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What does a person do when they are searching for tangible evidence of what lies 
beyond the limitations of their own existence? If you’re Frank Knapp you pick up a 
camera and start making images that transcend the limitations of human 
perception. 

  

His contemplative black and white imagery offers documentation of a ghostly 
existence that is just beyond the realm of natural vision. Crashing waves melt into a 
translucent fog, raging rivers appear to become frozen sheets of ice, and dark 
clouds converge ominously upon us within familiar settings. The viewer 
experiences a kind of visual vertigo that creates a nagging awareness that 
everything is in constant motion and that we are clumsily suspended within a web 
of time that is defined by a linear beginning and end. 

  

Frank Knapp began photographing in 2008 shortly after the unexpected death of 
his wife. Through photography Knapp realized that he could see the texture and 
details that eluded his own myopic vision in a way that his eyeglasses could not 
correct. Candid photos made with exposures that were fractions of a second 
became highly resolved records of things not seen or remembered. This led Knapp 
to a greater exploration of could be revealed when the camera was used to record 
increasingly longer segments of time. The results of these experiments are the 
hauntingly beautiful photographs that show us the blur of constant movement that 
is juxtaposed against the solidity of the elements within the scene that are 
stationary and bear witness to the historical record of what has transpired in each 
of these settings. They are a record of love, loss, and renewal. 

  

There is a subtle element of fear that is composed of darkness and light and the 
jarring separation of solid detail being torn from an indiscernible background of 
movement and time that creates a sense of reverence for what we are witnessing. 
As one peers at these photographs there is an experience of feeling simultaneously 
left behind while also becoming apart of something much more vast than or own 
daily lives. 

  

Knapp creates these photographs by securing a camera firmly in place and making 
exposures that range from minutes to several hours. He is attempting to show us a 
reason to believe in something beyond our perception by making time-lapse 
photographs using dark filters that block out so much light he cannot see anything 
through them. For Knapp photography is an act of faith and meditative awareness 
of the sublime beauty that he believes to be everywhere if he can just slow down 
long enough to record it. 



He has sought to extract hidden elements by making long exposures that reveal 
features that are unseen in the darkness of night and lost in the daylight to the 
instantaneous passage of time. To look at the scenes depicted in these photographs 
is to become aware of their existence from a historical perspective; to make note of 
the primordial past, our transient present, and the infinite possibilities of a future 
spanning far beyond our presence. 

  

His imagery shares similarities with the earliest photographs of Nicéphore Niépce 
whose materials were so insensitive to light that all day exposure times charted the 
arc of the sun across the sky. Perhaps more accurate comparisons can be made to 
the later U.S. Geological Survey photographs from the late 1800′s by 
photographers like Timothy O’Sullivan and Carleton Watkins whose film emulsions 
possessed a limited spectral sensitivity that resulted in cloudless skies and blurred 
rivers. But unlike these early photographers who utilized their cameras with an eye 
towards future technological advancements and western expansion Knapp uses the 
very latest digital technology to interrogate the very limitations of time and detail, 
and to pay homage to the sky and water whose depth and vastness have yet to 
become subjugated to human knowledge and whose tidal and gale forces still 
inspire awe. 

 

Like the contemporary well known work of Michael Kenna, the photographic 
artwork of Frank Knapp ask timeless questions about human existence whose 
ineffable answers cannot be adequately expressed within philosophical and 
scientific terms, but can be deeply felt within the medium of photography whose 
aesthetic qualities are blend of facts and emotive symbols. 

  

One cannot come to any real resolution regarding these questions but perhaps we 
can understand and appreciate the effort by looking at it through the lens of Albert 
Camus’ words, “It is impossible to give a clear account of the world, but art can 
teach us to reproduce it…just as the world reproduces itself in the course of its 
eternal gyrations. The primordial sea indefatigably repeats the same words and 
casts up the same astonished beings on the same sea-shore”.  

 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dock - Lake Coeur D'Alene, Idaho. 2011. 
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Summertime, a season for children... 

 
By 

Ira Gardner 
 

 
 

“I think in the end, a boy becomes a man when he 
realizes his own power, which occurs about the same 
time the father knows his own weakness and each 
honors that in one another through respect and peace.” 
 

 



 
July 15th, 2013 
My son is a high school student and I teach photography at a community college.  At 
the end of each school year I look forward to spending time writing and editing 
photographs I have made throughout the year.  My son looks forward to sleeping in. 
 
On the first day of summer break for both of us I was inspired to pull out these images 
of children playing in a fountain.   I had made these images a year ago while on a field 
trip to Portland Oregon with a group of my students. 
 
It has taken me a while write about these particular photographs of children playing in 
a public fountain.  I first posted them to my blog more than a month ago but saved the 
post as a draft for a later date when I would add some context with written words.   
 
Perhaps I am finally inspired to write about this as the temperatures have climbed into 
the mid 90's and I have sought refuge in the coolness of my basement home office.  I 
think I was just holding on to the meaning of these images deep down inside me until a 
heat wave struck and the words would be sweated out of my body and drip onto the 
pages of my journal. 
 
I was drawn to the memory of this image by my own 16 year-old son's exuberance over 
exiting high school for the summer. His attitude rubbed me the wrong way.  
 
He hadn't done very well academically speaking and I was frustrated with him to a 
high degree to say the least. I didn't want to be another one of those teachers whose 
own children got poor grades.   
 
My father was a high school photography teacher and I can remember the frustration 
we both experienced when I took his class and received a low grade for the first 
semester.  This was back in the days when all of our grades were posted at the front of 
the room for everyone to see.  He was embarrassed and frustrated because I was setting 
a bad example for the rest of the students in the class who were watching to see what 
minimal measure of effort was necessary to appease my 'old man'.   
 
It wasn't that I didn't love photography and make lots of photographs; I just never 
managed to make the assigned photographs and would simply do whatever pleased me 
in the darkroom.  I barely managed to pull that grade up before summer break. 
 
My son wasn’t in my class and grades are a private matter now, but as a parent I still 
felt a sense of embarrassment and frustration that my son didn’t do well in school.  As 
he slept in on the first day of summer I was stewing and wishing he were younger 
when it was easier not to be as concerned and we could just have fun together. 
 



When my son was younger I would look forward to the summer break because of all 
the time we got to spend together.   Most years we “camped” in the back yard all 
summer long. I would set up a bright yellow tent in the back yard that would color the 
daylight inside of it to the hue of sunrise and sunset.  I think it was a happy time in his 
life, filled with a treasure chest of costumes and an inflatable pirate ship complete with 
a hose connection for a canon and water slides.   
 
My life was exceedingly difficult as I tried to manage my career and marriage.  I 
thought about my own parent's challenges during my childhood and felt it was simply 
a rite of passage.  My parent’s marriage survived but mine did not. 
 
This year, only three months beyond his sixteenth birthday, I anticipated that he would 
follow my lead and either step up his game as an athlete at summer camp, or begin the 
process of entering the workforce and earning a portion of his expenses for himself.   
 
Unlike years past, I became irritable by the second day of our break.  I couldn't get over 
his poor final marks on his report card.  He didn't seem to care at all.  All he could talk 
about was being able to have fun this summer and how he would now be able to sleep 
in every day!  
 
 I on the other hand had come to my own summer break from teaching college courses 
with a feeling of abject fatigue as it had been the most emotionally challenging year 
filled with both an unusual amount of conflict with my students while at the same time 
yielding the highest scholastic results I had ever seen in all my years of teaching.  I was 
at once feeling both ashamed and elated, which left me in a mood as dull as the 18% 
gray card we use to calibrate the color and exposure of digital photographs. 
 
