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Charis Wilson Weston

The model, lover, chronicler and wife
of photographer Edward Weston
reflects on photography then and now.
by Gideon Bosker and Stu Levy

it is as W Leodardd ob Vingl has Desn
omad 20 yegs a0 you are presamed
with e oppodiunty o irderview Mona
Lisa. Chars Wilson was e subject of
iy of Ecfward Weslon's mast meaanar-
aie nudes, work many people feal
mads nude pholography 8 “respecha-
ble" entarpnze. Wilsan made a rae
puwhic gopearance al the Sher image
Gaitery i Seattle racanfly i coruriclion
wilth 2n exhibition of the piciwhes and the
puhiicaiion of Edward Wesion Mudes

{Aperture).

AP What are you toing now”

W Wiiling and teaching creatve wik-
ing b senior citizens al Cabrillo [CA)
Comemunity College. Eventually thera
will be a memair of the YWeston years

AP: Do oyou heel as i you are kving in
Waston's shadow?

CW: ' pol sure what thal gquestion
maaans. Altar | el Echisard | remmanmed,
hiagl twio childien and Ived in Eureka,
Calilornia, Mo ane thene knew of Edwand
Ihan, morn until recenthy, of my volve-
manl with firm. A fes years a0o Meil and
Cole (Wston) published a portobo of
Ectward's nudes and | wiote & preamible
for that Then Aperture esked me to
write the comemaniary Tor the Dook.

&

AP: Whan did you meet Waston?

CW: In 1934, As | seid o ey reminis-
cence lof the book, his eyes had a
wiched gieam as he looked me over He
was 48 end | had st turned 20 Whal
impressed me the most was the sight of
sermeone who was quile evidenily teice
asg alive as anyone elss in the room, and
whoes ayes mosl likaely saw twice as
much B8 anyone alsa's.

AP Mot long after, Wasfon asked you ta
pose for him, 'What was it like 1o be pho-
tographed nuda?

CW; |t was greal and—shall we say—a
rewarding sxpanence. Edward had a
ghrong convicton in his can vision, and
this made me feal comfortable. | con-
fributed 10 his péciures mainly by baing
good at dancing and moving arcurd. |
gave him the raw matedals and ensoyed
Ierring hosw 0 glothal, but i was cearky
Edward who crchesirated the piclues
Mow when | see mysel n a Weston
phaoto, B's just an incidental piece of
infoernation—"0h, thet's me.’

AF: How did peopls ract 1o the nuds
pictures when they first appeared?

CW: Some took it matier-ci-factly,
others were horrified. The restrictons,
aspacially by ihe Post Oifice, wera

mmch striciar than: “mo pubss hair” Hall
of what is printed foday could nol b
been exhibiled o maded then. [Twas a
real problem for poople who Bouaghl
prints to ged tharm daliened

AP: Weston's Mexice and Califarmia
Daybooks ane a documentation of his
allitudes aboul pholography as wall 85
oither evenls which surrcunded hes life
Wiy & there a 1en-year gap in the Day-
Baoks T Thie Lis| eniry in 1934 Gescribes
you, hig new Iove. The next antry was
logoed in 1944

CW: He didm't pause, ne ust quit &nd
dhed & postscript. He blamed that on me,
which | agree with B0 some axtant.

AP: ‘Why did you and 'Weslon separala
atier fen years of productive and infanes
rwolvement?

CW: The ressons wene compbes. Cur
ae gap had become more pronounced
and many of our interactions consisted
of destruclive attitudes. It was later that |
realized he had Parknson’s diseass,
and that may have accourted for many
of our probéems. Had | known of bes ill-
ness, i might have bean different

AF: When ‘Weston took the first pholo-
grapha of you, e gaid “These are tha
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Dest photographs | have ever done’
Hered often did e say (hal absaul hiz pho-
iographa?
CW: Faurly often. He leanad loward
hyperoole.

AP ‘What were you lealing al the mo-
ment tha shulter cichked?

CW: | lall wery conscious of belng a
performer and al thi: same fime kKnew
that i1 wasn'l antirely my perfomance.
Mo all photogfapherns 2nd modals think
{his way | attended a leciure by a pho-
fographer who hed come ko the conchu-
sion that the model hes &8s much 1o do
with the essence of the finished product
az lha pholographer | dont agrea.

