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Half a century ago young photography lecturers Paul Hill and Thomas Joshua
Cooper went to Paris one weekend curious to find out if there was a difference
between European and American photography by interviewing four legends - Paul
Strand, Brassai, Jacques Henri Lartigue, and Man Ray. They thought the outcome of
their investigation might be used in a module at Trent Polytechnic, Nottingham
where they worked. Little did they realise, as PAUL HILL recalls, that it would be the
start of a four-year mission to record the lives, careers and beliefs of the most
influential generation of photographers of the 20th century.

We were half-way through a lively group critique at The Photographers Place in
Derbyshire when my (late) wife Angela came into the workshop. This was unusual -

so, it had to be important.

"Sorry to interrupt, Paul, but Henri Cartier-Bresson is on the 'phone.”

It was a memorable moment in the 20-year history of our photography workshop.

And no, | didn't tell Angela to ask him to ring back.

Instead, | rushed to the 'phone next door wondering what this photographic legend
wanted.

It was 1978 and | had recently sent him the edited transcript of the interview we did with
him a few months earlier, so what could he possibly want?

We thought the interview had gone well, and we were particularly delighted with the
outcome as he had previously refused to see us on numerous occasions since we
started our project four years earlier. We were especially keen to interview him as he
had only done one before, and that was many years ago.

We were ushered into his spacious rue de Rivoli apartment overlooking the Tuileries
Gardens by his warm and very friendly wife, photographer Martine Franck.

"Come in, Tom. Come in Paul. Lovely to meet you both," said Henri in perfect English.
After the pleasantries we set up the cassette recorder and sallied forth with our
questions. We had evolved a user-friendly inquisitorial template that had assisted usin
navigating each interview, whatever the circumstances. We devised it following our first
interview in 1974. That was with renowned American photographer Paul Strand and will
be featured in a future issue of AP.

"Let us take you both out to lunch now you have finished interrogating me!" said Henri.
The four of us walked in the sunshine to a Japanese restaurant - their favourite - and we
enjoyed a lovely meal.

The Cartier-Bresson interview was the last one but an essential piece that had been
missing from the jigsaw up till then. So, job done!

But when | heard why he had 'phoned me in Derbyshire, | was crushed.

"Paul, | cannot allow you to publish the interview"

"Why?"

"I have been indiscreet and don't want some of the things | said to be made public."

It didn't make sense, but he was adamant.



Many years in journalism prepared me for unexpected reversals, so | had to come up
with a solution quick.

"Well, Henri can we send you our questions in a letter? Then you can consider what you
want to say more carefully."

"Alright," he replied after a long silence. Phew!

To say our 4-year journey through the lives of several of our heroes and heroines was a
bit of a roller coaster would be an understatement, but a tremendous adventure and
unforgettable history lesson. When the acclaimed New York Times art critic, Hilton
Kramer reviewed Dialogue with Photography in 1979, he wrote that we had interviewed
'the movers and shakers of 20th century photography".

The project started when Thomas Joshua Cooper and | were teaching on the trend-
setting diploma course in Creative Photography at Trent Polytechnic, Nottingham in the
early 1970s. It was called 'trend setting' by the photographic press at the time because
it was student rather than industry centred. We evolved a course that celebrated
freedom of expression and did not follow a conventual commercially focused
curriculum. Someone said at the time that the diplomates were more visual thinkers
than proficient technicians. It may be worth saying here that there were only six
advanced diploma courses then, and there were no degrees in photography until the
1980s.

Californian Tom had studied under the esteemed photographic historian Beaumont
Newhall at the University of New Mexico, so he knew a lot about these 'movers and
shakers'. We included Beaumont in our Dialogue line-up, although he was an historian
rather than a photographer. It is a remarkable fact that when the book came outin 1979
there were only two well-known and valued histories of photography available - his, and
one written by Helmut Gernsheim, who we also interviewed.

There were inevitably lots of 'firsts' in the book as our interviewees were 20th century
pioneers of a relatively young medium and during this period photography made huge
leaps forward technically.

The interviewees' stories about those early days are captivating, and collectively they
paint a vivid and unique portrait of that extraordinary photographic era. Itis almost
certainly why the book has been in print for 46 years and why we wanted to make it
available now to a new generation.

Back then there were hardly any academic books on photography in the UK, and the
number of serious researchers of the medium could probably be counted on the fingers
of one hand. And photography a stand-alone art form? Forget it.