At the end of year faculty awards luncheon I received recognition for 15 years of 
service with a computer generated certificate and a letter opener. My college president 
commented on how young looking I was which was in complete opposition to how old 
I was feeling.  I had ended the year with graying hair and a growing bald spot on the 
back of my head that was revealed to me from student photos that were made while I 
was writing something on the dry erase board during a lecture.  Cell phone cameras are 
cruel devices. 
 
It was summer break and instead of feeling the annual sense of relief and excitement all 
I could see ahead of me was a long list of tasks that needed to be completed that ranged 
from home maintenance I had procrastinated getting around to, the writing of a new 
textbook, and the need to go out and pursue freelance work to help fill in the financial 
gap that widens between the last paycheck of the year in June and the first paycheck of 
the next year at the end of September.   
I only get paid during the periods I actually teach classes.  I am generally good at saving 
money and squirreling away my nuts for the summer months that become more like 



an Australian winter.  This year was particularly stressful because of the notice in the 
mail I had received from the IRS right after the last paycheck for the year that was 
alerting me that I had made an error on a tax return from a couple of years ago and 
that I owed almost $4000 dollars in back taxes! 
 
Summer has become the time I am most busy. I still make time for travel and camping, 
but that can take on its own kind of emotional strain while coordinating logistics and 
schedules with friends and family.  Some times I would rather just stay home alone and 
lay on my couch and read a good book.    
 
To make matters worse this year my very first home project consisted of repainting my 
bedroom which despite its obvious simplicity, caused a complex mess of massive 
proportions that spilled out over the rest of the house. I had piles of articles strewn all 
over the living room as if my room had some how burst at the seams and exploded 
debris everywhere. Suddenly what seemed like a minute project turned into an 
enormous physical and mental task that would take stamina and resolve to complete.   
 
My son’s effortless sleeping while I labored just added to my frustration. 
 
I decided that I wouldn't put anything back into the room that I absolutely didn't want 
or need in there. I even emptied out all of my night stand drawers into boxes that 
would go into storage until some later date to decide the fate of many intimate 
moments captured in correspondence and photos that had long since passed, but 
whose joy and anguish could be recalled with complete vividness with even the most 
cursory glance. 
 
The largest barrier for me was the wall of bookshelves and matching file cabinet that 
had been put in my bedroom as a last resort because I could not find another wall wide 
enough without windows that would be obscured. There were piles of books 
everywhere in family room due to the fact that I am a bit of a bibliophile. The new piles 
of books lay next to the already full bookshelves and I had resorted to putting new 
titles on the shelves of my customized master closet. I could leave those alone because I 
didn't have to look at them for the moment since I am not painting there! 
 
As I moved piles for a couple of hours I decided to wake my son and enlist his help. He 
looked at me in wonderment and with what seemed just a hint of teenage disdain and 
asked why the heck I needed all these books in the first place! He went on to tell me 
how he hated reading and didn't need, want, or plan to ever have books in his life 
unless they were absolutely mandatory for school.  
 
My most recent periodic parental review of his Facebook wall even put an exclamation 
point on the matter when I saw his post from the last day of school that read, “It's 



summertime! Time to throw away the books!” along with his profile information 
saying “I don't read books!”  
 
My temper flared just a little bit just thinking about how different he was from me and 
how important books had been all my life.  
 
From the time I was a little boy in pre-school I frantically asked, “Who would teach me 
to read?” I was inspired by the fact that my older brother and sister would pass notes 
back and forth filled with words that I was just sure said something about how much 
they hated their annoying little brother.  
 
When I was finally able to read See Spot Run they switched to writing their notes in 
cursive which seemed like a code until I cracked it in primary school penmanship class. 
I devoured Encyclopedia Brown books all summer long in an attempt to learn how to 
decode and solve the mystery of my missing toys and of my sibling’s attitudes towards 
their tag along brat little brother. 
 
My son didn't even have a penmanship class when he went through elementary school 
and they don't teach cursive anymore. He can text in blasts that seem to go as high as a 
1000 messages a minute with words that are misspelled either for economy of 
keystrokes or a simple lack of appreciation for their proper spelling. This perplexes me 
but I have to admit my own dependence on the red and green underlines in my word 
processor for proper spelling and grammar. 
 
As a teenager I had three paper routes. I had a weekly newspaper route, an evening 
newspaper route, and an early morning route. Each week I had to knock on doors to 
collect cash or checks for the customer subscriptions and I think this taught me to 
value the importance of words and reading.  
 
My first real job at 16 was working at a local library shelving books. I absolutely loved 
that job.  I got to peruse and handle every book in the library and I memorize the 
Dewey decimal system. To me books were about learning new things and escaping the 
limitations of my own little world. Reading Pearl S. Buck stories about China or Jack 
London stories about Alaska and San Francisco inspired me to tackle life as an 
adventure and to travel.  
 
My personal favorite collection of books that were now stacked in a pile on my 
carpeted floor are the many mountaineering books that taught and inspired my first 
backpacking and mountain climbing adventures along with the many guidebooks that 
continue to provide direction for a lifetime of exploring.  I don't worry about being one 
of those retired people who is bored with life.  I have too many things I want to see and 
do.  
 



I think I have a fire pit in my back yard and live each day like it is a camping trip 
thanks to having read stories like To Build a Fire and Robert Service poems.  
 
One of my favorite summer break memories was when I was nineteen and I spent 5 
days in a remote mountain hut in the Adamant Range in Canada with my mountain 
climbing partner. It took two days just to hike into base camp, which was a log cabin at 
the foot of a glacier.  We would venture out on the glacier early in the day when the ice 
was firm and return to the warmth of a fire in the cabin in the late afternoon when the 
ice had softened and the danger was higher for falling into a crevasse.  I would spend 
the evening reading the books and climbing journals left on the shelves from the early 
50's when the the hut had first been built.  I thought about stuffing a couple of them 
into my backpack when we left, but realizing how much pleasure they had brought me 
I decided to leave them for others to discover when they too were coming in from the 
cold. 
 
I have been collecting mountaineering books and journals ever since then.  First 
editions are too expensive but I do make a pilgrimage to Powells bookstore in Portland 
every year and continue to acquire used books much to the chagrin and consternation 
of my son who has just recently reached that stage in development where there is that 
ongoing tension between father and son I think it is normal as he establishes his own 
identity by fleeing out from under my shadow and running in the opposite direction.  
 
As much as I love him, there are days when I fluctuate between anger and hurt, 
bewilderment and amusement, and pure love and joy. For the most part I have been 
trying to let him go through this without too many harsh words. There are more and 
more days where we hardly speak and yet we both know what is happening between 
us. His grunts about helping me move my piles of books conveyed many years worth 
of difficult conversations about schoolwork and learning.  
 
On bad days I feel like I can't recognize my son and can't see where I have had any 
positive influence on him. On good days I can see a young man who is running away 
from his own shadow of family heritage just like I did, and I can smile as I see him 
adopting country music and leather boots and swagger just the way I did as a teenager 
in spite of my earlier protests against my own father's country hick ways. 
 
When I really stop and think about it, my son is just like me in many ways.  Like most 
successive generations, he has matured in many ways faster than me. Kids are like 
chameleons the way their styles change from one year to the next.  In middle school he 
was a skater dude with skinny jeans and hip-hop designed tee shirts and snapback hats. 
Half the time I think people would have labeled him somewhere in between metro 
sexual or urban gangster. Today he looks like he is a full fledge member of the red neck 
yacht club who can be depended upon to provide an iPod full of country music best 
suited for campfires and cleaning fish.   



