of
photography that is distin

guished for exclusive formal preoccupations. For
Winogrand a photograph’s descriptive representational content is second-

ary. His work attempts to broaden established notions of photographic sub-
Ject matter. His books include The Animals (1969) and Women Are
Beautiful (1975).
In this interview Winogrand wrestles with the continuing artistic contro-
versy about the relationship between Jform and content in a work of art. In

part Winogrand is reacting against the accusation that photography is an
uncreative, 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 art
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. . . .

—SUSAN SONTAG (1933-)'

* Reprinted from /mage (July 1972).

" Schiller is quoted by Roland Rood in his book, Color and L
York: Columbia University Press, 1941),

essay, “On Style,” from her book,

ight in Painting (New
p- 8. Miss Sontag’s statement appears in her
Against Interpretation (New York: Farrar, Straus &

Giroux, fourth printing, 1969), p. 33.
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i , New York, in October
ey Wino'gr?ndlfpl:;;} l‘;z »dvaz;):srslll:l ;2:?2?::1:3 Rochester lr}stitule of
s F"‘(l;y Slafurda.y the 10th, he visited the Visual Studies Wprk-
TeChHOIOBY_‘ ; chester. The format was identical on both occasions.
51“_’P~ i 'tk?out con.lmcnt. showed slides of his latest work and then
et Wsll'(:ms from the student audiences. All in all, he lalkt?d fo;
answcredhquis iThe following transcript, edited from a tape recording 0
?:;:;f:fecgﬁlg-s represents but one idea among the many ideas that were

touched on.?

Rochester Institute of Technology, October 9, 1970

e k"
Q. 1saw a photograph that—there’s a photograph that had Koda
and there’s a kid holding a dog—
Ar Y h. , : '. . "
\’ —e:nd the people kind of wandering 1n and out. NO\?. it mlgl;:e Z
d ?3' to my own ignorance or something, but cpuld you give :1{131?
stl:aight answer as to what you’re trying to say in that photograph
A: I have nothing to say. o
Q: Nothing to say? Then why do you pr%nl it?
A: I don’t have anything to say in any plFlu:c.
: hy do you print it if it has no meaning? . "
Ci-} git)l; thaf parl:icular picture—ah, I'm interested ‘m t:e sq;)ac::t arrrlom
ma.x).rbe can learn something about photograpl.my‘ That's what I g
hotographs; if I'm lucky, I can learn som;thmg. ,
' Q: Then you're trying to reveal something about space’
T t revealing anything. o
Ic\.s.' !l‘Tllcrr:(zv}ll-Zt do ygu think is the purpose of the photograph if you're
not revealing anything.
: My education. , ‘ ' 4o
(:: Tgez what’s the purpose of that? That’s what I'm trying to fin
L.
ouA: That’s the answer. That’s really the answer. . . .

t
* It is hoped that the interview will seem to the reader to have hapgenc;i]ii;a::;iyya:;_
s printed. Whi he questions and responses occurred in the order in w ey
o w::}f)r:s-c—gome as long as an hour—have been removed from the text.
E‘;:;s l{a.rf?'x_ 53 have been used to indicate omissions.
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Visual Studies Workshop, October 10, 1970

Q: Yesterday at R.LT. 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 mean-
ingless, why did you bother to print it, and they seemed very confused
about this. Could you tell me what—I think I know what you’re saying
and I like it but I—

A: Tell me.

Q: Ican’t tell you, but if you'd do it again I might get a closer idea.

A: My only interest in photographing is photography. That’s really
the answer.

Q: In other words it isn’t social comment, it isn’t ah—

A: 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. I's automatic. I mean if you photograph a cake of soap, in the package
or out of it, it goes without saying—

Q: 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.

Q: If you were somewhere else—if for some reason you went to Ari-
zona or Alaska, would you photograph—

A: 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 thing about, say, personal injury.

A: That has to do with photography—I'm not interested in injuries.
Believe me I'm not.

Q: What about the reoccurrence of, say, oh, monkeys, which goes
back— ‘

A: Listen, it’s interesting; but it’s interesting for photographic reasons,
really.

Q: What are photographic reasons?

A: 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 photo-
graphic problem it states—which has to do with the . . . contest be-
tween 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 “formal?” Getting things on the page? Filling up the
space?

A: You can’t help doing that either; I mean, it just automatically hap-
pens when you make an exposure. _

Q:  Well, then I don’t understand what the “formal” problem is.

A It's, ah—

Q: —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 responsible 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 looking photograph.

A: It makes the problem—it ups the ante in a way, if you want to put
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it that way. You have more to contend with. Maybe it makes the problem
a little bit more interesting,

Q: Ialways feel very precarious when I look at your images. I feel like
I'm falling over. Is that because you're not—you 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: I never shoot without using the viewfinder—Oh, yes, there’ll be a
few times—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. I pretty much know what I'm doing.
Q: Is that an attempt to solve a photographic problem?
Al

Generally it’s to make one. Another reason can be Just because
physically I might have trouble to get what I want to include in [the
frame], you know, just physically. And that’s a good reason.

