Philip-Lorca diCorcia

represented by
®

O

ne of the most important figures
in contemporary art photography,
Philip-Lorca diCorcia is credited
with establishing the staged or ‘fictional’
approach to creating photographs. Though
his immaculate, narrative views are constructed to fulfill a pre-conceived artistic
strategy, at the heart of each is a subtle, to
varying extents unplanned performance on
the part of the model or subject that balances the epic quality of the imagery with
pathos, humanity and tenderness. Over a
career that spans three decades, diCorcia
has alternated between street projects and
choreographed tableaux to create monumental bodies of work that do not merely
capture a random act taking place, but consciously aim to build and communicate an
alternative kind of photographic truth. The
aesthetic and methodology of his work has
been much emulated in the art world as
well as the commercial field and diCorcia
makes time to create advertising and fashion editorial projects, which he regards as
a necessary, improvisational outlet in his
practice.
After studying in the renowned photography department of the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston in the mid-1970s,
diCorcia gained an MFA at Yale and began
photographing friends and family in interiors to create understated symbolic narratives. Shifting to the street, making portraits
of strangers, diCorcia came to prominence
in the early 1990s when he began working

on ‘Hustlers’, an ambiguous and touching
series of male prostitutes working in Hollywood that was exhibited at the Museum
of Modern Art, New York in 1993. diCorcia’s inclusion in the 1997 Whitney Museum of American Art Biennale is regarded
as a turning point in his career, but it was
with his iconic series of ‘Heads’ street photographs (2001) that he gained widespread
recognition.
DiCorcia was given his first solo exhibition in 1985 and has since been exhibited
in many international one-man and group
shows. His recent series of pole dancers
‘Lucky Thirteen’ (2004) resulted in four
solo exhibitions alone. The photographer
has won numerous awards, including the
International Center of Photography, New
York’s Infinity Award, his work features in
countless publications and is held in many
public and private collections across the
world. He is highly sought after as an editorial photographer and for over a decade
has been creating standout shoots for W
magazine that have redefined the parameters of what a fashion photograph might be.
In addition, diCorcia has created arresting
advertising campaigns for luxury brands including Bottega Veneta, Adobe and Fendi.
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How the camera saved the
photographer Philip-Lorca diCorcia
The photographer Philip-Lorca diCorcia crashed out of school and
nearly died experimenting with drugs, but his fortunes changed
when he picked up a camera at art school.
On the eve of his first major retrospective in England Philip-Lorca di Corcia seems more concerned than flattered.
‘Superstitiously, I think most artists’ careers end up down
the tubes after a retrospective,’ he says. ‘They really point
out to you what you’ve done, and some of that is not pleasant, because you can always find something wrong with it.’
It’s strange to hear such self-deprecation from a man who
is consistently referred to as one of the leading lights of his
generation, an accolade that seems to amuse and frustrate
him in equal measure.

The Massachusetts-born photographer, 62, first came to
prominence in 1993 with a solo show at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York. Hustlers was a stout-hearted for-

ay into the twitchy tenor of the post-Reagan era. DiCorcia
sought out male prostitutes on Los Angeles’ Santa Monica
Boulevard, offering them the money they would earn from
having sex if he could shoot their portrait.
‘At first I used motel rooms,’ he says, ‘because I had to set
the shot up, and to do it behind a closed door was a lot
easier. But there were always problems with the management, and eventually I felt motel rooms had become a kind
of leitmotif in the whole thing – the mirrors, the bathroom,
the bedspread – so I moved out on to the street.’
He has admitted that some of the first subjects fleeced him
out of more than double the going rate, and professes he
found the transaction process awkward. ‘Most of them
didn’t believe I only wanted to pay them for their picture,
they were like, “Is there anything else I can do for you?”
At least in part, the series was intended as a thorn in the
side of the pervading bigotry
surrounding Aids (his brother
Max died of an Aids-related
disease).
DiCorcia is one of five children. He had a turbulent time
growing up in the home that
his architect father built for
the family. ‘Most of the parents wouldn’t let their kids
come to our house. You never
knew what was going to happen there, but it was always
weird.’ He adds, ‘My mother
walked [out]. She was certified
mentally unstable. Do I remember her leaving? She was such a
disruptive part of mine and my
whole family’s existence that I
can’t say I particularly missed
her, put it that way.’
He was kicked out of school at
17. ‘I was stealing people’s stuff and selling it. I’d give it to
some junkie friend of mine who’d give me heroin… I was
crazy. I finally gave them a fake note saying my absence from

class was due to hepatitis – I had no idea that would have
quarantined the school – they called my father, and that was
the last straw.’
The following year he overdosed after experimenting with
belladonna and had a psychotic reaction that led to a spell
in a mental hospital. Of his two companions who took it
with him, one died. ‘It shook me in a way that put me on
the path to sorting my life out,’ he says. He enrolled in art
school in Boston where he started out making conceptual/
performance pieces before settling on photography. His first
works were a study of suspense: normal views of a room
where an object is falling off the table or mantelpiece.
At the time, he was the only student to be using colour photography. ‘I did it because I wanted it to look like generic
vernacular stuff rather than art photography. It was kind of
unusual. When I arrived at Yale [in 1978, for his MFA] they
had no darkroom facilities for colour whatsoever.’
He moved to New York in 1981 and, apart from six months
on a friend’s couch in the South Street Seaport area where
‘everything stank of fish’, his working base has always been
in Tribeca. His friends refer to his 450 sq ft office there as
‘the fishbowl’ since he removed every pane of window glass
and replaced it with an opaque substitute, so ‘you can’t see
out, and people can’t see in, but you still get all the light.’
He married in 1987, and
had a son in 1993, when
the family decided to move
to Naples for a year ‘for all
the reasons people usually
avoid Naples – it’s rough,
chaotic, to some degree
dangerous. But I didn’t want to feel like I was retiring to
Tuscany.’ The couple divorced a long time ago, but he and
his son, now 20, still see each other ‘all the time’.
He describes those early years trying to infiltrate the art
scene as ‘difficult’. ‘The amount of momentum that is necessary to actually move yourself along within the realm of
art careers is quite a lot more than people think.’ As a teacher at the Yale School of Art he is sometimes disheartened
by his students’ outlook: ‘Everybody thinks, ‘If I just get a