 
I did these very same things. Being a child of the 80's I loved big hair rock and anything 
with a synthesizer. I had grown up listening to my father’s music which was mainly the 
ballads of Marty Robbins and Hank Williams and never admitted to liking any of it. 
During my freshmen year of high school I could be found wearing narrow pink, white, 
and turquoise silk ties and either black or gray Capezzio Italian leather shoes.  
 
One of my very best friends of 25 years and I met that first year and didn't like each 
other at all, largely because of how ridiculous we thought each other's fashion style 
was. He looked just like Michael J. Fox on the series Family Ties. He wore boat shoes 
and oxford shirts with little animals and maroon knit ties with a squared bottom just 
above the belt line that looked like someone had taken a pair of scissors and whacked 
off the bottom. 
 
By my junior year (which for me was when I was finally 16 and able to drive due to my 
June birthday) I had shed all the sophisticated cool clothes including the multitude of 
casual sports coats with rolled up sleeves and upturned collars that attempted to 
emulate Don Johnson on Miami Vice in favor of cowboy boots and my father's Filson 
hunting coat. 
 
Dad had worn that Filson hunting coat since college and insisted on continuing to 
wear it in Los Angeles when I was a kid.  Not exactly the low rider chicano style I was 
hoping for at that time.  I was a fan of the television series Chico and the Man and 
wanted nothing more than a Chevy van with shag carpet and a playboy bunny window 
on the side.  I was pretty silly in hindsight.   
 
In high school I adopted Dad's Filson jacket as my own and wore it until it was so 
tattered and falling apart that I had to abandon it. 
 
While I can see myself in my son's mode of dress and his love for camping, I still get 
deeply concerned by his lack of appreciation for books and how different our 
understanding of the meaning of summertime is.  
 
For him he is still filled with that reckless joy that these kids have as they run through 
the water fountain down in Portland.  I made these photos just before another sojourn 
to Powell’s and to the Art Museum where I picked up more books. 
 
While my son seems to have grown up at a faster pace than I did, he has also seemed to 
savor childhood much more than me.  
 
I think I am envious of this. He entered into summer break without any job prospects 
and with out much desire for one.    



This year he has announced that he is no longer going to play football and do the 
summer camps that required so much hard work and sweat. He is carefree just as I was 
at a time when my only concern was enough money for gas and the freedom that 
heading out with friends to the lake provided. 
 
 

 
 
 
Instead of athletics and a job, his workout will consist of helping me around the house 
with landscaping and lugging piles of books that he will likely never read and the 
emotional restraint necessary to not rock the boat between us.  He will likely rebel in 
silence to my analog generation of moveable type while he jettison's into the social 
media atmosphere of the Internet age and the magic of Wi-Fi and Bluetooth that is 
increasingly making our domestic space feel like we are sailing along in the universe 
aboard the USS Enterprise. The technology of science fiction has escaped our world of 
dreams and fantasies and become the smart phone in the palm of our hand that never 
gets turned off. 
 
For my own part, this tension between us has given cause for my own restraint. I try to 
keep my feelings to myself as much as possible.  Unfortunately this has resulted in me 
keeping my good feelings in check too and we are both walking on eggshells around 
each other frequently.  He wants something from me and I want something from him 
and we are trying to negotiate while maintaining our respective roles of rebellious 
prodigal son and demanding father. 
 
I remember an episode of Thirty Something in which there is a scene where the 
characters Michael and Miles are engaged in a conversation that resembles a slow 
paced chess match. In the dialog there is a story told about two samurai frozen like 



statues in the rain with swords drawn, “because whoever moves first loses the 
advantage.” While the moral of the story in this drama is the presentation of the idea 
that nothing gets accomplished and everyone gets wet. To me the story poetically 
describes a balanced relationship of a father and son, each warrior containing their 
enormous and savage inner power in defense from the next criticism or judgement. 
 
Certainly one can learn a lot about the conflicts between family members from reading 
Sun Tzu's Art of War. Among his many quotes I found this one that seems appropriate 
for the occasion.  “Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.”  
 
I think in the end, a boy becomes a man when he realizes his own power, which occurs 
about the same time the father knows his own weakness and each honors that in one 
another through respect and peace. There is that moment when you realize that you 
can no longer keep up with your child and they are blazing up the mountain ahead of 
you. 
 
I remember getting to the point one summer when I was so angry with my father I 
wanted to strike him with my fist. It was in the heat of that specific moment when I 
realized I wasn’t afraid of him any more that I realized how much I loved him and how 
much damage I could do to the man who had been a giant of strength for me and my 
family. I remember that moment clearly. We each had expressed outrage at one 
another and we stood there frozen in angry silence looking like we were ready to lunge 
at one another. I could feel the power and energy coursing through my veins and my 
fist clenched and I could feel the transformation that was taking place as I loosened my 
fists and realized I no longer needed to prove myself to him and could love him for 
who he was.   
 
I think it is best that a father and son remain poised and still in these moments. A 
mistake could result in the kind of violence that takes decades to resolve, filled with 
endless therapy, and the forgiveness that seems to only enter our heart at a moment of 
severe crisis related to our awareness of mortality. Too often that forgiveness is never 
uttered at all and is only expressed in tears of remorse and memorial. 
 
One only hopes that all the high praise and affirmations of love from early childhood 
will fill an oxygen reserve that will continue to sustain the relationship between a father 
and son, but not so much as to give fuel to the combustion of disappointment that can 
ignite a fire of anger that is so dramatic when there is such high hopes and aspirations 
in that relationship. 
 
Individualization is a painful process that even the most in-depth understanding of 
Freud and Jung cannot alleviate. Whether it be the schism that forms between parent 
and child that starts with the first wailing cries of an infant who has been delivered, 
slapped on their rear end, and had the cord that made them one with their mother cut, 



or the despair that consumes a lover when one partner or the other expresses their 
need to grow and become their own person and leave behind codependence.   
 
As I look at these photos of children playing I can remember what summertime meant 
for me as I ran and played in the ocean at the beach and came home to be hosed off by 
my mother with the garden hose so I wouldn't track sand and dirt into the house and 
disturb her own ongoing burdens of responsibility. She would get so uptight all 
summer long whenever we came back into the house.  Frustrated that she had spent all 
day making the house clean without any help from us kids. 
 
It is a memory of joy and freedom contrasted against anxiety and duty. I understand 
the anxiety of parenthood now. I want to teach my son the skills he will need, the 
values that will support him through emotional difficulties, and I want to protect him 
from the inherent higher risk for injury as he ventures on his own without benefit of 
experience, which can only be earned through trial and error.  
 
 As my son has grown up and ventured out I have come to forgive and understand the 
extreme anger expressed my father’s booming voice that frightened me the first time I 
wandered out into the middle of the street to play.  I think I finally understand the 
paradox of an angry swat that made me cry immediately followed by a suffocating hug. 
 
I see my son growing and I see myself continuing down a path towards maturing as I 
manage the delicate balance of passionate emotions and stoic wisdom. Perhaps these 
children who are themselves frozen within the frame of my photograph represent the 
child inside of me who is still pulsing within the stone like exterior of an adult who 
must remain accountable for all things yet undone on a warm clear day. Instant 
gratification subdued by executive function and delayed gratification. 
 
