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Photographer Joel Meyerowitz recently
released a 50-year retrospective
monograph of his work called Taking My
Time. The two-volume set, published by
Phaidon, showcases his wide-ranging
oeuvre. Starting with his formative 35mm
street photography dating back to 1962, the
book includes various projects that he shot
over the past few decades, mostly with a
large-format view camera, on Cape Cod,
Massachusetts, and in St. Louls, Europe and
his hometown, New York City. In November,
PDN Executive Editor David Walker visited
Meyerowitz at his studio, where he talked
about the book, and the inspirations and
experimentations that shaped his work and
career. More of this interview appears on
PDNOnline this month.
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PON. Going through all of your archives, were there things you discove
yourself that you hadn't realized until you started putting this book togethe:
JOEL MEYEROWITZ: Part of the pleasure of making a book like this is going ba
the work and recognizing aspects of bodies of work that project themselves
number of years—where you didn’t quite understand that that's where your
headed. Once you have the advantage of looking back from this moment in
seems to line up. So | could see that | had instincts back in the 1060s to do cel
of things that didn’t play out until a few years later

There's a quote from Robert Frost In a wonderful essay that | love, called *
a Poem Makes" He says something to the effect of: We're like glants, hurling «
ences ahead of us, like stones, And that's so true for photography. Every time
picture, it's a moment in your present that Is of a certain immediacy and nece
you accept it, you say yes Lo it, but you don't know how to integrate it

PDN: We're talking about intuition here and your comfort with it,

IM: | think what differentlates artists from each other [is] the degree to which
their intuition and shape it, As it shapes them, they shape it. Because if you ¢
your instinct, you won't survive

PDN:Was there a particular point, or maybe even a particularimage, where y¢
that something clicked? That you had found your own voice?

IM: Yeah, yeah. The earliest pictures were bull's-gye pictures: something In
of a frame. right? You shoot at it. Huh! | got It. You learn how to get a frame
object, But objects, after a while, aren't enough. Because it's almost like pol
finger: See the guy with the dog? See the baby? See the sunset? So you ask your

Above: Images taken In Florida in 1967, To analyze the difference between color and black-:
Joel Meyerowitz used two cameras to take the same picture in both mediums so he could m:
side comparisons. Opposite page: "New York City, 1978," from the photographer's “Empire §
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else s there tosee? And | saw In that first vear that there was

making a plcture about the relationship between |||Il|}_'_'-

DN: Which picture was it?

[Theres| a girl In [a] window and shes holding onto a
ledge In the background and she' crying or yelling, and the
street In Tront of her a [I.Il.nlr' must be poing by because t
some parade barniers .. | could see these people clustered ne
looking in all different directions and | could see the girl in the
screaming and there were people on her steps. 5o the picture v
with stuff all over it. And | thought: Oh. it's a photograph! Bet
termptation would be to run as close to the girl as possible ar
picture of this screaming, in-distress little girl In the window
stead, | held my ground and took a picture of the entirety of tt

The recognition of that was like a release. Suddenly, you |
Oh, there are other aptions for making pictures. | think that
velopmental recognition Is part of the way you litt yourself uj
own bootstraps. You suddenly think: Oh, theres more to t
shooting the arrow into the bull’s-eye. And | think with each ¢
ing phase of my inquiry about photography, l've had to let so

go in order to try on a new, riskier way of looking at samethi

| wonder if you can talk a little bit about your switch

and how it changed the way you shoot.
M: Well, | was shooting color all along. | was using two car
trytotakethes ime photograph so that | could analyze the di
between color and black-and-white. | saw It as a problem t

tography was negating the use of color because "art"” was bl
white. Color was for amateurs. | thought: Fuck that, | don't b
The whole woarld Is In color, and It should be In color, and |
to stand up tor this medium, | had been moving In that dire
long. In the early 1970s, John Szarkowskl [then director of
raphy at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City| had
1 book called Looking at Photographs. His theme was: All a
does, it describes what's in front of the camera when you
button. | thought: If description is what It's all about, black-ar

description (s half of what color description Is. So | thought: |
to try to take this to that level

Before | had the Guggenheim show. araund 1672, | stopped
black-and-white. But once you start working only In color, v
to have description, [and] to me on the street, description w.
thing. From five feet In front of me, to the bulldings on sgth
wanted everything there to be rendered as exquisitely as Kod
could do it. Because in black-and-white, you rack the ASA up
ind you have everything in focus, With Kodachrome, the AS/

Top to bottom: "New York City, 1963"; “Paris, France, 1967"; "Came

sth Avenue, New York City, 1975." When he started out as a str

photographer, Meyerowitz focused on gestures, juxtapositions

humerous moments. Later, he stepped back to make images that
about everything in the scene, not just a single incident.
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A scene capturing the energy of a New York City street, Meyerowlitz explains in his book: “ was trying to unlock photography from the esthetic of ‘the decisive moment' —a difficult thin

That meant you had no depth of field. So If yvou wanted desc ription that a color shide
could give you, you had to find a strategy that gave you a greater depth of field. For me

that meant stepping back from the plane that | normally would work in

PDN: This was an example of leaving behind what you were accomplished and
good at to take a risk on something unknown?