same name as having stimulated,
or inspired the photographs, in
fact diCorcia intended the title to refer to the story of Adam
and Eve, who were cast out, east
of Eden, when they came to true
knowledge. ‘I didn’t really think
of the Steinbeck thing,’ he says.
‘Although I realised much later
that it dovetails nicely with the
work.’
For diCorcia, loss of innocence
was ‘the realisation of what
George Bush had done. Not just
with the crash, but the wars, how
everybody believed him.’ At first
glance the Eden landscapes chime
with the glorious tenor of the
Hudson River School, paintings
that were meant to stand for the
pioneer passion for striving and
salvation. However they contain a
sly twist: on closer inspection we
see burnt out forests and fields,
where the living, breathing land
is become ashes. A sense of cold,
spent embitterment soon takes
over.

show, I’m rich and famous’, especially now, because social
media is so much of a driver, but it doesn’t work that way.’
Teaching, in fact, seems to have dampened his faith in the
art world. ‘If photography is in some way about the representation of reality, you don’t see it any more. The last
critique I was at, where four or five students present their
work in front of a panel, there was not a single photograph
in the usual sense. I mean, one woman made shoes.’
The exhibition of his work at Hepworth, Wakefield, part of
the gallery’s new focus on photography, includes examples
from each of his major series. Hustlers (1990- 92); Streetworks (1993-99), powerfully lit, happenstance occasions on

the streets of Tokyo, Calcutta and Mexico City; Lucky 13
(2004) images of pole-dancers; Storybook Life (1975-99),
unconnected images that nevertheless explore the art of
narrative; and Heads (2000-1), the series for which he is
most famous, where passers-by were caught alone and midreverie by an elaborate overhead strobe light that seems in
some cases like the eye of God.
The show also includes his most recent series, East of Eden,
which was triggered by the financial crash of 2008. It pivots
on the idea of the fall of man, and our ensuing loss of innocence. Although many refer to Steinbeck’s novel of the

The work, ‘was intentionally heterogeneous’ he says. ‘I sort of
stabbed this way, and stabbed that
way and often failed to strike anything, and it was a very
frustrating experience but it was always driven by that overarching concept, the fall…You have it in your mind, your
radar is alert. It’s very hard to get beyond a middle level: you
can make an adequate image, but the ones that are special,
those are the grace of god things, for which I say, thank you.’
By Lucy Davies
Published: January 31, 2014
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/photography/10602637/How-the-camerasaved-the-photographer-Philip-Lorca-diCorcia.html
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Woman Multiplied
Female Figures caught against hyper-real backdrops:
beautiFul and restless they enact the mysteries and possibilities that lie
behind each shot. the artist who gave depth to photography
by portraying male prostitutes in los angeles as iconic top models
in visionary photo shoots tells Flair about the rules oF his inner
landscapes. “don’t give the impression oF standing in Front oF
an altered reality, where everything is perFect”, he says. his images
do not contain only the author’s point oF view. they are
the mirror that brings our most hidden emotions to the surFace.
a portfolio by Philip-lorca diCorcia, text by Beatrice Zamponi, page 118

There is always a suspended atmosphere in
Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s images: the feeling of a
crystalized moment within a narrative where,
beyond the shot, the action continues and exists in
a “before” and an “after”. The artist challenges the
tradition of American Street Photography and gives
it a new meaning. There is no longer a direct take
and yet his images seem like moments in time stolen
from people absorbed in their own thoughts.
Taking it to the extreme, we could say that he is
more of a film director than a photographer. His
shots are in fact the result of careful staging.
Trapped in a large showcase house is a blonde
woman with her arms tightly wrapped around
herself, as if she needed protection; while another is
sitting on a bed, perhaps in a hotel, her glance
taking us beyond the frame, where there could be
someone else with her. They are open images, in

which there is not only one reality or interpretative
possibility, but many. In this sense the artist puts
the responsibility on us, allowing us to choose our
own personal vision and to dream, letting our
thoughts take shape. Suddenly we are no longer
faced with the author’s point of view, but are in
front of a mirror: his shots become devices to bring
out our feelings and emotions.
“My work is not about me, but about my viewers”.
This is how diCorcia begins to talk about himself to
Flair. Born in 1951 in Hartford, Connecticut, he
studied photography at Yale University and then
moved to New York City. By the end of the 1970s he
was photographing family and friends,
reconstructing domestic situations and using
artificial lighting recreating a film set.
“At first people thought that my images were real
and that I had taken them just like a