I made these photographs as a reminder to myself for the need to smile and the need to 
live joyfully and to share love freely. I have many photographs of my son behaving in 
this same way. It is the balance between limitless desires and demands with reality of 
our finite existence and anticipated consequences of our choices. 
 
I think the lessons I am celebrating in these photographs are ones my son is teaching 
me now subconsciously in spite of my frustration. His joy reminds me of what is 
missing in my life from time to time.   
 
I think he is learning from me indirectly as well.  I can also look at the more recent 
photos of my son lighting a fire wearing a flannel shirt and boot cut jeans and see that 
he has learned a few things from me along the way in spite of it all. He is becoming 
someone I can trust to handle himself in the world.  As he ventures further away, I 
know he has survival skills, which cannot be fully learned from any book. 
 



I don't agree with the idea from the television show that the story of the two samurai 
standing frozen in the rain was a wasted effort.  Perhaps the Samurai are a father and 
son looking at one another without malice, but instead are seeing the beauty that exists 
in each of us who learn to balance all of our emotions and responsibilities.    
 
Perhaps the two samurai are representative of living a life filled with the inner fire of 
joy and passion that draws the sword out but is balanced by patience and mutual 
respect that leads to the foresight and wisdom to not strike.   Gratitude and grace are 
what I see when you reach the point of equilibrium between strength, anger, 
vulnerability, and love. 
 
 
I think the water from the fountain that splashes these children is the same as the rain 
pouring onto the samurai warriors and is really a shower of life experiences that falls 
from the heavens on us all. 
 
I hope my son enjoyed his summertime sleep. 
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Walker	  Evans	  is	  best	  known	  for	  his	  photographic	  portrait	  of	  depression	  era	  America.	  	  Two	  

significant	  collections	  that	  come	  to	  mind	  are	  his	  book	  projects,	  Message	  from	  the	  Interior	  

and	  American	  Photographs.	  In	  these	  photographic	  collections	  we	  are	  presented	  with	  

precise	  images	  about	  the	  depression	  and	  a	  portrait	  of	  what	  is	  distinctly	  American	  culture.	  	  	  

	  

To	  try	  to	  understand	  the	  photographs	  of	  Walker	  Evans	  is	  to	  put	  oneself	  in	  the	  position	  of	  

being	  on	  the	  outside	  and	  peering	  in.	  	  Viewing	  these	  photographs	  creates	  a	  sense	  of	  

voyeurism	  and	  estrangement	  from	  the	  subject	  matter	  that	  is	  similar	  to	  looking	  at	  one’s	  own	  

middle-‐aged	  appearance	  in	  the	  mirror;	  you	  can	  easily	  identify	  yourself	  and	  yet	  have	  

difficulty	  recognizing	  what	  you’ve	  become.	  

	  

The	  photographs	  of	  Walker	  Evans	  have	  become	  a	  familiar	  part	  of	  the	  American	  lexicon	  and	  

an	  accepted	  description	  of	  early	  20th	  century	  life	  during	  the	  depression.	  	  They	  are	  often	  

presented	  within	  the	  context	  of	  the	  Farm	  Security	  Administration	  photography	  project	  and	  

yet,	  like	  their	  author;	  they	  are	  defiant	  against	  this	  simple	  categorization	  and	  stand	  uniquely	  

apart	  from	  the	  rest.	  	  	  

	  

Photographs	  of	  vacant	  interior	  spaces	  filled	  with	  objects	  and	  furnishings	  give	  us	  insight	  

into	  the	  missing	  inhabitants	  lives.	  In	  other	  photographs	  we	  see	  the	  blank	  stares	  of	  people	  

living	  in	  dilapidated	  confines	  within	  communities	  that	  are	  adorned	  with	  advertising	  signs	  

that	  promote	  an	  ideal	  of	  prosperity	  that	  is	  in	  direct	  conflict	  the	  economic	  reality	  of	  poverty.	  	  	  



There	  is	  a	  pattern	  of	  simultaneous	  contrast	  and	  artistic	  juxtaposition	  in	  both	  the	  images	  

and	  their	  author.	  	  The	  work	  and	  the	  person	  of	  Walker	  Evans	  is	  an	  enigma	  that	  cannot	  be	  

understood	  through	  casual	  observation.	  	  

	  

To	  understand	  the	  imagery	  is	  to	  understand	  the	  man,	  which	  requires	  us	  to	  pierce	  the	  

surface	  and	  look	  beyond	  the	  visual	  depictions	  in	  his	  photographs	  and	  into	  his	  life	  

experiences	  and	  the	  ideas	  that	  informed	  the	  craft	  and	  positioning	  of	  the	  camera	  prior	  to	  

exposure.	  	  Geographic	  movement,	  intellectual	  pursuit,	  and	  stubborn	  defiance	  are	  the	  

ingredients	  that	  combined	  to	  make	  the	  photographs	  of	  Walker	  Evans	  visual	  poetry	  that	  

transcends	  ordinary	  reportage	  and	  becomes	  art.	  

	  

A	  cursory	  review	  of	  his	  biography	  initially	  reveals	  an	  early	  childhood	  spent	  within	  a	  

homogeneous	  Chicago	  suburb	  and	  then	  a	  subsequent	  division	  of	  time	  spent	  bouncing	  back	  

and	  forth	  between	  the	  gritty	  environment	  of	  Toledo	  Ohio	  where	  his	  father	  worked	  as	  an	  ad	  

man	  for	  an	  auto	  manufacturer	  and	  the	  intellectual	  literary	  elitist	  environment	  of	  New	  York	  

city	  where	  his	  mother	  lived.	  	  The	  move	  from	  Chicago,	  brought	  on	  by	  the	  separation	  and	  

subsequent	  divorce	  of	  his	  parents,	  burst	  the	  insulated	  bubble	  that	  Evans	  had	  known	  in	  his	  

upper	  middleclass	  lifestyle	  that	  was	  complete	  with	  in-‐home	  servants.	  	  The	  divorce	  and	  

leaving	  Chicago	  would	  create	  an	  internal	  fracture	  that	  would	  negate	  the	  sense	  of	  belonging	  

to	  a	  single	  place	  or	  culture	  and	  would	  cultivate	  within	  him	  a	  lifelong	  sense	  of	  being	  external	  

and	  removed	  from	  the	  very	  places	  he	  lived	  and	  worked.	  	  

	  

Further	  alienation	  would	  come	  from	  stints	  at	  boarding	  schools	  where	  he	  discovered	  

literature	  and	  became	  a	  voracious	  reader.	  	  In	  Toledo	  he	  was	  exposed	  to	  the	  diversity	  of	  

working	  class	  immigrants	  and	  became	  aware	  of	  his	  father’s	  tireless	  work	  ethic.	  	  As	  Evans	  

came	  of	  age	  he	  could	  no	  longer	  feel	  complacent	  about	  his	  station	  in	  life,	  nor	  could	  he	  

identify	  with	  any	  particular	  social	  class.	  	  It	  was	  the	  perfect	  incubation	  for	  his	  photographic	  

vision.	  

	  

Evans	  would	  enter	  college	  and	  subsequently	  drop	  out	  and	  move	  to	  Paris	  for	  a	  time,	  

returning	  upon	  a	  demand	  from	  his	  father	  to	  earn	  his	  own	  way.	  	  He	  would	  work	  a	  variety	  of	  



jobs	  ranging	  from	  Wall	  Street	  to	  the	  New	  York	  Public	  Library	  and	  would	  live	  in	  poverty	  

while	  socializing	  with	  economic	  and	  intellectual	  elites	  who	  were	  drawn	  towards	  class	  

struggles.	  	  	  