AP: There is a sirikemg progression in
trae riudes of you, Initisly thers appears
b D some repedation about revealing
wour ace. They efe not nearly so power-
ful &s the devourirg photographs al
your entire torso which make up e
Oeeana series. Dhid you and Weskon
ewer reflect upon this ranstion™

CW- Yes. The change from thi 4 x &
nudas bo the Ocaana medas viry much
reflectad the chamistry Belween Ed-
ward and me. When you work with a
pEraon on a crealive endaavor 1o & 1ong
pencd of fime, you Degin 1o &siablish a
tram of gwenis thal parefels your pes-
sonal relalionship, Howassr the most
rmporland eonsideralion with Edward
wiss nol 10 repesat thengs he had already
cone. Knowing what he wanlad con-
gisted of coming up with somathing new

AP: Swzan Sontag has wrilten: “Tha
peppers Westion pholograghed in 1929
and 1930 are volupheows in a way thal
hiz fermala nudes ramaly are, Thus, one ol
e perenmial succasses ol phalogra.
phy has been He stratagy ol lurming liv
ing baings inlo things, things inlo living
baings.” How o you react o 1this?

CW: Much of whinl Sisan Sontag writes
is poppycock, | think Edward's nudas
are some af the most original things he
ever cid, and had a tremendous effect
e whial came later Thesa close-ups
of bady segmants ane closely related 1o
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whal hi was dolng with vegetables,
rocks, roals and alher nabral objects a1
Poink Lobos. 0 was a pencd af wery
shafp scruty of form for its own sake

AP In Calformis and The Wesl, you
write that you could recognize ECansry
that Weston would respond ta, and
woulkd stop the car and wake him whan
“anyithing wilh & Wesion look ap-
pearad,” To whal exient wene you re-
sporsible for the pictures?

CW: Mo more (han with the nudes. Ed-
ward made his piclure, nol anyons
elsa's. But thers is no quesion (hal you
can recognize aller & while what 15 In-
ftenezling, mayte avan the slice thal was
gaineg 1o intensst hm the most. | couid
newar priviswaize the fingl product,

AP Whal are your phofographs ike?

CW: ou had io ask Wed, | hawve a vary
“Instamatc” camara that doss svery-
thing. but usually | onget 1o bring | with
me If | do remambear o fake it. | don'l
remembesr o take it cut and make &
pictwre. i | do managa {0 gat it o, |
usually forgat to take the lang cap off, I
somehow | get that far, tham's always a
tree growing cut of the subgect's head

AP Thare is certainly an oplimisiic
cpuality, & need D Beauily, In Weslon's
work. Was he conscously Siriving for a
depiction of tha ideal?

CW, Yoz, there ane rmany plalonic oéer-
boruas w same of his neninalions, and he
s conG cious o Bes Gei viesy ol §—the
idea that the camera coubkd See mone
than the aye and, by ongenzing the ebe-
menis propery, you could reveal the
e essence of hings. You can see
ihig slalement ovar and over again i his
phalogianhs

AP: I's curious that Weston mads the
stgiement. "Only with effori can tha
camera be forced o lie. Besically it= en
honest medium,” Yet he admits that
many of his photographs bear littke re-
semblance 1o the subject matiar

CW: Although Edwand was no great
treareician, he wes always prompling

“His

hiemgedl to corme up with 2n axplanatbion
for what he wes doing Remambar, i
may hawe been (William) Blake who
said, "The eyea e=a mone than the hearl
knows,” bul it was Edward who com-
manted, “The camera ssas more Hhan
tha eye, sowhy nol make wse of iU The
important thing is (hal Echands words
cama affer making the piclums

AP Wipslon's Mexco sdperience was
cigiinetly difieren from e ofhers in that
he chose to focus his attention on the
human elemanl in small Mexican
willages—a significant digressson from
hes lendscapes, shll lifes and nudas.
Was he Influsnced during this period by
the social forces hal lMer ocoupee
documnantary pholographes sech as
Dorcthea Lange and Walker Evans?

CW: Mot really Actually the rist mpors
tant thing abowt Edward's Mexico axpa-
rienca was that he was always on tha
pdge ol poverly. He didn'l heve the
money to gl g, and éspediliong
ware vary carefdly raticned. | Think it e
had reed thare mone comloriably fimzn-
cially Fie woukd have done o s,

eyes most

likely saw twice as
much as anyone
Cises.”
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AP: His Daybooks reveal that he was
corslanthy swinging befweaen iowve and
hate of Mexco: he could never sesm o
icdentify hamsed with the countbry

CW: He was never cormdortahle with the
Eact thal he was a sharl man with 2 beg
camesa, and a relalively easy target for
anyone who wanted 1o take after him,
One of the lest things he did in Mexico
was the Pulqueris series, and he was
always worried that some drunken Indi-
ans or Mexicans might decide ha was
making fun of them

AP: Oid the Mexican muralist Diago
Riviera influsnce Weston?

