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Oral History in Art: A New Tool

by Winberta Yao

This is the age of the interview. Since
the 1960’s, this mode of communication
has quite pervasively permeated the
field of art and photography. Rather than
penning written statements and person-
al missives, artists have been resorting to
the spoken word, presenting their ideas
and providing information about them-
selves in response to outside question-
ing. As Lawrence Alloway has noted, the
first statements of Pop artists, an “infor-
mal group, without manifestoes or a
common program’” were “in the form of
interviews, elicited externally.” It was
the first time that the verbal definition of
a new tendency ... was performed en-
tirely by interview.”! Such interviews de-
voted to the contemporary art scene
have continued to appear in the pages of
art journals, often entitled “Conversa-
tions with ...” or “Dialogue with ...".
Phoebus is no exception. In its second
issue (1979), the reader will find “A Con-
versation between Adolph Gottlieb and
Jack Breckenridge.”? There have even
been entire periodical publications con-
centrating on interviews—notably a pro-
duction conceived by Andy Warhol in
1969 entitled Interview, and Visual Di-
alog, published in California from 1975
to mid-1979.

This is not to say that the interview as a
medium of communication with artists
was never used before. As Alloway has
pointed out, Matisse, throughout his

long career, was a participant in a num-
ber of interviews.? But widespread pub-
lication in the direct question-and-
answer format did not exist in art jour-
nals until the last twenty years, nor were
they presented often in entire book-
length publications. There are now two
recent examples of the latter, one cover-
ing artists and the other photographers.
Since they are not the first and will not
be the last of this genre,* it may be well to
comment on them and examine the na-
ture of their contribution to the orga-
nized body of information available on
artists and photographers.

Neither volume consists of interviews
done specifically for the purpose of pub-
lication in book form. In Paul Cum-
mings’s Artists in Their Own Words, in-
terviews with eleven artists and one
photographer (Walker Evans) com-
pleted between 1968 and 1973 for the
Archives of American Art of the Smithso-
nian Institution have been condensed
for inclusion in this book.”> Because of
the shortened format, breaks in the con-
tinuity of a conversation are sometimes
evident. Paul Hill and Thomas Cooper’s
Dialogue with Photography includes
almost twice as many interviews as Cum-
mings’s interviews, conducted between
1974 and 1978 and originally published
in the Swiss periodical, Camera. The
photographers selected were from the
ranks of the most revered pioneers of
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the field in the twentieth century. Unlike
Artists in Their Own Words, which has
been edited so that all interviews are
more or less the same length, the differ-
ence in individual responses in Dia-
loguie with Photography is readily appar-
ent. Words and thoughts spill forth ani-
matedly from such men as Robert Dois-
neau, Helmut Gernsheim, Beaumont
Newhall, and Minor White, while there is
more reserve and less ebullience on the
part of others. The material in these two
volumes is at once current and ret-
rospective in nature. Five artists and five
photographers from these two groups
have died since their participation, im-
parting a certain poignancy and mean-
ingfulness to their words as we read
them now.® Additionally, since seven of
them at the time they were interviewed
were between seventy-one and ninety-
two, their thoughts in many instances
have historical connotations.

The presentation of these interviews is
simple, with a minimum of supporting
material. In Cummings’s book there is a
brief, informal biographical section pre-
ceding the interview that serves as a re-
capitulation of the artist’s life and art, and
one or two black-and-white illustrations
of his work. A similar biographical intro-
duction would have been desirable in
the work on photographers, which has,
on the other hand, a selected bibliogra-
phy of the interviewee's published
photographic work.

As attested to by the large number of
interviews on record in recent years, and
despite occasional protests to the con-
trary, artists and photographers seem
quite able and willing to verbalize, at
least within the setting of an interview.”
The interviewing of artists is essentially
an autobiographical quest, not only for
personal information, anecdotal details,
and eyewitness accounts but for memo-
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ries, perceptions, nuances, and feelings.
Guided by a deft interviewer, free asso-
ciation and free expression are encour-
aged. Observations and opinions that are
not common knowledge or of public re-
cord are sought. Traits of personality,
characteristic  manners of speech
emerge. There is a probing for motiva-
tions and there are revelations of influ-
ences and relationships, articulation of
artistic philosophies, analytical discus-
sions of stylistic and technical concepts
and practices. The social and cultural
milieu is depicted. Perhaps more than in
any other field of human activity, the
information coming from artists is of a
highly subjective, introspective nature;
they themselves are indisputably the
best sources on their own art. This “'sing-
le source,” wherein the work of art and
its verbal/textual interpretation issue
from one individual, turns the words of
artists into highly valued “inside in-
formation.” As less and less material of a
holographic nature, in the form of per-
sonal records, letters, and diaries, is
being produced in modern society, the
interview is regarded as a new, fertile
source.