	  

Emerging	  from	  childhood	  and	  young	  adult	  hood	  during	  the	  depression	  would	  relieve	  Evans	  

from	  any	  sense	  of	  obligation	  to	  pursue	  financial	  success	  equal	  or	  greater	  than	  his	  father	  

and	  is	  credited	  with	  providing	  the	  freedom	  of	  idleness	  necessary	  to	  formulate	  serious	  

intellectual	  and	  artistic	  endeavors.	  	  The	  depression	  itself	  is	  credited	  with	  fashioning	  

America’s	  greatest	  artistic	  output.	  	  In	  a	  1971	  interview	  with	  Paul	  Cummings,	  Evans	  would	  

say	  about	  the	  depression,	  	  

	  

“I	  have	  a	  theory	  in	  retrospect	  that	  it	  was	  good	  for	  us	  all.	  	  You	  couldn’t	  do	  anything	  else	  
anyway.	  	  It	  gave	  us	  time	  without	  the	  pressure	  of	  getting	  a	  job.	  	  You	  couldn’t	  get	  a	  job.	  	  I	  
think	  it	  produced	  a	  lot	  of	  artists,	  or	  allowed	  a	  crowd	  of	  people	  who	  were	  on	  the	  road	  to	  
being	  artists	  to	  stay	  artists	  instead	  of	  going	  off	  into	  Wall	  Street	  or	  Time,	  Inc.	  or	  some	  
place	  and	  losing	  it.	  	  I	  stayed	  on;	  I	  probably	  would	  have	  anyway	  because	  I	  was	  very	  
willful	  about	  it.”	  

	  

	  

Eugene	  Atget	  
Un	  Coin	  du	  quai	  de	  la	  Tournelle,	  
5e	  arrondissement	  
1910-‐11	  

	  

Before	  Walker	  Evans	  began	  making	  photographs	  in	  New	  York	  in	  1928	  he	  aspired	  to	  

become	  a	  writer.	  He	  had	  originally	  gone	  to	  Paris	  in	  1926	  to	  be	  closer	  to	  the	  literary	  

epicenter	  of	  the	  time	  and	  was	  drawn	  towards	  romanticism	  and	  surrealist	  ideas	  but	  was	  

thwarted	  in	  his	  efforts	  because	  he	  felt	  he	  could	  not	  live	  up	  to	  the	  standards	  set	  by	  his	  

literary	  “God”	  James	  Joyce.	  	  	  

	  



Evans	  abandoned	  his	  pursuit	  of	  words	  and	  turned	  towards	  photography.	  He	  maintained	  his	  

affinity	  for	  writing	  and	  writers	  through	  his	  friendships	  and	  artistic	  collaborations	  with	  the	  

authors,	  James	  Agee,	  Hart	  Crane,	  and	  Lincoln	  Kirstein.	  	  	  

	  

Paradoxically	  it	  was	  Evan’s	  devout	  respect	  for	  the	  literary	  greats	  that	  prevented	  him	  from	  

being	  confident	  enough	  to	  become	  a	  writer	  and	  yet	  it	  was	  his	  defiance	  of	  the	  photographic	  

demigods	  of	  the	  time	  that	  made	  him	  a	  such	  a	  great	  artist.	  	  	  

	  

In	  New	  York	  Walker	  Evans	  picked	  up	  a	  camera	  and	  entered	  into	  a	  field	  that	  was	  dominated	  

by	  the	  artistic	  purity	  of	  Stieglitz	  and	  the	  commercial	  success	  of	  Edward	  Steichen,	  neither	  of	  

which	  Evans	  held	  in	  high	  regard	  at	  first.	  	  The	  depression	  would	  deter	  Evans	  from	  seeking	  a	  

career	  in	  commercial	  assignments	  and	  free	  him	  to	  pursue	  photography	  as	  an	  artistic	  

endeavor.	  	  However	  his	  stubborn	  lack	  of	  adherence	  to	  the	  more	  pictorialistic	  ideals	  of	  

Stieglitz	  would	  drive	  him	  and	  photography	  into	  a	  new	  and	  powerful	  direction.	  

	  

A	  visual	  analysis	  of	  Evans	  work	  immediately	  invites	  a	  discourse	  that	  combines	  Eugene	  

Atget’s	  intimate	  photographs	  of	  Paris,	  Albert	  Renger-‐Patzsch’s	  dispassionate	  technical	  

photographs	  of	  objects,	  and	  August	  Sander’s	  documentary	  typologies	  of	  people	  together.	  

	  

Whereas	  Atget’s	  work	  offers	  a	  romanticized	  view	  of	  Paris,	  Renger-‐Patzsch	  work	  is	  technical,	  

precise,	  and	  sterile.	  	  Walker	  Evans	  writes	  about	  all	  three	  (Atget,	  Renger-‐Patzsch,	  and	  

Sander)	  in	  a	  short	  1931	  essay	  entitled	  “The	  Reappearance	  of	  Photography”.	  	  He	  described	  a	  

book	  of	  Renger-‐Patzsch’s	  photographs	  as	  being,	  

	  

“exciting	  to	  run	  through	  in	  a	  shop	  and	  disappointing	  to	  take	  home.	  	  His	  is	  a	  photo	  
method,	  but	  turns	  out	  to	  be	  precisely	  the	  method	  that	  makes	  it	  said	  painting	  is	  no	  
longer	  necessary,	  the	  world	  can	  be	  photographed.”	  

	  

Of	  Atget’s	  photographs,	  Evans	  writes,	  	  

	  

“His	  general	  note	  is	  lyrical	  understanding	  of	  the	  street,	  trained	  observation	  of	  it,	  
special	  feeling	  for	  patina,	  eye	  for	  revealing	  detail,	  overall	  of	  which	  is	  thrown	  a	  poetry	  



which	  is	  not	  “the	  poetry	  of	  the	  street”	  or	  “the	  poetry	  of	  Paris,”	  but	  the	  projection	  of	  
Atget’s	  person.”	  	  	  	  

	  

This	  is	  Evans	  aim	  too.	  	  He	  describes	  his	  own	  work	  as	  an	  attempt	  to	  write	  visual	  poetry.	  

While	  one	  may	  stop	  at	  Atget’s	  work	  and	  say	  “ah	  hah!	  	  I	  have	  found	  the	  essence	  of	  Walker	  

Evans!”	  you	  would	  come	  up	  far	  short	  of	  any	  meaningful	  interpretation.	  	  Atget	  may	  provide	  

theoretical	  foundation	  for	  the	  legitimacy	  of	  documentary	  work	  as	  art,	  but	  his	  is	  limited	  to	  

that	  of	  a	  singular	  cultural	  backdrop	  (Paris),	  as	  compared	  to	  the	  fragmented	  America	  that	  

Evans	  explores	  that	  ranges	  from	  New	  York,	  Pennsylvania	  and	  the	  Deep	  South.	  	  Whereas	  

Atget’s	  image	  offer	  a	  montage	  of	  Paris,	  Evans	  puts	  forth	  a	  diverse	  collage	  of	  America	  and	  in	  

so	  doing,	  defines	  what	  is	  distinct	  about	  this	  young	  country.	  