M It was a trade-off, If | wanted to have this [description]|

| needed to step bai k

I the
ther away Many
Iy ing
atch those
thought; No, | have that touch—bhbut

af the entirety of the

street, enough to get all that fullness, and by back

-.El‘[-[nl’l:,‘l

the event, o ncident between two people of two sets of people, became fur

f my triends at that time were looking at the photographs | was

showing and s: Oh, youve lost your touch.” Because "the touch™ was to be

closer and to « incredible moments when somebody did something. |

want to go beyand that and so | have to go

dumb, in a way, to learn what is It that is possible to photograph in New York City

right now that doesn't concern itself merely with an incident

N: Is [“Camel Coats, sth Avenue, New York City, 1975"] with the pec
the camel hair coats an example?

IM: That is. The space, the obscured space of the steam, the deep space

and the architecture behind it side of 1
italle

That distance wa

the people in the shadows on the

nhances what looks like a kind of coincidence and mystery at the

» where | was working at. There are a lot of other pict

book that are fragmentary that way. | kept on thinking of them as nonh

Because any picture that has

something in [it] that you Immediately go t

hierarchy: Here is the first stage of the picture .. | wanted to try to make .

tograph, not unlike the field paintings that were going on then in which

in the painting was what the painting was about—not a |single] gesture

PDN: What made you move on to the view camera?

A

IM: | continued making [pictures] with 3smm, but what | wanted |was

degree of description because when | started making these new kinds

panonlinge com | Fepruary ¢



JOEL MEYEROWITZ ON WHAT HE'S LEARN

A eureka moment in 1963 for Meyerowitz: He resisted the temptation to make a close-up of the distressed girl in the window on the New York City street, having noticed so much more g
"I thought: Oh, it's a photograph!” he says. “You suddenly think: Oh, there's more to this than shooting the arrow into the bull's-eye.”

started making large dye transfers. They showed everything, to the degree that |
hought: | want these even bigger; | want these wall size. But | couldn't print big

ser than [1 x 14 Inches| because It was far too expensive to make a dye transter, |
hought: I've got to get myself a camera where | can shoot color negative iilm, so |
an 1"il11 | had a darkroom here |:"_.-'1|I:i'. time. | tried other cameras: medium-tormat

imeras and medium-format films and everything. They were too slow to work on
he street, and | kept on thinking to myself; Shit, it | have to use a tripod—| don't
vant to use a tu[m.l I'm a street photographer but if | have to use a tripod, | might
15 well get an 11 x 14 camera, If I'm going to do this, So | went looking for an 11 x 14
amera, and | only found an 8 x 10, so | bought 1t | still use that camera. And | de

ided: I'm making this leap in the name of description

'DN: Talk about how this changed the way you photograph people.

M: On the street, the game is to be invisible, so that you can be as close to people
15 you wish, and they don't know you're taking the picture. Much easier back in the
g6os and "70s when people didn't have the Idea of their 15 minutes of fame, or of
he Internet, onto which you are going to spread their picture, and steal their souls
fowever, when | was walking around with an 8 x 10 view camera on 6-foot tall tri
od legs with a big black cloth hanging on it, people would see me, and they would
15k, "What are you deing? What's that ? Why the wooden box?" Before vou know It
/oure talking to strangers

18 PDN  February 2013

nonline.com

What | did notice was that when | would speak to them, they were fant
looked at their faces, their halr, their breasts, their shorts, the way their
them. Everything about them became like a landscape—a human landscal
| found mysell saying to people, "Ah, you know what? Let me take your pol
now

and learning: How do you make a portrait? ., It's a picture of you ;

Lo some degree

When vou focus on them and you come out from the dark cloth and yc
film in, you step aside, and you're standing alongside the camera with yo
release, and they are looking in the camera, not at you. There's no longe
of game and you are basically saying to them, "It's just you and the cam
want you to be as open and true to yourself as you possibly can be right 1
will watch. And when | see you appear, 'l take the picture.” These people
something hidden about [themselves] and that moment Is transcendent

PDN: There's a commonality between your athletic street photogr
recognizing an instant when that personality in a portrait appears.

IM: It’s exactly right, and I'm fortunate that | started on the street, | said t
very beginning of this [interview|: By starting on the street, | had to learn
man nature, 5o | recognize ... when something Is a revelation, You pounce
with the shutter—as fast as you can, Even if it's a long exposure, like a halt
it's that moment that you open up and you welcome It in. | earned it on the s
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