“My work is not about me, but about my viewers”
alienated women framed in an atmosphere
suspended in time and space. “The feeling of
loneliness that my characters communicate is not
necessarily intentional, rather it is a consequence of
how I work: I absolutely don’t want the model or
anybody else in the picture to look directly at the
camera because this would lead to the recognition
of a relationship with the photographer, or with the
audience. My way of working is extremely calm, I
give very basic instructions like: turn around, look
far away, imagine being in a pool. Let’s say that I’m
the exact opposite of the photographer in Blow-Up
by Antonioni, I’ve never said “Magnificent, baby”
in all my life.” His experience with Dennis
Freedman, visionary creative director of W,
coincided with the Golden Age of fashion, when
enormous budgets were available and everything
not only seemed, but really was, possible. “Even
before imagining the story, we would think about
where to go. I remember a shoot in Bangkok, the
model was Nadja Auermann, very tall and blonde:
an Aryan. We went from street kickboxing to
cockfighting. We even recruited the whole cast of
dancers from a night club and brought them to a
five star hotel where they danced half naked on an
enormous table in the conference room. In normal
circumstances they wouldn’t even have been
allowed to stand in front of the hotel entrance!
Clearly Thailand was a country with an entirely
different perception from that of the West, and the
play of contrasts was really magnificent”.

photojournalist. My new approach was similar to
commercial photography that staged situations, but
I chose ordinary subjects and so created a shifting
of the context.”
DiCorcia’s work had such a resounding impact that
in 1993 the MoMA in New York gave him his first
retrospective, presenting the central nucleus of a
series of photographs that kept growing until the
collection became his most famous book: Hustlers.
In a melancholy Los Angeles he photographs male
prostitutes. He pays his subjects the same amount of
money that they ask for selling their bodies, and he
makes this the title of each work together with the
name, birthplace and age of each of his street boys.
It is a project that has a strong influence on
collective aesthetics with the result that many
photographers begin to copy diCorcia’s style. His
deeply evocative and scenic work ends up seducing
even the sophisticated and watchful eye of the
fashion world, and in 1997 W magazine proposes a
collaboration.
“I have always been able to work in a completely
independent and free way,” says the artist. “The
hardest part was convincing them not to do what
they would normally do: explaining to the model
that she was not to pose, and to the other
collaborators not to try to impress me with
exaggerated makeup and hairstyles, but to be as
neutral as possible, so as not to give the viewer the
feeling of being in an altered world where
everything is perfect.”

These were years during which, even in the most
commercial work, photographers managed to
express their full creativity; what counted was to
reconstruct an atmosphere, a mood. In diCorcia’s

This is how the bewildered female figures in
diCorcia’s photographs were created, apparently
7

portfolio
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La donna

“i’m the exact opposite
of the photographer in blow-up
by Michelangelo antonioni. in all my
life, i’ve never said “Magnificent,
baby” to a model.”

represents the end, death. And then there were
three characters – thus the title.”
On April 2 he will be inaugurating a new
exhibition in New York at the David Zwirner
gallery which represents him, one of the most
prestigious private art institutions in the world.
This exhibition will showcase the last part of a
project called East of Eden that had its debut in
2008. The theme is “the loss of innocence” that the
United States and the Western world had to
confront after the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
and after the economic crisis that began with the
Lehman Brothers scandal.

photos, for example, the clothes aren’t even very
visible, there wasn’t the attention to the product
that is so obvious today.
“Fashion doesn’t have much to do with lifestyle any
longer, but with the status symbol. Every
advertising photograph is full of enormous bags
covered in logos and this destroys the image and its
potential of being eventually decontextualized. If
you take an old advertisement image by Bourdin or
Newton, you can easily take it outUn
of portfolio
its context.
di
Today this is impossible”.

© 2015. Digital image, The Museum of Modern Art, New York/Scala, Firenze. Courtesy of David Zwirner

moltiplicata

“For this final phase of the project I began to
photograph blind people because I was told that
they don’t dream. In fact, with total blindness, you
don’t have a visual archive of images that you can
call to mind. I think it’s a good metaphor for what
has happened: to have no dreams.”

Philip-Lorca diCorcia

Philip-Lorca diCorcia has played a key role in
contemporary art, transforming photography into a
hybrid between reality and fiction and going
In the light of the many transformations in fashion,
beyond the common belief that it can capture a
especially after September 11th 2001 which was
moment of authenticity. After the arrival of the
followed by a huge crash in the stock market, from
digital era, another new era has opened up: nobody
2008 onwards diCorcia voluntarily stopped
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POLE DANCE - Un’atmosfera da strip club. Nell’immagine, Juliet Ms. Muse scattata da Philip-Lorca diCorcia nel 2004. Dal 2 aprile al 2 maggio
il fotografo esporrà l’ultima parte del progetto East of Eden alla galleria David Zwirner (davidzwirner.com) di New York.
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Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s Storybook
Life and “The Magic System”

wood hustlers what they’d get for—well, for
turning tricks, as it happens... if, instead of
all that stuff (which most of the good people reading this essay know plenty about
anyway), we could just look at the pictures,
maybe describe the tricks, convey what we
feel both as they are enacted before our eyes
and later, in the wondering afterglow of the
experience (which turns out to be part of
the experience).
This, after all, is what the works themselves
often urge us to do. Take diCorcia’s weird
book A Storybook Life. Seventy-five pictures with no introduction or afterword
and no captions, just a list at the end stating vaguely, with a minimum of specificity,
where and when each of them was taken:
“Los Angeles, 1980,” “Hartford, 1978,” and
so on. The main effect of this list is to confirm what you had suspected: that no geographical or chronological order is at work.