	  

Evans	  would	  foreshadow	  his	  own	  documentary	  efforts	  by	  writing	  of	  August	  Sanders	  book,	  

Antlitz	  der	  Zeit,	  that	  it,	  	  	  

	  

“is	  more	  than	  a	  book	  of	  ‘type	  studies’;	  a	  case	  of	  the	  camera	  looking	  in	  the	  right	  
direction	  among	  people…	  It	  is	  a	  photographic	  editing	  of	  society,	  a	  clinical	  process;	  
even	  enough	  of	  a	  cultural	  necessity	  to	  make	  one	  wonder	  why	  other	  so-‐called	  advanced	  
countries	  of	  the	  world	  have	  not	  also	  been	  examined	  and	  recorded.”	  

	  

The	  books	  Message	  from	  the	  Interior	  and	  American	  Photographs	  illustrate	  this	  through	  the	  

powerful	  effect	  of	  sequencing	  and	  editing	  the	  images	  that	  are	  published	  in	  these	  books.	  	  So	  

strong	  is	  the	  importance	  of	  sequencing	  to	  Evans,	  that	  the	  reader	  is	  blatantly	  warned	  that	  

they	  need	  to	  view	  the	  works	  in	  the	  precise	  order	  of	  the	  publication	  in	  order	  to	  fully	  

understand	  the	  author’s	  intent.	  

	  

Douglas	  Nickel	  compares	  Walker	  Evan’s	  American	  Photographs	  to	  Sergei	  Esenstein’s	  theory	  

of	  film	  dialectics,	  “in	  which	  the	  combination	  of	  two	  disparate	  shots	  was	  used	  to	  lead	  the	  

viewer	  to	  a	  third	  associated	  idea	  not	  intrinsic	  to	  either	  of	  the	  cuts	  in	  isolation.”	  	  	  

The	  book	  was	  co-‐authored	  with	  the	  writer	  Lincoln	  Kirstein	  who	  not	  only	  wrote	  the	  text	  but	  

also	  was	  heavily	  involved	  in	  selection	  and	  arrangement	  of	  Evan’s	  photographs.	  	  Kirstein	  

and	  Evans	  carefully	  constructed	  the	  sequence	  of	  images	  so	  that	  they	  would	  be	  read	  by	  the	  

viewer	  and	  thus,	  even	  though	  Evans	  work	  appears	  to	  lack	  formalism,	  which	  gives	  the	  



appearance	  that	  there	  is	  no	  artifice	  applied,	  there	  is	  a	  distinct	  narrative	  to	  the	  work	  created	  

by	  the	  relationships	  between	  images.	  	  	  

	  

While	  his	  images	  appear	  to	  be	  dispassionate	  candid	  observations,	  the	  authorship	  becomes	  

apparent	  through	  the	  building	  effect	  on	  the	  reader	  as	  they	  move	  through	  the	  pages	  of	  the	  

book	  and	  through	  the	  redundancy	  of	  the	  compositions.	  A	  deeper	  examination	  of	  the	  

compositions	  of	  these	  images	  reveals	  a	  thoughtful	  and	  methodical	  approach	  to	  

photographing.	  	  Walker	  Evan’s	  images	  are	  at	  first	  disarming	  in	  their	  apparent	  simplicity	  

but	  reveal	  a	  rigorous	  structure	  like	  a	  Haiku	  poem.	  	  Lincoln	  Kirstein	  noted	  the	  process	  that	  

Evans	  went	  through	  to	  laboriously	  produce	  this	  work	  that	  appears	  to	  be	  so	  mechanical	  and	  

distant.	  	  He	  wrote,	  

	  

"the	  process	  technically	  was	  rather	  complicated	  even	  from	  the	  actual	  sighting,	  clicking,	  
etc.	  of	  the	  camera	  itself.	  The	  sun	  had	  to	  be	  just	  right	  and	  more	  often	  than	  not	  we	  would	  
have	  to	  go	  back	  to	  the	  same	  place	  two	  or	  even	  three	  times	  for	  the	  sun	  to	  be	  hard	  and	  
bright.	  I	  felt	  like	  a	  surgeon's	  assistant	  to	  Walker,	  cleaning	  up	  neatly	  after	  him,	  and	  he	  a	  
surgeon	  operating	  on	  the	  fluid	  body	  of	  time."	  

	  

Any	  attempt	  to	  recreate	  a	  photograph	  in	  the	  appearance	  of	  one	  of	  Walker	  Evan’s	  images	  

reveals	  the	  precision	  and	  deliberate	  craft	  applied.	  	  It	  seems	  that	  Evans	  work	  was	  pure	  

documentary	  in	  style.	  	  The	  illusion	  is	  the	  presentation	  of	  an	  image	  that	  appears	  to	  lack	  

artistic	  style	  and	  thus	  is	  constricted	  to	  the	  verisimilitude	  of	  the	  subject	  before	  the	  lens.	  	  	  

	  

Unlike	  Henri	  Cartier-‐Bresson’s	  application	  of	  the	  golden	  mean	  to	  his	  compositions,	  or	  the	  

stylized	  birds	  eye	  and	  worms	  eye	  viewpoints	  that	  smaller	  format	  camera’s	  offered	  from	  

low	  or	  high	  vantage	  points,	  Evan’s	  use	  of	  a	  bulky	  8x10	  camera	  allowed	  him	  to	  carefully	  

construct	  the	  image	  on	  the	  ground	  glass	  like	  a	  painter	  arranging	  elements	  on	  a	  blank	  

canvas.	  	  	  

	  

	  

Bernice	  Abbot	  described	  the	  benefit	  of	  working	  with	  a	  view	  camera	  as,	  

	  



"the	  great	  virtue	  of	  the	  view	  camera...	  is	  that	  you	  see	  the	  picture	  on	  the	  ground	  glass;	  
you	  are	  not	  shooting	  in	  the	  dark.	  You	  are	  composing,	  creating	  your	  picture	  as	  you	  take	  
it."	  Furthermore,	  the	  special	  features	  of	  the	  view	  camera-‐the	  swings,	  the	  rising	  and	  
falling	  back	  and	  front-‐allowed	  for	  corrections	  and	  "subtle	  reconciliations	  of	  elements	  in	  
nature."	  The	  camera	  seemed	  designed	  for	  the	  creative	  artist.	  "You	  can	  manipulate	  the	  
picture	  in	  a	  thousand	  ways,"	  Abbott	  continued,	  "so	  that	  the	  image	  expresses	  your	  sense	  
of	  reality."	  

	  
The	  magic	  of	  Walker	  Evan’s	  work	  is	  that	  the	  subjects	  appear	  authentic	  in	  a	  way	  that	  you	  

would	  only	  find	  within	  the	  frame	  of	  a	  35mm	  snapshot	  and	  yet	  if	  you	  look	  at	  the	  images	  

closely	  you	  will	  see	  the	  formal	  qualities	  of	  straight	  vertical	  and	  horizontal	  lines	  and	  the	  

directness	  of	  a	  person	  who	  is	  staring	  directly	  at	  the	  lens.	  	  The	  images	  take	  on	  a	  spiritual	  

aura	  that	  Stephen	  Spence	  describes	  as,	  

	  
‘This	  aura	  of	  realism	  resulted	  from	  Evans's	  deliberate	  choice	  of	  rectilinear	  angles,	  
repetitive	  imagery,	  and	  geometric	  form.	  The	  photographer's	  preferred	  tool	  was	  an	  
architectural	  camera	  that	  allowed	  him	  to	  correct	  for	  optical	  distortion.	  The	  results	  are	  
evident	  in	  photographs	  like	  Negro	  Church,	  South	  Carolina,	  1936,	  whose	  ruler-‐straight	  
lines	  are	  more	  regular	  than	  those	  that	  would	  be	  seen	  even	  by	  a	  human	  observer	  
standing	  in	  front	  of	  the	  church.	  Evans	  composed	  dozens	  of	  such	  images;	  their	  repetition,	  
regularity,	  and	  linearity	  signified	  the	  inhumanly	  clear	  vision	  of	  a	  functionalist,	  
utilitarian,	  "machine-‐age"	  modernism.”	  

