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LAURA GILPIN

My favorite subject in school was physical geography
and I think I come by that naturally. My father knew the
country very well and the first territorial governor of
Colorado was William Gilpin--I think he was my grandfather's
firstrcousin. Once my father was down in New Mexico some-
where and he came home with a big Edward Curtis print of
Canyon dgghelly, the one with the seven horsemen. 1It's
on the cover of the big Curtis book. It was on our wall
for years. I just lived under that picture. I'm sure
that's why I'm doing this book now on the Canyon.

I was interested in the Indian and I don't know why,
but I can date a lot of things back to 1904. When I was
13, my mother sent me on to St. Louis to visit her closest

W kora ol wa tharmol,
friend, my pamesake Laura Perry, who was blind. The plan
was that we would go out to the fai; every other day and
it was my job to describe exhibits to her. I think that

taught me a kind of observation that I would never have

learned otherwise. I can also remember being very much

fascinated by some Igoroté from the Philippines. Also,
I can remember I found something that my father wrote.
He was down in old Mexico managing a mine, and he was
by himself and it was way off from the railroad and he
wrote home sort of a parody on "'Twas the Night Before
Christmas" and in it he described things that he saw

under the treeg——a train for my brother and a developing




tank for me. It was one of those funny machines that
acller -
you rolled under a red apron from one side onto the other
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and then’' poured in developer. 1 can just picture It Hows
A

but I don't know what ever happened to it.

The San Francisco and San Diego fairs were the next
transition, I guess. That was in 1915 and I went out with
a friend of my mother's who just wanted somebody to go
with her to the fair. She took me along which was very
nice for me, and we stopped at the Grand Canyon, In the
meantime I had seen, through a fellow in Colorado Springs
who was one of a little group of teenage kids, the Lumiere
auleechvome
Auteprom plate, the first single-plate color process, and
I started using the process. I have one thdpg that I know
I did in 1908 e &&. About 1905 or '06 my mother and my
brother and I had been in New York and a friend of my
mother's had had portraits made by Gertrude Kisebier.

My mother took us to Mrs. Kdsebier's and she did some
portraittstof allli ofs,

weeenty

IYfound a whole envelope of stuff from the San
Francisco Exposition and that must have been my first con-
tact with sculpture. I photographed, I think, every piece
of sculpuge that was outside in those fairgrounds. There
must be fifteen or twenty different subjects. I was so
surprised! , I wrote to Mrs. Kdsebier to ask her where to

go to study., She-was—reallya remarkable woman.

My mother was wonderful because in 1916 for a girl




to go off on her own was not the usual thing,. but whatever
I wanted to do,she was for; she was right behind me. She
was wonderful--the more that I think of her the stronger
I feel that. She was really a remarkable woman.
I had the flu very badly in 1918, the bad flu, and
it landed me in bed back in Colofado and then when I was
‘V, well enough to get to work again I'd send g;; proofs

or send them to my friend Brenda Putnam and she'd take
them over to Mrs. Kdsebier and then I'd get a letter from
her criticizingﬁme, so thet I'm the very proud owner of

\v///,////Z;;~;;;;_;§-E;;;ra Work number one, autographed by Mrs.
Kdsebier.

Before I went to New York, I spent a summer managing
a chamber music group in Colorado Springs. I wrote to
Brenda Putnam and told her that I was coming on to New
W hote

York to study and did she know of some place #hat I could
live? She wrote back that there were three other girls
besides herself who had just taken an apartment on West
57th Street and there was one more room--would I take it? .

g AL &
So that landed me there and right into the sculpture world.