Y

ou know how, when you’re about to
take a friend’s picture in front of some
world-historic site—a muscle-bound statue,
say, or the Colosseum—and, just as you
press the button, a passerby or dog strays
into the frame? Nine times out of 10 the
picture’s ruined but occasionally it’s improved, the intrusion throwing into ironic
relief or bringing out an unnoticed aspect
of the person or the world-historic whatever he’s posing in front of. That’s pretty
much what happened here. I was all set up
and ready to focus on Philip-Lorca diCorcia
when, who should wander into the shot but
Diane Arbus, saying, over her shoulder, that
if you’ve got a camera, then “you’re carrying
some slight magic.”
If the camera’s a form of magic then I guess
the resulting image is a kind of trick: in the

case of certain photographs, a perfectly executed one. Does this leave the critic in the
role of killjoy and know-all, doggedly telling
everyone how the trick’s been done—which,
although it’s what we want to know, turns
out to be the last thing in the world we want
to know? You really want to trade in all that
wonder for a handful of explanatory beads
about whichever dodges (to use an old darkroom term) were employed? Of course not,
and you don’t have to because Arbus—the
most gnomically articulate of all photographers—offered, in passing, an alternative:
namely, “the trick of explaining a trick by
a further trick, which is the supremest kind
of eloquence.”
That got me wondering if, instead of explaining how diCorcia set up his lights like
a baited trap on the street or paid his Holly-

A Storybook Life is a sort of camouflaged
retrospective that also declares its autonomy
and independence. The title is both umbrella and section heading, simultaneously
asserting—that there is an order, that it is a
coherent body of work—and querying that
assertion: Is it really? The pictures are positively charged—to greater and lesser degrees
of intensity—with insignificance. “The one
thing is that it is always a banal situation,”
diCorcia told an interviewer. “There’s nothing going on.” Each variant of this default
situation, each picture, demands that we
think intensely: Why this moment, this
place? (In the case of pictures by Henri Cartier-Bresson, that’s always exquisitely and
subtly—though not always instantly—obvious; Robert Frank was the first to introduce
these doubts and questions as necessary
components of appreciation.) Wouldn’t
another moment have served just as well?
Funny you should ask, the Storybook re-

plies, because here, on the next page—or,
in a gallery setting, a few meters along the
wall—is another asking the same thing in a
slightly different way. Out of this deferral,
a non-story of constantly confounded expectation gradually emerges. The more you
look, the more pronounced it becomes, this
simmering sense of uncontained sealed-inness. Or, putting it the other way round,
the Storybook is like a hermetically sealed
system with a steady leak that is unlocatable
because it—the leak—is everywhere. Another
word for an omnipresent leak is, I suppose,
a flow. (At which point I confess that it took
me a while to learn where the various bits
of Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s almost-rhyming
name began and ended: The syllables just
flowed rhythmically together.)
Moving beyond Storybook, the enhanced
sense of the ordinary in diCorcia’s pictures
is often the product of a combination of
natural and artificial light. The atmosphere
is dreamlike but without the usual oneiric
blurring or ghosting, which are visual symptoms or results of movement. There’s no
sense of hurry or urgency anywhere in the
considerable expanse of diCorcia-land, only
of suspended agency. What Mark Strand
said about people in Edward Hopper’s
paintings—they find “a resting place within
a moment that is wholly transitional”—goes
for the folk in diCorcia’s photographs too.
Actions, however simple, rarely look like
they’ll be completed. A woman ironing
clothes is making such slow progress that
she could be posing for Vermeer. Gazing
into the fridge in 1978 in diCorcia’s first
picture, Mario will be contemplating its
contents—revealed in a frosty POV shot
from A Storybook Life, in Hartford in
1980—until the coming of the next ice age.
Smoked in a suburban window at night, a
cigarette burns like a little handheld version
of the eternal flame. DiCorcia’s chairs and

beds look only a bit easier to get up from or
out of than the coffin that brings Storybook
to a close. People remain stuck at the level
of noun without recourse to the appropriate verb. A woman has a knife but seems
unable to chop. Another is locked in a nocturnal trance, suspended in the midst of a
two-step sleepwalk from gas pump to car.
It’s not that time has stopped; it’s just nowhere to be seen. And yet diCorcia’s characters usually seem in partial possession of
some form of motivation—if only they could
remember what it was or, more accurately,
what it meant to act on it. Act is the operative word in these scenarios, some of them
so painstakingly conceived and constructed
you could be forgiven for thinking that the
guy who’s taken a tumble in New York in
1984—losing his spectacles and dropping
his newspaper in the process—had bumped
into a Jeff Wall. Fortunately, Arbus, before
she fled the scene, alerted us to what’s going on. “The world,” she discovered in
1961, “is full of fictional characters looking
for their stories.” It’s just that, in diCorcia’s world, people rarely look like they’re
going to find them—or, for that matter, get
wherever it is they’re trying to go. (By the
same token—and at the risk of sounding
absurd—even the grass in diCorcia’s lawns
and parks can’t seem to find the time to
grow.) The emblematic shot in this regard
was made in Paris in 1998. It shows an architectural void in which the only evidence
of life is a human figure, black on a white
background, surrounded by a red circle: a
sign that seems intended both to warn that
pedestrians might be in the vicinity and to
remind them—pedestrians—that their presence is forbidden. Like that diagrammatic
figure, diCorcia’s people are stranded in
the somnolent clarity—a kind of super-unconscious—of a moment that seems oddly
like others that, for whatever reasons, have
not been preserved. At their most extreme