	  

In	  my	  own	  attempts	  to	  discover	  Walker	  Evan’s	  style	  through	  emulation	  I	  discovered	  that	  

any	  photographs	  I	  made	  that	  took	  on	  diagonal	  lines	  through	  an	  angular	  perspective	  lacked	  

the	  visual	  impact	  that	  the	  straight	  forward	  composition	  had	  with	  its	  vertical	  and	  horizontal	  

emphasis.	  	  Here	  are	  two	  of	  my	  images	  that	  illustrate	  this.	  

	   	  
The	  former	  image	  takes	  on	  the	  style	  of	  Ansel	  Adams	  with	  his	  emphasis	  of	  a	  near-‐far	  

relationship	  and	  extreme	  depth	  as	  compared	  to	  the	  latter	  image,	  which	  is	  both	  simplified	  



through	  the	  reduction	  of	  elements	  and	  confrontational	  with	  his	  tense	  vertical	  and	  

horizontal	  parallel	  lines.	  

	  

	  The	  power	  of	  Walker	  Evan’s	  direct	  compositions	  lies	  in	  the	  intense	  self-‐reflection	  it	  

provokes.	  By	  comparison	  to	  Ansel	  Adams	  images	  of	  deep	  grandeur,	  Evans	  images	  are	  

abrupt	  and	  deceptively	  simple	  in	  appearance.	  	  There	  is	  a	  paradox	  that	  exists	  in	  these	  

compositions	  between	  the	  appearance	  of	  simplicity	  and	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	  effort	  

necessary	  for	  articulating	  it.	  	  To	  construct	  an	  image	  without	  an	  overt	  presentation	  of	  

subjective	  artistic	  style	  requires	  a	  dedication	  to	  purpose	  and	  methodology	  that	  itself	  

becomes	  the	  foundation	  of	  an	  aesthetic	  approach.	  	  	  

	  

The	  photographs	  of	  Walker	  Evans	  seem	  to	  operate	  at	  the	  very	  fringe	  of	  the	  debate	  between	  

whether	  photography	  is	  an	  objective	  scientific	  document	  limited	  to	  discrete	  facts	  or	  a	  

subjective	  art	  form	  with	  poetic	  interpretations.	  	  	  

	  

While	  the	  art	  world	  of	  the	  latter	  20th	  century	  clearly	  defined	  photography	  as	  an	  art	  form,	  its	  

practitioners	  remain	  excluded	  from	  the	  title	  of	  artist	  and	  are	  instead	  defined	  by	  their	  

medium	  and	  the	  emphasis	  the	  camera	  places	  on	  the	  real.	  	  A	  prolific	  writer,	  Walker	  Evans	  

described	  his	  own	  style	  this	  way:	  

	  

"When	  you	  say	  'documentary,'	  you	  have	  to	  have	  a	  sophisticated	  ear	  to	  receive	  that	  
word.	  It	  should	  be	  documentary	  style,	  because	  documentary	  is	  police	  photography	  of	  a	  
scene	  and	  a	  murder...That's	  real	  document.	  You	  see	  art	  is	  really	  useless,	  and	  a	  
document	  has	  use.	  And	  therefore	  art	  is	  never	  a	  document,	  but	  it	  can	  adopt	  that	  style.	  I	  
do	  it.	  I'm	  called	  a	  documentary	  photographer.	  But	  that	  presupposes	  a	  quite	  subtle	  
knowledge	  of	  the	  distinction."	  

	  

What	  led	  Walker	  Evans	  to	  develop	  this	  particular	  style?	  	  I	  believe	  it	  is	  a	  combination	  of	  life	  

experiences	  and	  a	  pursuit	  of	  literary	  intellect	  during	  a	  period	  of	  intense	  political	  and	  

economic	  turmoil.	  	  

	  



Evans	  read	  Charles	  Baudelaire,	  T.S.	  Eliot,	  and	  Ernest	  Hemmingway	  and	  was	  mesmerized	  by	  

the	  purity	  of	  language	  that	  described	  the	  world	  as	  it	  is	  rather	  than	  the	  ideological	  world	  

presented	  in	  an	  authoritarian	  academic	  literary	  tradition.	  	  	  

	  

While	  in	  Paris,	  Evans	  immersed	  himself	  in	  romantic	  and	  surrealist	  ideas	  especially	  the	  

appreciation	  of	  folk	  art	  and	  the	  pursuit	  of	  anonymity	  through	  craft.	  Evans	  openly	  discussed	  

his	  affinity	  for	  T.S.	  Eliot,	  whom	  Stephen	  Spender	  describes	  as:	  

	  

"Ritualistic"	  is,	  it	  seems	  to	  me,	  the	  word	  that	  best	  describes	  [Eliot's]	  attitude	  to	  life.	  He	  
had	  a	  vision	  of	  the	  relationship	  of	  the	  living	  with	  the	  dead	  through	  the	  patterns	  of	  
rituals	  that	  extend	  into	  the	  modern	  world	  the	  pieties	  that	  remain	  unaltered	  from	  the	  
past.	  He	  thought	  that	  when	  these	  rituals	  were	  disrupted	  -‐-‐	  and	  when,	  in	  deed,	  the	  
observance	  of	  them	  was	  not	  the	  foremost	  aim	  of	  the	  living	  -‐-‐	  there	  would	  be	  no	  
connection	  of	  the	  living	  with	  the	  dead,	  of	  the	  present	  with	  the	  past.	  

	  

	  

Legendary	  art	  critic	  and	  curator	  John	  Szarkowski	  conjectures	  that	  Evans	  was	  also	  greatly	  

influenced	  by	  Flaubert	  who	  wrote,	  	  

	  

“An	  artist	  must	  be	  in	  his	  work	  like	  God	  in	  Creation,	  invisible	  and	  all	  powerful;	  he	  should	  
be	  everywhere	  felt,	  but	  nowhere	  seen.	  Furthermore,	  Art	  must	  rise	  above	  personal	  
emotions	  and	  nervous	  susceptibilities.	  It	  is	  time	  to	  endow	  it	  with	  pitiless	  method,	  with	  
the	  exactness	  of	  the	  physical	  sciences."	  

	  

Evan’s	  was	  drawn	  to	  Europe	  based	  upon	  his	  literary	  influences	  and	  a	  desire	  to	  become	  a	  

writer	  and	  live	  a	  bohemian	  lifestyle.	  	  Many	  American	  artists	  who	  wanted	  to	  challenge	  the	  

status	  quo	  gathered	  in	  Paris	  in	  pursuit	  of	  a	  truth	  that	  can	  only	  be	  found	  through	  contrasting	  

what	  you	  have	  known	  with	  what	  you	  are	  newly	  experiencing.	  

	  

Some	  of	  the	  contrasts	  between	  Walker	  Evan’s	  European	  exposure	  and	  his	  return	  to	  a	  post-‐

war	  economically	  depressed	  culture	  are	  what	  categorizes	  his	  work	  as	  uniquely	  American.	  	  