And piano again because Brenda was also the pianist of

another group. The first exhibition print that I d&id

was of that trio. He¥ father was the Librarian of Con-

gress. He bought a few of my prints and there are quite
That paee ol
a few there s bet I, geeboth Mrs. Kisebier's work and
A added TS the Ailrary CollecTiin
Mr. White's work fese hdm. i




Irot—of—&hrems - So_that-colléction is there. and.l'm just
pleased.that I had sense-eneugh—to-do-that.
Clarence White was a marvelous teacher. Paul

sl e at . ufkdlsigc‘o“

Anderson was the technical map- awé He wrote two different

editions on the technique of pictorial photography, as it

was called then, and another one purely on the technical

side

eme of it. I was lucky again because it was the first

year that (Max Weber was in the United States. &zdfﬁe

gave a course in the history of art and design that was

a wonderful experience,a&dvghen Mr. White himself pulled

it all together. He ran the school in his own style.
And he'd give us problems to solve. The weekly criticisms
were very important. He certainly knew how to inspire
everybody and I know it was because of his wanting us to
go out and do things that I did those two night things
in Central Park in the snow storm. The first view camera
I had was a 6 1/2 x 8 1/2 and I remember lugging that
over into Central Park in a heavy snow storm with one
holder with two glass plates in it. And I made those two--
one of them seen by very few people. I haven't showed it
anywhere, except that I had it here in the gallery for a
little while. I'm not parting with that one until I get
a duplicate print of it.

The schooling in New York4Adg was wonderful, it

P ot ol woled

was just 25 and I soaked it up! While I was there, I

did quite a little work from other sculptors. I




photographed all of Brenda's sculpture and I got jobs
from other artists and I got quite a little portrait work
around New York. But ses—waseit the big open spaces feue
S0
m#. I went back West.
I got started as an independent photographer

M
partly because I was alone so much in Colorado, beeewse
€ had to work things out for myself but I was doing well.
I did a lot of advertising work for a woman I knew very

well up there who made the most marvelous candy I've ever

known in my life anywhere and she also ran a beautiful

gift shop. That was fun and there were good prgblems to

., work on and for years I did <= architectural thiegs k‘“*L 744
111 Frehm « FisSht i Dewtn.
<oz i

=

a m—Pegrvex. My mother was the one that always

//F> wanted me to be independent. She was a very marvelous
person and she was all for my doing what I wanted to do.
A Ib one earlier period we lived on a ranch over in
the western part of Colorado and I had a darkroom which

< ol -

is where I did some of those earlierAplates. I had a
darkroom of sorts and I was always fussing with photography
but I also went into the poultry business, raising turkeys,
and I earned enough money at that time to go to the
Clarence White School. 1In Colorado I had worked alone

really.

It ne using
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very isolated because there was nobody wup—tgese even in-

terested in photography, and I was just plugging away on
my own. It was in 1920 as a matter of fact that I came
down to the Santa Fe area. Miss Ft%ter and I used to
come down on a camping vacation every year for a month
and we gradually explored around.

I did not see Paul Strand a great many times, and
I don't recall that we ever once discussed platinum. He
did marvelous platinum prints, you know, in the early days.
Well, it's the most beautiful image you can get. It has

the longest scale and you can get the greatest degree

of contrast and these I'm showing you are the Colorado

el
sand dunes. It's not afgaxd process, it just takes time;

that's why other people don't use it, amg—ypeu—have—to—Tave
act ne fve. I have seen some young people's work
and I think that they are not making strong enough enlarged
negatives. That is where the trouble is; their negatives
are too soft and I have yet to see a good black.
So many of the younger people don't print deeply

o p holryspha

enough in tonal values. For instance, YWemyy here had a

aln P
E;;éng

with snow ags If you covered over the rest of the picture,la"ﬂ

with quite an expanse of roof that was all covered

¥ was just blank paper.  There was no texture there and
texture in whites is very important; smE=I—tirmk—titeve

retped-h Lhab-diay . But this is characteristic too

of lots of younger people--you'll find blank whites after




blank whites that don't mean a thing and a very simple
rule for a good print's quality is correctness of values--
that's=all L€ %8¢

I can remember that I wrote a lot of articles on

different kinds of prints. Colorado Springs just had

very little art background of any kind whateses, at that

period, and I can remember writing a series of articles
for the paper on different kinds of prints.