The term “oral history” is commonly
used to categorize this unique informa-
tion source—although it is descriptively
inaccurate because it is not vet estab-
lished history but, in this form, raw mate-
rial of history. Its method is to create an
ambience, through direct, neutral, open-
ended, “unloaded” questions and com-
ments,” whereby individuals can be
spontaneous, candid, conversational,
and relaxed in expression. Thomas Hart
Benton, for instance, discloses that he
never had many students at the Art Stu-
dents League when he taught there be-
tween 1926 and 1935;'° Fairfield Porter
provides us with a possible explanation
when he discusses the difference be-
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tween Benton's and Boardman Robin-
son’s styles of teaching.'' Isamu No-
guchi, stressing his belief in the need for
alternative modes of artistic expression,
makes an arresting point when he
observes that “If Mark Rothko hadn't
been tied to his brush . .. he could have
had a new life and started all over
again.”'? Among the many opinions
offered on Alfred Stieglitz, both positive
and negative, there were at least two with
similar judgments on an aspect of his
character. Referring to his father, Ed-
ward Weston, Brett Weston said, “When
Dad became famous, I think probably
Stieglitz resented the fact that he didn't
pay tribute to him.”"* Commented Wal-
ker Evans, "I wasn't sycophantic or wor-
shipping of him .. . So he had no time for
me at all.”*

However, for all the enlightenment
and excitement that can be generated by
the information acquired through the
oral history and interview process, it
must be kept in mind that the contents of
books like Artists inn Their Own Words
and Dialogue with Photography do not
constitute the final word, being only one
among other primary sources. Trivia and
insignificant items — or “inconse-
quential persiflage,” as Walker Evans
termed it'>—have to be identified
(although it has also been said that “One
man’s trivia may be another’s gold.”)'®
Imprecise recollections, fading memo-
ries, repetition, personal biases, and par-
tisan judgments, creative tempera-
ments—all are among the hazards of
oral history, though by no means exclu-
sive to it. These are factors that must be
recognized and resolved by art histo-
rians as they delve into these materials
and integrate them with other kinds of
sources.

The concept of oral history as it is
understood today dates from 1948 at Co-

lumbia University as the brainchild of
Professor Allan Nevins of the Depart-
ment of History. Shortly thereafter, in a
fortuitous co-development, the portable
tape recorder came into use and became
an inseparable partner of the oral history
process. In December 1958, the Archives
of American Art inaugurated its Oral His-
tory Program, the first one on artists and
those active in the art-related world of
museums and galleries, collectors, and
critics. Its historical strengths lie in the
period from the late 1930’s to the late
1960’s. As the director of the Oral History
Program of the Archives for a number of
vears, Paul Cummings conducted many
of the interviews himself. A total of two
thousand interviews have been com-
pleted to date, with most of them tran-
scribed from the original tape.!” (As far
as can be ascertained, Philip Curtis is the
only Arizona artist with an interview on
file in the Archives.) The transcripts of
these interviews are available only after a
qualified researcher has received writ-
ten permission from the artist or his
estate to use the material. As archival
material, it is subject to restriction to
protect the rights and privacy of the in-
terviewee for a certain designated
period. Though there is no dictum
against publishing oral history inter-
views, if proper permission is obtained,
Artists in Their Oun Words does depart
from standard oral history procedures
by having its contents made available in
published form outside the customary
archival channels.

Dialogue with Photography, on the
other hand, is a product of different cir-
cumstances, since it was not a part of an
archival project. The interviews by Paul
Hill and Thomas Cooper—both photog-
raphers and active in a host of other
photographic activities in England'®—
were done for direct publication in a
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magazine. It has been pointed out that an
interview per se does not automatically
qualify as oral history.'? As we have seen,
the key factor that must be present to
make it a genuine primary source is the
element of privacy and confidentiality
which permits an interviewee to express
himself freely and credibly. This privacy
is preserved by holding it in archival
reserve for future scholarly consultation
and withholding free, immediate, public
access to it. Dialogue with Photography,
therefore, is not oral history in the con-
ventional sense.

There is every sign, however, that oral
history is not a static phenomenon and
that, as evidenced by the publication of
these two volumes, more liberal, freer
definitions and practices are evolving.
The Archives of American Art, for in-
stance, has recently said that it will be
removing restrictions on the use of its
interviews.?? And, as will be seen, oral
history is being extended into still other
formats.