they’re just isolated heads, lost in and surrounded by unfathomable space.
I know I said I wasn’t going to explain
away the magic but it has to be mentioned
that the visual language of advertising, the
model diCorcia often uses and to which
his pictures constantly appeal, plays a part
in this effect. On the basis of its insistent
lure—buy this product and you’ll be transformed, from how you are to how you want
to be—Raymond Williams called advertising
“the magic system”: “The attempt is made,
by magic, to associate this consumption
with human desires to which it has no real
reference.” In diCorcia’s pictures, of course,
nothing is being sold (except, if you want to
get really autotelic and meta about it, the
pictures themselves) so that what we are
faced with is a kind of advert for the satisfactions of—and disappointments yielded
by—existence itself. Advertising depends on
the promise that before will be transformed
by after (the purchase). In diCorcia’s pictures they’re just different parts of a setup

so thorough that they end up being indistinguishable from each other. Which is just
as well since the temporal equivalent of that
lack of movement mentioned earlier means
you can’t actually get from the former state
(desire) to satisfied consumption anyway.
Unless, that is, you’re operating on the level
of the hustlers turning those $20 and $30
tricks which, I’m guessing, is not quite what
you or the magic system were hoping for.
In England there’s a wonderful expression
for the sense of disappointment—or, as
Johnny Rotten put it at the end of the Sex
Pistols’s last gig in San Francisco, “the feeling that you’ve been cheated”—that comes
over you after being persuaded to fork out
for something not worth having. We talk
about being sold a pup.
Now, it so happens that puppies and dogs
crop up quite a bit in diCorcia’s pictures.
They’re on sofas, waiting on steps, surveying a street at night (front paw resting on a
buckled can of Bud), peeking out from be-

hind chairs, burrowing into the earth while
a pair of seated cardplayers study the hands
they’ve been dealt (while, incidentally, never
looking like they’ll ever play a card). Mainly
what these dogs are doing is looking, either
at the photographer or at the scene and people he’s photographing. (A picture from the
“East of Eden” series shows a neat pair of
dogs entranced by an on-screen porn film,
hoping, presumably, that these humans will
eventually go at it doggy style.) In a wonderful poem by Billy Collins called “The Revenant,” a dog comes back from the dead to
regale his former master with certain fundamental, supremely eloquent truths. Possessed of a near-photographic memory, the
dog recalls “the absurdity of your lawns,”
“the way you would sit in a chair to eat, /
a napkin on your lap, knife in your hand,”
and how “While you slept, I watched you
breathe / as the moon rose in the sky.”
Looking at diCorcia’s dogs, I suspect that
they have similar powers of cognition, recollection, revelation, and explication. They’re
our embedded and ideal representatives,
these dogs, always looking, and never—as another English phrase has it—missing a trick.
By GEOFF DYER
Published: In Modern Painters June 2013 issue
http://www.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/919750/philiplorca-dicorcias-storybook-life-and-the-magic-system

Real People, Contrived Settings

Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s ‘Hustlers’ Return to
New York

I

n the early 1990s, the photographer
Philip-Lorca diCorcia made five trips to
Los Angeles to pick up male prostitutes
in Hollywood. Cruising down a seedy
stretch of Santa Monica Boulevard, where
young men loitered suggestively by the curb,
he would slow down in his rental car when
he saw a likely prospect.
Multimedia

town, his age, and the amount of money
that changed hands. (The photographer
could vouch for only the sum, usually $20
to $30.) Mr. diCorcia, now 61, would have
liked to call the show “Trade.” Gay slang for
a male prostitute, “trade” is also a straightforward description of what was going on.
“They give you something, you give them
something,” he said in a recent interview.
Two decades later, the series has become
known as “Hustlers,” and under that title
a much fuller selection (about 80) of the
pictures is about to be published in a book
by Steidldangin and will be exhibited next
month at the David Zwirner Gallery in
Chelsea.

seum of Modern Art in 1983, the curators
waged an informal bet over whether the
photographs were staged. Even connoisseurs couldn’t be sure.
During Mr. diCorcia’s days as an art student
in the mid-’70s, young photographers were
excited about concepts, not techniques.
The practice of staging a photograph, which
had been swept away by modernism like
so much Victorian bric-a-brac, was back.
But unlike the 19th-century artists whose
ambition was to create photographs that
resembled paintings, the new Postmodernists were self-consciously raising all sorts of
questions about the medium itself — which,
in hindsight, wasn’t really so different from
what their predecessors had done. Soon after earning his M.F.A. at Yale in 1979, Mr.
diCorcia began taking pictures of people he
knew, many of them his relatives, in everyday situations that he meticulously assembled.
For a photograph of a man staring at an
open refrigerator in a nighttime kitchen, for
instance, he positioned an electronic flash
inside the refrigerator to amplify the sickly
glow. The eerie illumination enhances the
mysteriousness of the picture. It’s a little
amusing that a photographer who says he
began without any keen interest in the nutsand-bolts aspects of the camera has become
known as one of the contemporary masters
of photographic lighting, creating pictures
in which illumination is as baroquely theatrical and physically present as in a Caravaggio painting.