I always wanted to play the violin, but I never got
very far with it. So that's something else that was for-
gotten. I was terribly interested. There's a great link,
you know, between photography and music--&here—-ake—ne—twe
wazs. about—d#. One is continual sound and the other is
continual vision. —&h hrerrts—pots comperisoe |

I'm not teaching much. I don't think I'm a good

Od s>
teacher eetateeFlm=me. . .I mean, Ansel is the big person

on that score because he's so accurate and precise where

I'm not. To me it's getting the picture first and then

after you've worked a long time I think you develop a

sense of light values on a ground glass when you're under

a focusing cloth. Thegﬁhéﬁg=i==the\dbrking under a focus-
W hunt v srxelascbeot

ing cloth, AfesTte thatwoxcledes cverything else A dvressins

s o pic

e you can begin to put it a®* together. I think you

develop a judgment for how much light there is on the

ground glass as well as on anything else. It was funny

that I should have gotten into autochromes but there was




a group of us at the age of 18 or 19 who used to play
around together and one boy, Alfred Curtis, was very
scientific and he must have read about those because

they were invented in 1907 and my earliest dated auto-
chrome is from 1908. I remember falling for them head
over heels and doing a great many. I don't know why I

hit the exposures right, but I evidently developed that
sense at that time. I must have had a 5 by 7 too, because
I have a lot of 5 by 7 transparencies but one of the prob-
lems with them was that it was such a delicate emulsion.
It was all made in France, you know, and it was very easy
to get a little break in the emulsion which would always
make a green spot, so I've got a great many perfectly

good ones with green spots on them. I suppose some of
that could be retouched. I hadn't even thought about that--
I must look into it. I'll have to go through these again.

The Navajo project [The Enduring Navajo] was fifteen

years in completion. I had no backing, I had no grant,
or anything like that, it was just something that I had
to do. Miss Foster was down here with me then and we
camped pretty much all over the whole reservation so

that I covered it pretty generally and then as the things

built up I ended up with loose-leaf dummies with prints

in them and all the Navajo wanted to look at all the

pictures and somebody would find somebody they knew and




that always opened a door. They don't forget, they just
neyver forget you--it's incredible.

There are things in the Navajo book that if they
were taken by themselves I would simply discard, but they
belonged with the story. And if someone says that the
photographs are not visually ideal, well, I just don't
argue about it. Everything has to have meaning. There's
no point in arguing about it. It's either there or not
there.

My involvement with the Navajo people has affected
my own way of life, of course. It feels natural to me.

I had an insight into Navajo feeling that day of the
gathering together of a family and a certain kind of just
easy beautiful happiness that existed in spite of the loss

of their mother the year before. I had gone over to the

Park Service and there was a woman there who had been

there for a long time in the office and she wanted to see
my collection of photographs and I took it in and showed
it to her and she came to one picture I did of this woman.
Then she took me up to see a weaver up near the mummy cave,
and we went up a little hill, I remember, and there she
was sitting under a shelter and I spoke to her and she
spoke no English but we conversed through the guide and

I showed her some pictures and she was willing for me

to do something. I walked around behind her and there

was the mummy cave, one of the most important ruins in




the whole Canyon de Chelly complex. Nine hundred years
before and here is the woman sitting in front of you.
I was very much excited about it, then I made one por-
trait of her whole face. That was in 1973.

In 1975 I was back over there at the Park Service

and. Mrsieaas looked at those two pictures and she

asked if Betty Mitchell had seen these? Betty Mifﬁcell

was this dead woman's daughter. She picked up the tele-
phone and called Betty and she came right over to the Park
Service and she told me these are the only pictures that
have ever been done of her mother, so I took them out of

my dummy and gave them to her and she thanked me very
nicely and went on back to her job. Two days later she
called me at the lodge and asked us to come up to their
place in the canyon on Sunday. Never a word about anything,
we got up there and she had gathered her entire family--
her mother's two older sisters, the widowed father, all

her brothers and sisters and the Lord knows how many others,
all together for this family reunion and I was just there
to do anything I wanted to do all day long. I never had
such a day! And the two older women went down into the
field and brought up armsfull of corn and they roasted

some corn and then they made what they call a _ bread.
They cut the corn off the cob and put it through a meat

grinder and then put it back in the husks and cook it.




They do have a special way of building the fire and
getting the right heat and everything. I got the de-
tails of all of this going on and they slaughtered a
sheep which was for lunch and so we were there for the
whole afternoon. I have been thinking about how I am
going to handle this new book and this was what I was
thinking about in the middle of the night last week,
writing down that day, and I think I'm going to end the
new book with the story of that day.