Scholars and researchers should also
be aware of other oral history collections
in the field of American art and photog-
raphy. Although not as comprehensive
in terms of the number of artists inter-
viewed, in depth and breadth of treat-
ment the individual oral histories often
surpass those of the Archives. In the Co-
lumbia Oral History Collection, the ori-
ginal and leading oral-history program
in the United States, there are, for exam-
ple, a 185-page transcript of an interview
with Thomas Hart Benton in 1972 (com-
pared with the Archives’s 68 pages), 348
pages for William Zorach in 1957 (25
pages in the Archives), and 520 pages in
1958 for Max Weber, who was never in-
terviewed by the Archives. Among Co-
lumbia’s special projects there is also
one entitled “New York’s Art World,”
consisting of 1,209 pages of interviews
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conducted by Barbaralee Diamonstein
(author and contributor to ARTnews,
among other activities) at the New
School for Social Research in New York
City, revolving around museum/art gal-
lery relationships with artists in New
York.?! Memoirs of artists and others
connected with American art activities in
the Columbia Oral History Collection
have received exposure in yet another
format. Seven of them (Jack Levine,
Isabel Bishop, Holger Cahill, Paul Man-
ship, Thomas Hart Benton, Max Weber,
and Mahonri Young) are included in a
microfiche collection, “The Arts” — a
part of the New York Times Oral History
Program produced by a New York Times
subsidiary, the Microfilming Corpora-
tion of America. Available since 1972, on
microfilm and microfiche, this consti-
tutes a major breakthrough for the dis-
semination and wider use of oral history
interviews.

Other university programs display a
characteristic strength of oral history:
regional and local coverage. Such are the
Archives of Northwest Art, a project of
the Henry Art Gallery, University of
Washington; interviews on art and
photography (combined with archi-
tecture and literature) in the San Francis-
co Bay Area, conducted by the Regional
Oral History Office of the University of
California, Berkeley, and a continuing
program in the fine arts, including a ma-
jor project, “Los Angeles Art Community:
Group Portrait”, a series of thirty inter-
views carried out under a National En-
dowment for the Humanities grant be-
tween 1975 and 1977 at the University of
California, Los Angeles. For several of the
interviewees in this project, whose tran-
scripts in some cases range over 500
pages in length, there are also
documentary materials as well as an in-
terview on deposit with the Archives of




Oral History in Art

American art, providing a rich record of
their life and art. Both California pro-
grams will be available in microformat
through the aforementioned Microfilm-
ing Corporation of America. A summary
report of the UCLA program not only
presents the methodology and imple-
mentation of a carefully designed opera-
tion, but also illuminates clearly the uni-
que purposes of oral history—to pro-
vide source material in an undocu-
mented area and to present a multi-
faceted record of all the forces interact-
ing within a particular setting.** The
non-participation of three artists impor-
tant to the project (Richard Diebenkorn,
Sam Francis, and Peter Voulkos) was la-
mented, but was possibly an indication
of their dislike for this form of com-
munication rather than a lack of coop-
eration, since the Archives of American
Art also has had no interviews with any of
them.

One of the salient features in the UCLA
Project on the Los Angeles art communi-
ty represents the latest development in
oral history interviewing in art. Just as
the portable tape recorder provided the
technological means for oral-history to
develop and become established, so
another new electronic medium has
emerged to give it another dimension—
the videotape recorder. UCLA video-
taped twenty-one of its thirty Los Angeles
art community interviews. Beginning in
that same period, in 1975, an innovative
museum video program was inaugu-
rated by the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in
Buffalo, New York, which has inter-
viewed on location a total of thirty-five
Modernist and Abstract Expressionist
artists represented in their collections
and exhibitions for showing to patrons
and distribution to outside sources.*? It
has termed its collection of video inter-
views “A Video Vasari.”” Commercial gal-