Lloyd	  Fonvielle	  writes	  about	  Evan's	  work	  and	  describes	  it	  as	  a	  vision	  of	  American	  poverty	  

that	  is	  unlike	  European	  poverty	  which	  had	  been	  romanticized	  in	  the	  work	  of	  Atget,	  but	  



rather	  a	  "poverty	  of	  culture"	  whereby	  our	  architecture	  may	  refer	  to	  European	  style	  but	  is	  

cheaply	  built	  in	  an	  industrial	  age	  by	  a	  young	  country	  that	  has	  chosen	  to	  litter	  the	  landscape	  

with	  advertising	  in	  pursuit	  of	  the	  wealth	  of	  the	  "American	  Dream."	  

	  

Evans	  is	  a	  product	  of	  his	  times.	  	  His	  pursuit	  of	  photography	  came	  about	  during	  the	  
Surrealist	  period	  in	  which,	  according	  to	  the	  MoMA	  essay	  on	  photography	  and	  surrealism,	  	  
	  

“had	  found	  a	  method:	  to	  expose	  psychological	  truth	  by	  stripping	  ordinary	  objects	  of	  
their	  normal	  significance,	  in	  order	  to	  create	  a	  compelling	  image	  that	  was	  beyond	  
ordinary	  formal	  organization,	  in	  order	  to	  evoke	  empathy	  from	  the	  viewer.”	  

	  

	  
	  

In	  an	  article	  entitled	  “Van	  Goh	  in	  Alabama	  1935”	  author	  Steven	  Spence	  articulates	  Evans	  

connection	  to	  Surrealist	  Modernism.	  

“	  Evans's	  practice	  claimed	  the	  mantle	  of	  modernism	  through	  a	  surrealist	  juxtaposition	  of	  
disparate	  objects.	  Like	  the	  combinations	  of	  vernacular	  craftsman-‐	  ship	  and	  mechanical	  
precision	  evident	  in	  his	  architectural	  photographs,	  these	  juxtapositions	  often	  combined	  
signifiers	  of	  the	  timeless	  and	  the	  new.	  
	  
His	  Interior	  Detail,	  West	  Virginia	  Coal	  Miner's	  House,	  for	  example,	  brought	  together	  the	  
curvilinear	  arcs	  of	  a	  handmade	  rocking	  chair	  with	  the	  machine-‐cut	  angles	  and	  
photorealism	  of	  advertising	  signage.	  Evans	  was	  particularly	  drawn	  to	  such	  
combinations	  of	  mass	  culture	  and	  folk	  craftsmanship,	  but	  the	  trope	  is	  widespread	  
throughout	  the	  period's	  documentary	  photography.”	  

	  

Evans	  would	  say	  that	  objects	  “called	  to	  me”	  in	  a	  way	  that	  Karl	  Marx	  or	  Louis	  Althusser	  

would	  describe	  the	  interpolation	  of	  ideology,	  thus	  you	  can	  see	  that	  the	  poetry	  that	  Walker	  



Evans	  is	  trying	  to	  create	  is	  the	  subtle	  balance	  between	  the	  power	  of	  objectivity	  as	  

expressed	  in	  the	  Neue	  Sachlichkeit	  (New	  Objective)	  movement	  with	  the	  romantic	  literary	  

craft	  of	  Hemmingway	  and	  Joyce.	  

	  

Finally,	  the	  characteristic	  that	  stands	  out	  among	  all	  the	  layers	  of	  biography,	  ideology,	  and	  

artifice	  and	  unifies	  the	  artwork	  and	  the	  artist,	  is	  that	  of	  defiance	  and	  independence.	  	  

	  

Like	  his	  literary	  heroes,	  Walker	  Evans	  employed	  the	  camera	  to	  present	  the	  world	  “as	  it	  is”	  

without	  stylistic	  embellishment.	  	  His	  “as	  it	  is”	  compositions	  would	  become	  the	  trademark	  of	  

Evan’s	  FSA	  photographs	  and	  an	  act	  of	  defiance	  in	  his	  ongoing	  dispute	  with	  Roy	  Stryker’s	  

whose	  goal	  of	  presenting	  images	  in	  a	  future	  tense	  seemed	  to	  Evans	  to	  border	  on	  becoming	  

propaganda.	  	  	  

	  

Although	  Walker	  Evan’s	  is	  forever	  linked	  to	  the	  FSA	  photographers	  like	  Dorthea	  Lange,	  

Arthur	  Rothstein,	  and	  Gordon	  Parks,	  his	  actual	  tenure	  with	  the	  program	  was	  decidedly	  

brief.	  Evans	  was	  a	  maverick	  and	  Stryker	  fired	  him.	  	  Later	  on	  at	  Fortune	  Magazine	  Walker	  

Evans	  would	  be	  named	  an	  assistant	  editor	  because	  nobody	  wanted	  to	  work	  with	  him.	  	  He	  

sidestepped	  art	  direction	  in	  favor	  of	  providing	  his	  own	  writing	  and	  photography.	  	  	  

	  

Walker	  Evans	  stands	  for	  a	  documentary	  ‘style’	  that	  rises	  above	  mere	  document.	  As	  Alan	  

Trachtenberg	  points	  out	  in	  his	  book	  Reading	  American	  Photographs,	  facts	  alone	  never	  form	  

knowledge.	  	  Art	  serves	  to	  make	  facts	  intelligible	  through	  interpretation.	  We	  use	  facts	  to	  

form	  cultural	  truths	  that	  change	  over	  time.	  	  Such	  was	  the	  progression	  of	  social	  programs	  

during	  the	  depression	  and	  later	  the	  establishment	  of	  civil	  rights	  in	  America.	  	  	  

	  

With	  his	  precise	  photographic	  images	  Evans	  confronts	  us	  with	  a	  set	  of	  denotative	  facts	  

about	  what	  it	  means	  to	  be	  American	  and	  in	  doing	  so	  challenges	  us	  to	  see	  and	  develop	  our	  

own	  connotative	  interpretation	  of	  the	  world.	  	  To	  understand	  the	  power	  contained	  within	  

these	  photographs	  requires	  a	  complex	  investigation	  of	  the	  physical	  and	  symbolic	  formation	  

of	  these	  images.	  	  What	  appears	  to	  be	  without	  aesthetic	  style	  belies	  a	  deeply	  intentional	  

approach	  to	  removing	  the	  photogenic	  attributes	  of	  a	  camera	  based	  image,	  which	  ultimately	  



transforms	  these	  documents	  into	  sublime	  poetry.	  	  What	  Walker	  Evans	  has	  managed	  to	  do	  is	  

to	  remove	  our	  awareness	  of	  his	  authorship.	  	  He	  has	  managed	  to	  remain	  hidden	  as	  if	  he	  

were	  not	  there,	  putting	  the	  depression	  era	  America	  he	  observed	  in	  the	  spotlight	  while	  

remaining	  outside	  of	  his	  own	  photographic	  compositions.	  By	  applying	  intellectual	  

intentionality	  and	  meticulous	  technique	  he	  has	  created	  a	  philosophical	  space	  for	  the	  viewer	  

to	  enter	  into	  the	  image	  and	  self	  reflect	  on	  who	  we	  are	  as	  a	  society.	  	  Walker	  Evans	  truly	  is	  

the	  quintessential	  outsider	  who	  found	  his	  way	  inside	  of	  each	  of	  us.	  	  	  

	  

	  

	  

Word	  count:	  3558	  
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