I told you that I photographed all the sculpture
in the San Francisco Exposition. There was also a flyer

out there who was one of the first ones to do skywriting.

He wrote his own name, Art Smith, and I was fascinated.

I've got a whole bunch of negatives that I made of him in
1915. Then there's that big platinum print that's a big
landscape from one east of Colorado Springs, the buildings
way down low and the whole of Pike's Peak and this much
sky above it with three army planes flying in formation.

I had never really flown very much until I went to Boeing
in the war.

The only thing that I can ever remember about pre-
judice against me as a woman is a very funny comment one
day. I was doing architectural photographs for two archi-
tects in Denver and I was on 1l6th or 17th Street downtown,

photographing a bank across the street, and I had my 8 by




10 and I was under the focusing cloth. I heard a woman's
voice saying "That's it, girlie; show them how!" Per-
sonally, I can't see any difference for men or women...
either you're a good photographer or you're not.

I wonder if you saw among the Boeing things one
that was the real problem-solving photograph of all that
I have. I don't think it's too much of a picture, but
they told me they wanted me to find a woman in the plant
who was working in the wing section and who had a son
in the Air Corps. So I hunted around and I found a woman
who had not only one son but two sons in the Air Corps.
So the idea was to have a photograph of her thinking about
this son. I thought about it a little and I found the
woman. She brought me in some picture of one of these
sons of hers and so I thought about that for a little bit
and I made a lantern slide of it and projected it onto
the wingl:;%he rivets of the wing where she was working.
And then I had to light her so that it threw a shadow
from her onto the wing and then I could project the image
of the boy onto that. That was the worst problem solver

Eehadsto doz

I really consider myself a landscape photographer

more than anything else. The book I wanted to do in 1945
was the Rio Grande from source to mouth and they jumped

at that and I had a contract right that day and came back




and I had the nerve to start on it two weeks before the
war was over with gasoline still rationed. I started
in southern Colorado where I wouldn't need to travel
too much. All of the landscape work was 8 by 10. I
seldom made more than one simply because I didn't have
the film. That is the training that Boeing job gave me;
you see these things relate to one another.

When I began photography at the Clarence White
School we didn't have meters and it was a question of
getting sensitivity of eye on the ground glass when we
were under the focusing cloth. That's what it amounts to--
you make your own meter right there. I've shifted and
changed a certain amount and I have a meter which I think
is excellent, though it's too slow. I go back to the first
very simple principle--that you expose for your shadows
and develop for your highlights and that is it, period.
That's what Ansel does with his system but some people
refine it almost to excess. I think some of them make
exposures nowadays because they fit their system rather
than the other way around.

Well, I dallied a little bit. I struggled with the

violin and I never got very far. I don't think I could have

ever faced an audience as an instrumentalist. For me to

get up and give a talk about photography always makes me

laugh. I wasn't thinking in terms of trying to produce




{HK
\fﬂbe)artu(but the principles have to be there; and that

is evidently very instinctive and ingraiﬁed thing in me.
Lots of things that I have done that I've delivered and
don't think about it were just jobs to do, problems to
solve, like the advértising work I've done. But out of
my own caring--such as my landscape photography and the
study of the Navajo--well, that's what you keep. What
you care about is finally what you keep.

What's kept me working? Wéll, I don't know. I
suppose I could have sat back and my family would have
taken care of me but I've always believed in producing,
myself, probably because it was a thing I could do better
than anything else. Georgia O'Keefe has been very nice
to me about my work. She came down even with her eyesight
to see my retrospective show here and she called and she
said "You've done it as it is, and you've done it with love."
That was typical of Georgia to say something in as few words
as possible.

Being 86 gives me a jolt if I stop and think about it,
but fortunately I don't think about it. It just seems to
me when I look back that I must have wasted an awful lot
of time. :

In the catalogue of my recent show here in Santa Fe

I wrote:




"Creation is something you have to see and feel.

In my work I watched the living creation. I record the
things I see. If you're busy and interested, life seems

very simple."
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