leries in New York, also use this new
medium, and the Archives of American
Art has recently declared that it, too, will
be embarking upon videotape inter-
views in the near future.** Here is, then,
another ramification of the oral-history
process in art—"visual history"—which
serves, among other things, to “demythi-
cize and rehumanize” an artist,”> thus
bringing his audience to a closer level of
understanding of him and his work.
The videotape recorder has un-
doubtedly provided the impetus for and
shaped the content and character of a
new body of oral histories which has
been developing in the last few years in
the field of photography. Although the
Archives of American Art has inter-
viewed some photographers in the past,
since 1975 the International Museum of
Photography at George Eastman House
in Rochester, New York and the Center
for Creative Photography at the Universi-
ty of Arizona both have pursued archival
programs unparalleled in the history of
oral history interviewing in the arts by
displaying, analyzing, and discussing
dozens of photographic images in the
course of their interviews with photog-
raphers. Relevant background inter-
views with others have also been a part
of the complete tape documentation for
each photographer. At the International
Museum of Photography, transcripts of
the material (some of it still in process)
are in the form of computer printouts. At
the Center for Creative Photography, the
audiotapes remain untranscribed and
unedited; to oral-history purists, tapes
are the true primary source, although
transcripts are much preferred by
researchers.?® With the expiration of the
International Museum of Photography’s
two year grant from the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities in 1977, activi-
ties in photographic oral history are cur-
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rently being carried on in the United
States only at the Center for Creative
Photography in Arizona, where these are
funded under the auspices of the Visiting
Artists Program of the National Endow-
ment for the Arts. Though the two orga-
nizations have together compiled some-
what less than a dozen major interviews,
the accumulation of material®” is laying
the foundations for strong archival re-
sources in photography, thus enabling
photo-historians of the future to develop
much needed intensive studies in this
field.

Has this new resource of oral history
had any impact on and acceptance in
art-historical research and criticism?
How extensively have recent works of
scholarship utilized the interviews of, for
instance, those conducted by the Ar-
chives of American art? Searching the
literature of the recent past for substan-
tiating evidence, references were readily
found of citations to and use of six—or
half—of the interviews included in
Artists in Their Own Words. They were
incorporated in publications ranging
from three artist monographs and two
anthologies to a catalogue raisonné and
an exhibition catalogue.?® On the other
hand, listings were found for only two
Camera interviews in bibliographies.?’
And the 1971 Archives interview with
Walker Evans was apparently over-
looked in two recent publications both
of which, however, listed and quoted
another magazine interview done about
the same time.*” Generally speaking, it
would appear that when an autobiog-
raphical account has been previously
published, an oral history interview may
be of somewhat less significance and
value. Sam Hunter’s recent monumental
monograph, Isamu Noguchi (New York,
1978) makes liberal use of this artist’s
autobiography, A Sculptor’s World
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(1968), but none at all of the Cummings’
1973 interview, even though it pur-
ported to update and cover subjects not
discussed in the autobiography.®! In the
1973 interview with Thomas Hart Ben-
ton, much of the same ground was cov-
ered as in Benton's An American in Art:
A Professional and Technical Biography
(1969), but in less detail. Since it has
been found that there is generally a me-
dian of ten years before oral history
materials become published history,?
the potential for future writing in the
field of art is promising.

In summary, it can be seen that there
exists a fine distinction between oral his-
tory and the interview, becoming at
times somewhat blurred. But as the Co-
lumbia Oral History Collection con-
tinues to remind us, the essence of true
oral history lies in its guarantee of priva-
¢y at the time of communication of
memories and recollections, and for a
certain period thereafter, in order to be
assured of obtaining the ultimate truth.?
With the trend towards a freer dissemi-
nation of oral history, some thought
should be given to whether this element
of protection of the interview source is
as vital for oral histories in art where the
topics and concerns tend to turn inward
and may be less fraught with political
sensitivites than in other fields. As for
other types of interview situations, some
may be journalistic in nature, as in the
case of authors and critics interviewing
for immediate publication in journals.
Or autobiographical, as when a single
individual “testifies” at length covering a
long span of his life for publication in a
full-length book. Or biographical and
monographic, where an author develops
and gathers his own material on an artist
or a theme through the question-and-
answer method. But though these inter-
views may not qualify technically as oral
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history in the archival sense, they are raw
materials and primary sources in their
own right, serving as contemporary,
first-hand documentation of an artist and
aperiod. As interviews conducted under
unrestricted conditions, they should, of
course, be subjected to exacting tests
and analysis to determine their historical
validity and critical integrity.

The value of such publications as
Artists in Their Own Words and Dialogue
with Photography is that they alert the
scholarly world to the potential signifi-
cance of this kind of material for art-
historical and photo-historical research.
To plumb the depths of an artist through
his own verbal self-expression and face-
to-face disclosures is to explore new ter-
rain. In the process of interpretation of
this newly developed source of informa-
tion, the literature of art will be im-
measurably enriched and begin to
assume distinctive characteristics and
capabilities that will contribute towards
fresh and deeper insights into the
achievements of the twentieth-century
artist. |
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