Once the man approached, Mr. diCorcia
would make a proposition. He offered to
pay the going rate, but instead of sex, what
he wanted was a photograph. Usually, the
hustler agreed. They drove together to a setting that Mr. diCorcia and his assistant had
chosen and prepared. There, the pictures
were taken, the money was transferred, and
the two sides went their separate ways.
When the Museum of Modern Art exhibited 25 of the photographs in 1993 under
the title “Strangers,” each was labeled with
the name of the man who posed, his home-

Depicting real people in contrived situations, the pictures occupy an ambiguous territory between fact and fiction, a gray zone
that has become a preferred terrain for artists extending the boundaries of documentary photography. In the hands of Cindy
Sherman or Gregory Crewdson, the staged
photograph is redolent of artifice. With Mr.
diCorcia and his like-minded colleagues,
pre-eminently Jeff Wall, the scene depicted
is often unremarkable, even banal, and it is
not clear to what extent it is staged. When
Mr. diCorcia, then an unknown photographer, dropped off his portfolio at the Mu-

that started with the 1987 photograph “Piss
Christ,” made by Andres Serrano with endowment support, and which then expanded over an exhibition of sexually explicit
Robert Mapplethorpe photographs, led
Congress in 1989 to require endowment
artist grants to take into consideration “general standards of decency.”
Mr. diCorcia, who received $45,000, said
he never considered returning the money,
but he enjoyed knowing that he was using
part of it to pay prostitutes. Including the
sum in the title of each photograph was a
discreet thumb in the eye of the decency
standard, but it also highlighted a theme
of the piece. “The guys commodified themselves, and commodities have prices,” Mr.
diCorcia said.
He used a 6-by-9 Linhof view camera, which
he positioned in advance with Polaroid
tests. At first, he photographed his subjects
only in motel rooms. Later, he moved onto
the streets. “I had to go out every day and
figure out how to change it,” he recalled.
“There’s no script.”
One man is eyeing a burger on the other
side of a diner window. Another is seated on the curb of a parking lot next to a
smashed car. Mr. diCorcia told the men not
to look at the camera, but otherwise offered
little direction.

In 1989, financed by a National Endowment for the Arts fellowship, Mr. diCorcia
began his “Hustlers” project. He was stepping out into the world, away from his personal circle, to make the same kind of dramatic images. And while the subjects were
now strangers, the procedure was almost as
manageable as when he posed his relatives
in Hartford.
“It was a convenient way to do this work,
because these guys were selling their time,”
said Peter Galassi, a former chief curator
of photography at the Museum of Modern
Art, who organized the “Hustlers” exhibition. “If you just tried to do this in Union
Square, you’d have more trouble finding
people willing.”
In that period, some artists were declining
grants from the endowment. A brouhaha

“I don’t do motivational,” he said. “I don’t
say, ‘Pretend the L.A.P.D. has got you up
against the wall, and you’re trying to explain
the vial of crack cocaine in your pocket.’ ”
Most of the men are staring into the middle
distance, displaying a bored detachment in
the powdery mauve light of a Los Angeles
dusk. Occasionally, something unplanned
would happen: Once, a group of three
women wandered into the frame. Or some-

“You learn a much more subtle lesson by
what’s implied than by what’s stated,” Mr.
diCorcia said. He reacts uneasily to the way
Cindy Sherman “is flat out connecting,” he
said. “As fine an artist as she is, there’s not a
lot for you to intuit.”
In his portraits of hustlers, each perplexing
detail raises questions and conjures up alternate narratives. When he began his career,
Mr. diCorcia thought he was investigating
the ways in which a photograph deceives.
Reviewing his early work, he looks at it differently now.
“The first phase of Postmodernism was
pointing out that there’s something wrong
with what you think you know in the medium,” he said. “I’m bored with that. I think
you can look at something, and there are
things you do know.”
That’s true of the “Hustlers” photographs.
Simple, disquieting truths seep through
their elaborate fictions.
By ARTHUR LUBOW
Published: August 23, 2013
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/25/ar ts/design/philip-lorca-dicorcias-hustlers-return-to-new-york.
html?pagewanted=all

times, when the man arrived at the set, Mr.
diCorcia decided to change the prepared
compositions. “Those tend to be the best
ones,” he said.
Portrait photography, unless it is commissioned by the subject in a studio, usually
shows celebrities. However, two of the most
important portrait photographers of the
20th century, August Sander and Diane
Arbus, specialized, as Mr. diCorcia did, in
people who were not famous. They spent
hours (Arbus, in some instances, years) to
establish a relationship that penetrated the
subject’s defensive mask. In the “Hustlers”
series, portraying the prostitute in full psychological armor was part of the project.
The vacuous expressions on the faces create
a feeling of rudderless, dispirited anomie

that was emblematic of the larger society.
Maintaining a distance is also the way Mr.
diCorcia prefers to practice. “I don’t get up
close and cuddly with my subjects,” he said.
“I didn’t follow these people home. It’s not
a documentary.”
He argues that creating intimacy between
photographer and subject doesn’t pay off
anyway. “I think it’s all an illusion,” he said.
“That there’s a perfect rapport established
in the best work is false.”
In a process so impersonal, how much of
his personality does Mr. diCorcia reveal?
Tod Papageorge, who was his teacher and
later his colleague in the Yale photography
department, said that Mr. diCorcia’s work
is heavily autobiographical. Mr. Papageorge

points out, for example, that Mr. diCorcia’s
gay brother died of AIDS a year before the
“Hustlers” series began.
Although Mr. diCorcia said he is uncertain whether his motivation can be traced
to his brother’s death, he emphasized the
anger that he and other politically disheartened artists experienced at the time. And
as with many of the men on Santa Monica Boulevard who came from small towns
dreaming of becoming movie stars, he had
experienced his own disillusionment in
Hollywood: Trying to make it as a cinematographer in the early ’80s, he gave up and
returned to the East Coast.
The stories of the young men in these photographs remain tantalizingly out of reach.