Q:  You were talking about this in terms of it being a problem and you
said something before about, you know, like if there were monkeys and

they're in a strange context—are you saying that made the problem more
difficult?

A: Yeah.

Q: 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, the—

A:  Because that’s what I know. It would be a boring photograph, at
least to me, if it didn’t involve itself in my game—whatever.

Q:  Well, like the photograph of the black man and the [white] woman
with the two monkeys—

A:  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'm just thinking about more than anything else. It's all over the place. I
don’t know if that [picture] is that interesting photographically. I'm
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(ill—I mean, you know, it’s a sort of an automatic “yuk,” I guess, and
s N . ¥,
uld destroy you. I don’t know. . . . . y
lh::l;:-ml‘m wond)::ring what, like, your concern with this is. Why
tography? ‘ . o
ph:' 0gl tgldyyou before. It’s, ah—the thing itself is fascinating. The gam;:,
let's' say, of trying to state photographic problems is, for me, absolutely
inating.
faS;‘ Yoﬁ keep trying to know more and more about the gamt.a?
A: I'm trying to learn more and more about what’s possible, you
know—really, [ am answering your question.
qQ: Yeah.
: I'm not dissembling. ‘ )
:' Any change in your work you would attribute to somehow learn
ing—the learning process? N , ‘
mi' Yeah. I think if I did a tight editing, let’s say, of this bunch [of
pho-tographs]. I'd say I'm a different photographer here than from those

i
animals or whatever. ' . ‘
Q: Were the animals done in a concentrated period of time or did

hey just kind of pop up as you— ' .
i ?J Basically, g‘ley were done in a relatively concentrated period of
t'um;. I mean, I wasn't just working on them. But, I'd say I can safely say
over.a year’s—about a year I went on—yeah, when I knew I had a game

to play there. . . .

Q: Do you look at a lot of other people’s photographs?
A: Sure. I look at photographs. Lo
i ting?
: Whose photographs do you find interes )
2' Quicklyl.) off the top of my head: Atget, Brassai, Kertesz, Weston,
Walker Evans, Robert Frank, Bresson. ' "
Q: Do you like them for different reasons or do you find a reason’
. them.
a: Ilearn from them. I can learn from : '
Q: On the problem level, do you feel they’ve solved 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.
' Garry Winogrand, The Animals, with an afterword by John Szarkowski (New
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1969).
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Q: Stating?

A: Yeah. You don’t solve anything ever, really. You simply state a
problem 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 all related 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—play—

A:  Tuse 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: If the problem you’re working on now is the contest between form
and content, what was the problem before?

A: It's always—every photograph, every—somehow bang of the shut-
ter—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, really. I really liked—it was a very crazy thing to
me, I mean, this business of being uncertain that it would come out. I still
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
funny thing, you know. I've got two kids, and when they were very
young, they used to come in the darkroom and I thought they’d be as-
tounded by that. Nothing. When they got a little older, then they got as-
tounded by it. . . .

Q: Isit relevant to ask what you were doing before you began to take
pictures?

A: Idon’t know. . . . I had a camera but I had no darkroom facili-
ties, nothing like that was available. And so, you know, I shot a roll 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 ridiculous to talk about it. But I
was at Columbia [University] and they had a camera club. I think I re-
gistered there for the fall term. 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 I started there, and I'd say, give it another
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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 from—

A: Yeah—

o:—his stuff—

A: I hope I did. I learned— .

Q: 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:  Well, let’s put it—you have to talk, speak about photographs, spe-
cific photographs. . . . Let’s say, primarily—let’s say Walker Evansin 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 photo-
graphs; they're astounding.’ .

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 pho-
tograph of the flag or would you just look at it?

A: That photograph doesn't interest me that much. T'here are photo-
graphs in there far more interesting. The gasoline station photograph
would be. ‘

Q: Would you go into a mumbo jumbo or would you just lo.ok 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 (_Zolumbta Univer-
sity, 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 Brodo-
vitch at the New School for Social Research in 1951. See Camera, 51, no. 2 (February
1972) p. 41; Documentary Photography (New York: Time-Life Books, 1972), p. 190.

* Robert Frank, Les Américains, textes réunis et presentés par Alain Bosquet (Paris:
Encyclopédie Essentielle, 1958); Robert Frank, The Americans, lnlhroducuon by chk
Kerouac (New York: Grove Press, 1959); Robert Frank, The Americans, Introduction
by Jack Kerouac (New York: Grossman, revised edition, 1969).‘ o

* Walker Evans, American Photographs, with an essay by Lincoln Kirstein (New
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 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 photo-
graphs can look. Begin with that. To me that was one of the most impor-
tant 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 conceive 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 [ certainly don’t really,
in a conscious way, worry about it when I'm working. The contest be-
tween form and content is what, is what art is about—it’s art history.
That’s what basically everybody has ever contended with. The problem is
uniquely complex in still photography.

