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Denim as You Know It,
and as You Don’t

Woven into every pair of jeans is the idea of the
individual, the unique, the adventurous urban hero.

Western Grandeur
Meets Eastern Elegance

Georgi Boev on harmonizing the French horn
with Chinese instrumentation.
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Photography for Life’s Sake

By Milene Fernandez | Epoch Times Staff

EWYORK-Ata timewhen
lime seems (0 be moving
faster than ever, when
the world [eels conlusing, chaolic,
when vulgarily is even celebrated,
and so-called art can look no
diflerent [rom curbside garbage,
Rodney Smith continues (o make,
dare we say, beaulilul pictures.

RODNEY SMITH

His photographs tease one to question, to won-
der, to feel delight in a moment captured. Even
when we are overloaded with images, his pho-
tographs are unforgettable. The beauty con-
veyed stems from a man who cares deeply
about sharing his vision with optimism,
despite all the harshness of the world.

“I kind of represent a world that is possible
if people act at their best. It’s a world that’s
slightly beyond reach, beyond everyday expe-
rience, but it’s definitely not impossible,” he
said reflecting on his work at his studio by his
home in The Palisades.

Smith laments what he called the unfortu-
nate repercussions of modernism. “It has cre-
ated a kind of vulgarity, a kind of anything
you feel and think is just ‘spout it out.’ It can be
in your face, there is no refinement at all. The

sense of decorum has left, and I think that’s a
problem for the culture,” he said.

“Why isn’t there a counterpoint to the world,
why isn’t there something that is really beau-
tiful, serene, and graceful to pull people out of
that?” he asked.

Similar to the effect of a 1940s movie—show-
ing idealized relationships between men and
women, with a sense of civility and refine-
ment—he wants his photographs to pull peo-
ple out of ugliness.

He feels it is his calling. It’s the central issue
he’s been concerned about perhaps from the
very beginning. It was also the same first topic
he brought up when I interviewed him for a
small photography magazine 20 years ago.

See Photography for Life on C6
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Rodney Smith, photographer.

R()dney Smlth’s Photography for Life’s Sake

Photography for Life continued from C1 L and strictly with available light. carefully,” he said.
. Today, especially in the digital age, it is very He used to enjoy lunches with his friend,
“I'realize everything has changed, but remem- Whlle easy to shoot technically competent photo-  the late Peter Viereck, a Pulitzer Prize-win-
ber a change is not necessarily an improve- most thig graphs, but Smith argues that the number of  ning poet. Smith said, “He would talk about
ment,” he wrote in his blog, “The End Starts h - photographers who have a unique vision is  writing in iambic pentameter. To the reader
Here,” where he shares his musings with much phologl-aphs very small, maybe 1 in 15,000. He mentioned itallfeels right because there isa cadence ora
revelry and insight. Henri Cartier-Bresson, I[rving Penn, W. Eugene  resonance to body rhythms, to the heartbeat,
Although the classical and whimsical aes- I()()k as Smith, and Dorothea Lange as examples—the  and so when poetry is not written in verse, it
thetic in his photographs—which appear in th h th photographers he had encountered at MoMA.  feels discordant or out of sync.”
countless magazines, books, and galleries ()llg ey “A photograph isa really complicated thing in Perhaps the reason why Smith’s photographs
around the world—is easily recognizable, his were Carefll“y the sense that you are qualifying and quantify-  feel timeless is because of their cadence and
name is not widely known. ing this three-dimensional world, and maybe  classicism where the proportions, the scale,
He recently completed his fifth book, a ret- planned ()lll, itseven more than three dimensions, butany-  and the relationships feel just right.
rospective coffee table book that includes over . way, this three dimensional world which is full
175 photographs from the past quarter cen- hlS beSt are ofall kinds of senses—sound, smells, taste,and ~ On the Edge of an Era
tury of his 45-year career. It’s his only book a tl’iumph ()f memories—to qualify itdown toatwo-dimen-  Most of the time Smith feels estranged from
so far that includes some color photographs, sional piece of paper, and then ask people-who  the world. Taking photographs has been his
which he only started taking 10 years ago. sp()ntanei[y have no relationship to you or to your experi-  way of reconciling the mundane with the
The book, simply titled “Rodney Smith,” will ° ence—to look at it and say, ‘I like this picture.”  ideal.
be distributed for sale in bookstores and online an(l lClllllg g0- That’s what those photographers could do,” “I'm always at that eccentric part, that loner

next year. He priced it at about half of what he
normally would because he wants to make his
photographs accessible to a larger audience.

To Thine Own Sell Be True

Everything about Rodney Smith seems par-
adoxical. His photographs look planned, but
they are actually spontaneous; he dresses and
looks like a CEO, but he’s actually very eccen-
tric; he’s a private person, yet he shares quite
personal details on his blog; he’s not interested
in fashion, and yet he shoots fashion photo-
graphs; while maintaining a serious and crit-
ical demeanor, he’s also very optimistic and
witty; he feels anxious and small, yet his
images are serene and powerful.
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he said.

“It’s really hard to have a vision. ... To have
something to say, to have it be apparent in all
the pictures, so that somebody says ‘Oh that
looks like a Rodney Smith,” whether it was
shot 50 years ago or today, that is a very hard
thing to do,” he said. Then he implied that it’s
nearly impossible if you don’t have something
to express from the heart.