But how could we improve that situation? At Trent Poly we set about applying
academic/research components to the curriculum. This was Tom's

responsibility. In addition to his lectures Tom spent a great deal of his time ordering
books, mostly from the USA through The Photographers Gallery bookshop that had
recently opened in London.



During our book searches we soon found out that most of the major photographic
figures had not been interviewed. We were particularly curious to find out if there were
specific differences between the European and America approaches to photography.
So, why not get some answers from European and American photographers who lived
close to each other in the same city? By coincidence we had been invited to visit the
curator of photographs and prints at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris who wanted to
acquire some of our work for their huge photographic collection.

The curator, Jean Claud Lemagny gave us the addresses of the photographers we
wanted to see. They were Magnum founder, Henri Cartier-Bresson, Jacques Henri
Lartigue, Brassai, and Man Ray and Paul Strand who were Americans. We managed
miraculously to interview them all during that visit, except for Cartier-Bresson. Each
encounter during those few days in Paris was fascinating, often stressful, and on one
occasion alarming.

We got the Strand interview transcribed by a student at Trent Poly who had been a
stenographer in a previous life. We sold it to The Photographic Journal (RPS), which was
followed by Camera (Lucerne) who wanted to publish every interview we did. The
influential Allan Porter was the Swiss magazine's editor and became a great friend.
He reproduced the interviews (in French, German and English) that helped subsidise
our venture. Eventually, we produced over 22 interviews between 1974 and 1978, and
Allan suggested they should be compiled into a book following their showings in
Camera. He also suggested the title Dialogue with Photography.

Following our successful trip to Paris, we were invited the following year to speak about
British photography at the annual symposium of the Society for Photographic Education
in California. A lecturer colleague suggested we asked the poly for some research
money and together with the guarantee from Porter, we booked our flights. A few
university and college lectures helped defray expenses, but mostly we relied on the
generosity of others and slept on friends' sofas at various locations in the States, ate at
Denny Diners, and travelled from east to west of America in a borrowed clapped-out
Mustang. Apart from some strange hippy encounters, that included hitchhikers seeking
psychedelics and hot tubs and cheap wine in the woods, we stuck to our task.

We interviewed Ansel Adams, Eliot Porter, Wynn Bullock, Brett Weston (Edward's son),
Imogen Cunningham, and the lesser known, but equally interesting Laura Gilpin and
Henry Holmes Smith.

When we got back, we realised we had, together what we recorded in Paris, an
immensely valuable archive of recordings. We were on a roll, but the transcribing of the
tapes was turning out to be a mammoth task - and expensive. Luckily, my journalistic
background was useful when it came to the editing.

We had around a dozen interviews 'in the can' by the end of 1975. They were appearing
in Camera periodically but getting them into book form was the aim. However, the
owners of Camera did not want to, which was a body blow.



By now Tom had returned to the States and was looking for a publisher. Eventually, he
met up with Nancy Meiselas, the sister of Magnum photographer Susan Meiselas, who
was eager to enrich the photography titles at Farrar, Straus & Giroux Inc. where she
worked as an editor. They were just the sort of publishers we were after. As the
renowned American photographer and friend Ralph Gibson told me: "FSG don't publish
books, Paul - they publish literature." They also had a tie up with Thames & Hudson,
London who became the co-publishers. But there was a snag. Nancy wanted at least 20
interviews for a book! This daunting news was only leavened by her offer of a generous
advance.

How to get another 8 interviews to meet the deadline she had set?

Fortunately, we had friends at The Photographers Gallery, London who tipped us off
when they heard that a famous photographer was in town. Through this contact we did
Manuel Alvarez Bravo from Mexico, Bauhaus legend, Herbert Bayer, and Magnum co-
founder George Rodger.

Additionally, when he was in New York Tom interviewed Andre Kertesz and Eugene
Smith, and we went to Paris again as Cartier Bresson had eventually agreed to see us as
I mentioned earlier.

Footnote:

Looking back, we wished we could have interviewed more women. Tom managed to pin
down Lisette Model, who taught Diane Arbus, and we had lined up Eve Arnold of
Magnum. But it was too late, and they missed the tight deadline. The same applied to
Walker Evans, and my favourite Bill Brandt who steadfastly refused, although he was
always most helpful to me in other regards.