Q: How s0?

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 cam-
eras are in the same position? It would be the same picture—The cam-
era’s dumb, it don’t [sic] care who's pushing the button. It doesn’t know—

Q:  What s 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 [Robert Frank] took that photograph, he
couldn’t possibly know—he just could not know that it 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,. 1
mean, understanding fully that he’s going to render what he sees, he still
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s not know what it’s going to look like as a photograph. Sor:et:;r:g,:
e f photographing something changes—I mean, when yo pf
- f)f Ip hotograph you I don’t have you, I have a ph(.}tograph 0 y(l)]u.
gr‘aph—'ll‘ ofwn th%ng. That’s really what photography, still photf)grap y:
Ft ; gmtl f‘>n the simplest sentence, 1 photograph to find out what S(;lm-en
it 'abou'l: look like photographed. Bascially, that’s why 1 photograp .11
ttltl;::nsgin\:;ﬂest language. That’s the beginning of it and then we get to play

the games. .
Q: But the thing that’s
is ooi be like. i
4 g?ln%}:'ocoirse. What I know bores me. You know, you gel-‘lollr:orf:gz
buziness of commercial photography, an: lE hat: a:.il i};f:;uv(::ylifsy togmakc
1 ‘re hi or. An
ou know. That’s what you're hire good craftsman and I can

intriguing is not really knowing what the result

what y - ,
successful photographs—it’s W;?: eas; l[ :;rna::l R ciograph that' going
i i i ion: say,

his particular intention: let's g
b lh a Eertain button in an audience, to make them laggh orrl‘lo .
i hate, or what—I know how to do this. It’s the easiest t lmgrt W

e ’ 4 . I certal

Wi‘)rld to do that, to make successful photographs: lt.s a b(f)re cene toi
:ever wanted to be a photographer to bore myself. It's no fun

short. . . .
Q: Do you shoot pool?
A: What? 1
9
Q: Do you shoot pool?
a: I have, yeah. I was good. Ah, yeah, why?
Q: I shoot pool, I don’t know—

(mpeTl::aii:e‘:;s a time in my life when I lived in one [a pool room?], you
A

i i ile I get a chance—

I was a kid. Once in a while ‘ _
kn:;““ ;v?::l the same thing, like how you're talking about photogra
phy—I don’t know—TI can’t—

A:  All right. ‘
g d in a pool room. . ;
: You feel you've been hustle : wia
ot}?er things 1hayt relate photographically that are not nec‘:zss:srll)gsoyom
hotographs? By this I mean, do you ever get 1deasfnot ide Pro
I:duca%ior? ever expanded by an interest in something else o

photography?

. . Are there any
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A: 1 would think so. A heck of a lot. Reading and music and painting
and sculpture and other stuff. Basketball, baseball, hockey, etc. Certainly,
you know, you can always learn from some—from somebody else’s—
from some intelligence. I think. I hope. Nobody exists in a vacuum.
Where do you come from? The first time I really got out of New York as a
photographer was in 1955 and I wanted to go around the country photo-
graphing. And a friend of mine, at that time, I was talking to him about
it—a guy named Dan Weiner." I don’t know if you know his name. He’s
dead now. [He] asked me if I had ever seen Walker Evans’s book and I
said no 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
came 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 learned an immense amount from. I mean, I hope I
learned. At least, I feel very responsible . . . (tape unclear)

Q:  What you're responding to, is it the quality of the intelligence that
states the problem?

A: Yeah, I don’t give a rap about gasoline stations. . . .

' Dan Weiner (1919-1959). See Documentary Photography (New York: Time-Life

Books, 1972), p. 112; Cornell Capa, ed., The Concerned Photographer (New York:
Grossman, 1968), unpaged.

camera Art (1975)"

Les Levine

Les Levine (1935-) is an adv?c.a.!e of conc
tellectual process. In his activities m.‘ an ¢
(raditional notions of artworks as ot.yecls ¢
video tape, photography, mass media, and
In this essay Levine defines Camera.A.
medium by advanced artiss. Thesej artists
tographers. They are un.r'nreresre:.f in th.«;n
in any art fr:rm. [evine is emhus:asrrf abo
document ideas, gestures, and experience
Levine is president of the Mott Muset
writes about radical art developments fo
was included in the exhibition cara!og':ﬁ
Montreal, in 1975 and “Camera Art”

1975.

The expression “the camera never .'1_1es
looked through a camera would realize
means the same as what the eye sees. w
is before you, whereas the camera ogl
though you are looking at the world t dl
put the camera to your €ye, you are
want to see.

The artist in taking a photograph hi
of the camera, creating a context t?y' (.ie
and what should not. So what 1§ insid
side is life. Or it is like 1aking'a h:mi ‘a
the world you want to examine. It's
form of magnifying glass.

ings i ami
Paintings or drawings require fr

studi 7 jonal (J
* Reprinted from Studio Internatic