He quoted Wordsworth: “Thanks to the
human heart by which we live.”

Smith has taught photography students at
numerous universities and institutions, such
as Yale, The New School, International Center
of Photography, and Pratt to name a few. He
has changed many of their lives, encouraging

that is sort of on the outside, but always look-
ing in—always sort of peering through the
door, sort of looking in, but never quite going
through it,” he said.

Calling himselfsomething like one of the last
Mohicans of photography, he has been fight-
ing for pictures all his life, staying true to his
vision without any separation between what
he has done commercially and his own work.

At the beginning of the interview for this
article, he offered coffee in delicate China,
placed on a silver tray. Classical music played
softly in the background as a canaryin a cage
chirped along. Like his photographs, his home,
studio, and garden are equally peaceful, ele-
gant, and carefully pruned.

He knew he wanted to be a photographer A 4 them to find their voices. He joked about wanting to interview the
during his junior year in college, when he vis- R “You don’t have to worry about being like ~ photographers who came with me instead.
. . ead . . -
ited the permanent photography collection at o anybody else if you can touch your own spe-  He was curious about their work and shared

Rodney Smith’s blog, . . -
the Modern Museum of Art (MoMA). He felt “The End Starts Here.” cial voice, but you would be amazed at how  some wisdom.
he belonged, having an epiphany that pho- . ’ people resist that. They do not want to go there “Nothing has ever, ever been easy for me,
. at RodneySmith.com/ " o o .
tography was a way he could express himself. blog because it’s a psychological journey; it’'snota I mean people come here and they think

Even the first photographs he took astounded
him. “I remember looking at the pictures and
thinking ‘Oh my God who took these pictures,
thisisn’t me.’ There was this incredible discon-
nect because the pictures were so powerful,
strong, and composed and I perceived myself
as so frail, weak, and anxious. I couldn’t fig-
ure out who took these pictures.”

Smith studied theology at Yale, all the while
knowing he would become first and foremost
a photographer. It provided him with a foun-
dation for asking essential questions—about
existence, why we are here, and what is the
purpose of life—questions that would help him
process his confusion.

His creative process is intricately connected
to how he examines his own life, how he gets
to know himself, how he draws clarity from
his emotions and translates them into pictures.
It’san arduous process well worth the journey.

Through that journey his early work depicted
people like farmers and sharecroppers in dif-
ferent parts of the world, landscapes depict-
ing a very different world from the affluent
lifestyle he grew up in. Then, much to his cha-
grin, he took portraits of top CEOs of multi-
national corporations, men like his father.
Eventually, also much to his chagrin, he took
fashion photographs, featuring models in land-
scapes, men wearing suits and hats. Each tran-
sition required tremendous effort for him to
adjust emotionally.

He continues to shoot photographs with
his Hasselblad camera, mostly in black and
white, with real film only, in real locations,

There’s an old
aphorism:
A change is not
necessarily an
improvement.

mechanical journey. And people don’t want to
deal with their past, their history, their emo-
tional core, it’s too painful for them, so they
stay on the surface and they make pictures
that are alright, but not really powerful. And
so you have to really want this, you have to be
willing to go to places that you may not want
to go to,” he said.

The Rhythm of the Hear(

Smith trusts his instincts to get to the heart
of the matter. If you watch him work you will
see him move around and all of a sudden he
will stop when he has found the right spot to
take a picture. While most of his photographs
look as though they were carefully planned
out, hisbest are a triumph of spontaneity and
letting go.

“It’s an intuition about what is proportion
and scale and how I am relating to the sub-
ject. It’s not an intellectual concept; it is an
emotional concept. Also if there are other peo-
ple in the picture, it’s about how they relate
to each other, so it’s all a very complicated
thing,” he said.

First he must find the location, then every-
thing else follows. Having studied with Ansel
Adams he knows his technique, he knows how
to photograph landscapes, and how to inte-
grate the subject into the landscape. While
he’s intent on the composition, inadvertently
many of his photographs tell a story.

“Composition is like rhythm in music, it’s
where everything is in sync. It’s where the
whole picture comes together succinctly and

‘This guy does really well.” But for 25 years I
never made a penny. [ mean I struggled just
to eat, and [ wouldn’t sell my work when peo-
ple wanted to pay me very little for it. [ have
fought the battle for photography for so long,
it’snot an easy life and if you want it, you have
to really fight for it because no one is going
to give it to you,” he said to the Epoch Times
photographers.

Smith represents photographically and
maybe even personally a completely differ-
ent erathan the era we live in today. His classi-
cally styled home, studio, and garden reflected
that as well.

Currently he is perhaps in the middle of a
new transition. When I asked him what he
planned to do next after his latest book he said,
“I definitely feel like I am at this turning point,
and I'm not sure what it is. I'm kind of open,
we’ll see.”

For now we can enjoy his retrospective,
showing a world of repose, “where there is a
slight wink to other art forms, but the medium
remains unique. It is a world where certain
men wear suits, not because it is the fashion,
but because it represents graciousness, a kind-
ness, and a forbearance, which is only proper
ifthereisalady in waiting. It isa make believe
world [ am trying very hard to make real once
again,” he wrote in “The End Starts Here.”

“This Is New York” is a feature series that delves
into the lives of inspiring individuals in New
York City. See all our TIN'Ys here: epochtim.es/
TINY or follow @milenefernandez on Twitter.