W He and Diego wene good friends
{or the three years Ecward spent in
Mexco, and his inlerest in Edward's
work ceriainly counted for something
Diego said, "Weaton must be sick.” re-
ferring 1o his photographs of the shells,
but than again, Edwdnd was not im-
pressad with Diego as an arlisd, b
liked Rirm prirnarily as a socializer

AP: Weston waes never moved to oo
socially conscious photography. Did he

“1 felt very conscious
of being a performer.”

ever sea his work in 2 politcal context?
CW: Mo, and he obiected wcdenthy 1o
paople who did that. During the thirtes
people were doing their best o enlis
him on tha side of the downtrodden
workars, but he woudd point out thal he
wasn'l thal kind of photegrapher &Her
all, he wasn’l going to have soma
Salinas betluce thug bust up him and his
camara lor tha sake of photographing
sirikars. i was only good sense 1o leave
that 1o tha newsman.

AP: Waen't the photograph entitled
*Cwilian Defense” a form of political
commeantary?

CW- Wall, that piclure was as near as
Ectwiard gof to that kind of work. Funda-
mentaiy, | think the contrast batween the
hideaus ges mask and the naked body
was hig first interest, and the political
etatement—if any-—came second.
Mevertheless, "Civikan Defenes” was
paraied by peace groups in the 1960s
and, in tect, lwmed up a3 a poster inmy
nieca's girle” achool, where they would
tease her by shouting: "That's ywour aun-
tie! That's wour auntsa!”
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vl Westor (Phol pgraphs coar

AP: Maejor photographers influgnced
by Weston Incluge Ansel Adams, Brelt
Wesion and Wynn Bullpck. How do you
saparate what they've done lrom Ed-
ward s infleense upon themT

CW: | don't believe one can. Everyona
gets infusnced by olther peophe, and
that's fine. Then agam, that's far difle-
ent from somaocne who comes akong
and baging 1o imitate,

As tar as individuals go, I've never
gotten very excited sbow Bullock's
things—1hey'ra nica and all, but seem a
e coldhearted, cerebral parhaps. |
gitended & lecture given by him and
never heard swch a load of stutf inmy lite
as h put oul about why he was takmg
piclures. He offsrad the most compli-
cated ideas aboul photography whichy,
as far as | could see, had nothing o do
wilh piciures. 1 ihink e was glgll:lng an
this il verhal n1|_1rr!,l--;;|:|-r|:||_|n|:| -
cause he fell his phatograghy wasnt
helding up by Esell 2nd needed this to
lean an

AP Weslon's ultimale effect upon pho-
ingraphy remalng unclear Sontag leals
that the Westonian kdeal, “ihe esaantially
lechnical criteria for what makes a good
photograph. k= now bankrupt.” What has
replaced 11 has been B movement
‘which attempis bo libarale photogra-
phy as an art, from 1he oppressive stan-
dards of iachnical perfaction; o Enerate
photography from Seawty 10o.”

CW: len't it disgusting—all this recog-
niton. &l you have to do is say “pholo-
graph” and people come runming. | gel
wery impabent with people like John
Srarkowski who have promulgated 1he
idea hat the sccidental photograph (s
the lop bunry, B8 well 23 your out-of-
ipcum wife with a paim tree growing oul
of her ear. This business of brying to find
anew bedrock for photography is crazy
Tha bast thing that could hapoen is for
ewaryona o fogel about photography;
shul up aboul it, and go homs for 20
years 1o give @ chance lor something
few 1o happen. People should siop
ireating the preliminanss as i they werna
e e evenl |
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Ratting On Us

Suraly a woman whiose Deauty was cel-
pbrated by Edward ‘Weston daserves
belter Iraatmani han was given her in
thee interviaw wilh Charis Wison Weslon
taugh It was unworihy ol Amaican
Pholograpfior i have published B pic-
ture that by s disiorbon Joes suc in
juskice bo naackers who may rof know thal

she is —inday —kwely 10 behold Make
amarids. Prinl ancther,

Peg Franksl

Elc. CA

Thig 15 analher odcdume that was ane of
Charig's favorites From e porlrall
sezgian. —Ed