Q & A: Philip-Lorca diCorcia
By CATHY HORYN

On Thursday night, at the start of Fashion Week, several hundred people came to the David Zwirner Gallery to see an
exhibition of Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s photographs. Originally published in W magazine, between 1997 and 2008, the images are a remarkable record of a free-spirited period in publishing that seemed to come to an end with the recession and,
as well, the Internet. They speak directly to the eye of Mr. diCorcia, with their capacity to excite and disturb, and to seek
truth about human behavior in the most banal of scenes. These photographs were also the result of a fortuitous collaboration between Mr. diCorcia and Dennis Freedman, the former art director of W, who gave the artist carte blanche to shoot
fashion stories in places like Havana, Cairo and New York. They have collected all 11 shoots in a new book, “Eleven”
(Damiani Editions).
Are they fashion stories? In a way, yes,
although you rarely notice the clothes.
They are really about a vacuum in the
middle of contemporary life, of which
fashion has been a key element. That
is one interpretation anyway. I spoke
to Mr. diCorcia — or PL, as he is universally known — about the work then
and now. Young artists should feel
gratified when he said of the creative
process: “It’s exactly what it’s always
been. It’s just hard work.”

tition to get me to do something, and
Dennis stepped into that. Basically he
said, ‘You can do what you want.’ One
of W’s virtues then was its size and the
degree to which they would give the
photographer full license. Dennis had
the capability to assure you that your
pictures were not going to be cropped.
That was not something that you
could get from anyone else.

Cathy Horyn: In the 90s, your pictures of hustlers in Los Angeles
influenced a number of fashion
photographers. Yet you weren’t necessarily interested in working for
fashion magazines. You lived for a
while with your family in Naples,
Italy. Then you got a call from Dennis Freedman of W.

I had always worked for magazines,
but fashion magazines were kind of a

Philip-Lorca diCorcia: It was in 1997.
I didn’t know Dennis at all. I never
had an agent, and I didn’t really need
one. When I got back from Italy there
were suddenly a bunch of demands
on me, so I went to Leslie Simitch, a
friend since college, who was working
as an agent. Without Leslie I’m not
sure I would have talked to Dennis, or
anyone else for that matter, or would
have even known what was going on.
I wasn’t actually doing anything at the
time but there was sort of this compe-

Still, did you have concerns?

different thing. They were asking you
to make photographs that looked as
much as possible like your other work.
And I really didn’t know if I was going to be biting my own tail. And I
was still trying to establish myself in
the art world. I had only had a gallery
since 1993, and I had had some success, but I don’t think people really realize how much momentum you need
to overcome professional inertia in the
art world. It’s not like a person gives
you a show and you’re on a roll. It just
doesn’t work that way. I wasn’t very active about advancing it.

So Dennis got in touch.
Leslie was, like, “You should do this.
I’ll be honest, it’s partly because you
could make some money because
people will see this.’ The usual equation between low-paying editorial and
high-paying advertising would kick in.
Which I have to say never really happened [laughs].
How did you and Dennis discuss a
shoot?
I think we both know it changes once
you get there. Even he says the stories
seemed kind of silly as they were outlined in the beginning. They’re jumping-off points in terms of choosing the
clothes. But, in truth, back in the day,
the stylists didn’t make too many decisions beforehand. They just brought
everything. It was ridiculous how
much stuff they brought! It seemed
like this massive expedition — and
greatly complicated by the fact that
you were bringing in and out of countries like Cuba lots of expensive stuff.
But the clothes never seemed the
point anyway. Not in the Havana
series, with the incredible picture of
the girl at the bar, or in Cairo. You
were telling stories about these places
and the people: Wealth. Class. Very
structured lives. A happiness that
wasn’t. Of course, fashion is essential
to the perception of success and happiness. I particularly like the images
done in New York and the country
called “A Perfect World.” And you
included these cityscapes that look so
one-dimensional and depopulated.
It’s strange that the cover of the book
is of the World Trade Center and the
first image in the book is Cairo on fire.
All that we’re hearing now about what
has been happening in Egypt under
Mubarak was happening then. If I was

absolving my conscience of something
it was to suggest that not everything
is perfect and fashion isn’t just about
clothes and beautiful people.
The New York images …
They were so retouched [by Pascal
Dangin of Box Studios], to take out
logos and signs, people in the intersections. It was all made perfect. And the
models are the kind of models who
work in catalogs or they’re soap opera
extras. Picking those clothes was as
easy as it got. Start with Ralph Lauren
and fill in the rest.
The photographs of the male prostitute on display in an affluent living
room, presumably on the Upper East
Side, are disturbing. I remember they
were disturbing at the time. He was
just a pretty object. I’m not sure you
could tell a story like that today in a
fashion magazine, because maybe the
clothes don’t inspire stories. The focus is bluntly on products.
I kind of saw it as the obvious class
conflict and also that the fashion
world is to no small degree gay. The
male photographer objectifies the female as the standard way of projecting
the audience’s desire onto the image.
But I saw it as an opportunity to do
something different. This is an object
of desire but not completely different from the aspirational desires that
led people to suddenly start paying
$30,000 for a handbag.
It was an interesting time, and very
creative.
I consider the experience lucky in
three ways. I met someone like Dennis who is more or less atypical of art
directors. You don’t find many like
him who can actually get something
done. And then I kind of caught the

the reason the Marc Jacobs’s campaign
is so successful is that it doesn’t look
like anybody else’s. It’s not even close.
He’s certainly not about showing the
clothes, he’s about creating attitude.
But, in general, I think it’s a pretty
hard sell these days. Even in the best
ads it’s like the size of the pocketbook
in relation to the rest of the image has
increased exponentially. You’d have
to be a complete idiot to miss it. And
there’s got to be a reason for that. I
don’t know if there’s a calculated decision not to be a little less aggressive
and simple-minded about the ads because it’s less effective, or a new generation has taken over and doesn’t know
the difference.
What are you working on now?