Blowing Your Nodes
Wa lest compelled to continue 1he dia-
logue bagunin "Parting Shots” (Oal.) on
iha "T&A" pholograph of Ms. Hisming-
way published in Augusl. | o Spane
time we arg known as T&A (Tom and
Ann] Photographic and we @i geanng
up toproduce photogragphs el wil ag-
p=al to a segmant ol the population 1o
wiom T&A has long meant tosil and
adenaoidactomy. Wa ase cerlain that
when men ragularly wadr cloihing from
which a "P" can sponianedusly pop,
PEA" phaotos will be published A&
widely as was Margaux's Bes0es, you
can'l be dagraded by ke publicizang of
yourt actions il vou wedr gppropials at-
lira or disco danceng, playing lennis ar,
for that matlas standing o your Read
Thomas Mclaranahan, MO and
Arn iclararahan
Lake Dawego, OR

Sesing Red

The arlicle by Rosells Felsenleld (‘in
Camera " Sepd. ), "Black Eyes Ars Shin-
irg,” almost made me throw up. Why
wasie a half-pege of a senous maga-
2ine wilh thia guesh on Angela Daws, a
Maraisl, Amerca-nating ingrale?
Charles Hammath

Prulgdelphia, P&

Vachon Tribute

| pepecaally enjoyed reading Bran va
chon's articia on his dad (Ocl. ). The part
whare John ¥Yachon visided the white
poar in Hoxoury Massachusells
beoughl & kemp to my throat. |5 1hoie gy
chance lor us to see some o all ol hase
piciures iaken for Look Magazing?

Boly Saunoers

Santa Barbara. A

Wachon's Look photographs wena |
properly of Cowles Commumicalions
owners o Look. Aller the magazing
ceassd pubtcabon in 1977, Cowles oo
mared ihe phalographs 1o e Library af
Comgrees. baf dmited their subsoeqguen
ese I s wnkkely that any of Vachon's
Look pholographs sl b pulblished
&1 dhe near fure. Currently thess e
SActions are 8 matler of sorme covng-
wergy and rhat siory wil appear i AP
shartly —Ed

What You See Is What You Get

Az Brenda Lee Reed's leiled (Do)
about your degrading phalographs of
women. and wishing s furn [ “de-
grada” men, | limd @ difficull 1o imagine
‘oegrading” someone by pholograph-
ing thiern as they arg, and would hops
Mz, Aoed could develon a Detler self-
image than thal she s showing. To
paraphrase an cd saw “Degradstion is
in thie eyes ol M Bemoldes

Gregory O, Jones

Ward, GO

Latins Are Lousy Libbers

‘Walter Gorner and | riques] v |eEaee Dl
ihe nudes. and Qe LIS Mo SCENEry
Fanda Wisks

Rivara, Liruguay

PARTING SHOTS

Changing Times

Whan Mz, Chalee noles {"Laetier From
Colkrado.” Mo}, “Vanderlip lound a
amall . .. collecton” &t the Denver Wu-
saum in 1978, | was surprsed she found
army &l all. Im 19652 when | lived thaere, tha
{omer director of the musewn, Oto Carl
Bach consistently refused ko lat pholo-
graphs be shown, | am happy for Den-
ver and Miss Vandarlip thal things arne
changing. Slowh, perhaps bul Danwer
is sort of thad weyg

Armold Gassan

#ihans, OH

Caughl Parking

Your Mowernber Assignment” blew il
Michasd Sullivan's snapshot is a poor
sel-up, Maybe his speedomeler cable
was broken but | suspect thal he was
parked, Watch il, Mike

Don Payes

Eagke River, Ak

And She Can Hit

From The Right

Whilke Moving Left

Whata ok Mancy Shesens did protamng
avary fing thing Carlier-Bresson siands
lar {“lrt Saadch ol e Insvisibis an,’
Meow ) Callous, indiflersnt, paranmd
aAfgressve; my Gasdd, M= i puny Was
profably Black and Blog by The Tirmes e
gt through wilh kim. Judging hig peanis
ignaring hes conversalion, dragging e
friends to hs lunch, sneaking s pic-
tara, 11 all scainds liki 8 bad scenana lor
a Moniy Python rende. BManey Slevens
hednt she used 10 coach baskelball &l
Inchana or something?

Arthur Bacon

Eainesville, FL

Hearer My God HCB

| enjoyed your esaay on Cartier-Bresson
{Mow]. I'm fed up with “imvented facl”
arficles posming as factual repaorting

Knowing that wonderiul devil as | do,
your shory 15 rearar o sl e s FCiually
like than anything | hava read batxa—|
hicpie many realize il

Drawed Hurn

Tempe, &7
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