first stage of the digital revolution and
had access to Pascal Dangin, who is
extremely ambitious about the use
of that technology. Then, maybe as
a result of the affluence of the ’90s,
nobody was asking questions about
spending the money and having no
fashion credits in magazines. I mean,
credits are now the biggest motivations of the decisions made in fashion
photography. They weren’t at all then.

that much different than what anybody else might know. You’re either
the perfect illustrator of a commonly
held belief or you let yourself be susceptible to whim or circumstance.
And that is probably one of the more
effective ways to be both valuable to
yourself and anyone else who wants to
put in the time.

You moved away at some point from
these highly constructed-looking
scenes.

I started out using the kind of camera that I used when I worked on the
hustler images, a Linhof Technika 23.
It’s very cumbersome. You couldn’t
burn up the film fast enough. Then I
switched to a camera that I could use
with a motor drive and a large filmback — a Mamiya RZ. I use that quite
a lot.

I didn’t feel I had to protect that way
of working anymore. And I wasn’t the
only exponent of the style. Also, you
wind up saying the same thing over
and over. I mean, the more you control things, the more you limit yourself
to what you already know. And what
you already know is not going to be

I did do a couple of campaigns. I
did Fendi one year. It was just after
9/11, and, of course, they didn’t sell
anything that year. I mean, my timing
can be almost spooky. I think the first
fashion show I went to was the night
before 9/11. It was a guy who eventually lost his company…
Miguel Adrover?

What kind of camera do you use?

So, did you get advertising work from
fashion houses?

Yeah, he called and invited me to the
show. He said he’d like to do something with me at some point. I remember he had models in Bedouin outfits,
with sheep on the runway.
His boss ended up chasing a sheep
down the runway. One photographer
who seems to have a lot of freedom
with his advertising work is Juergen
Teller.
Not to diminish Juergen’s ability but

I’m trying to get my attention wrapped
around a project called East of Eden,
which I started three years ago. It’s
a return to setting up images. It was
kind of provoked by the collapse of
everything, which seems to me a loss
of innocence. People thought they
could have anything. And then it just
blew up in their faces. I’m using the
Book of Genesis as a start.
I recently had a conversation with
Pascal about the state of fashion advertising — he’s a little discouraged,
given the lack of creativity at the moment. He said he could conceive of a
time when big luxury houses might
have their own photographic departments, run by technicians.
I think there will always be a place for
fashion photographers, if they’re even
called that. I don’t think corporate
minds have the capability of creating
autonomous desire for a product that
has no connection to practicality. I’m
not sure it’s necessarily the photographer who has that ability, but I’m sure
it’s not going to be the subdivision of

a corporate world. And good photographers are always looking at things.
But I think everything looks digital
now. Two-thirds of my career happened before there was digital. I don’t
like it for other reasons. I don’t like
the way it renders spaces. It’s a technical thing, but I am a little bit off the
perfection that comes with it. These
new cameras make images that are so
sharp, so crisp. I think hyper-realism
can only exist in contrast to a kind of
realism that is fairly flawed. When everything is hyper there is no hyper. To
me that’s not interesting at all.
Published: February 11, 2011
http://runway.blogs.nytimes.
com/2011/02/11/q-a-philip-lorca-di-corcia/
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Trade: Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s
Hollywood Hustlers
Published: October 18, 2013
By PHIL BICKER

Richard Kern on PhilipLorca diCorcia’s ‘Hustlers’
Published: November 13, 2013
By RICHARD KERN
“This series was funded by a $45,000 National Endowment for the
Arts grant that was awarded to diCorcia in 1989. This was during
a time when the government agency was under fire from religious
groups that believed the NEA was funding art that embraced controversial gay, religious, political, or obscene content.”

INTERVIEW: “Photographer
Philip-Lorca diCorcia Talks”
(2003)
Dorian Devens and Philip-Lorca diCorcia, Transcription of a conversation
on The Speakeasy, WFMU.org, 2003.
“...when I finish something I try and move on and I usually start by
establishing certain interests and kind of framework to work within
and then see where that leads me and just sort of the process of figuring out exactly how I’m going to approach a project is probably the
interesting part about it for me and then there’s just, you know, the
work part. Especially when you work serially as I have in the last years.
Alot of it is repetition, you know, you’ve established a kind of format
then you apply that format over and over and over and over again
until you get what you want.”
“... until there is some sort of media affirmation of it, a book, a large
show, attention that goes beyond the closed circle that you travel in,
the circle doesn’t get bigger that you’re travelling in. And, you’re basically just spinning around and around.”

“Crafted as real world dioramas, diCorcia’s images
bring to mind film stills, albeit with purposefully openended narratives. The photographs are aesthetically
seductive, but what sets them apart from mere
portraiture is their potent sense of paradox. While
diCorcia’s preparation and theatrical direction are more
closely aligned to elaborate Hollywood film production
than still photography, other aspects of his process —
and the authenticity of his subjects — relate directly
to the traditions of documentary photography. In
melding these seemingly contradictory ideals, diCorcia
is able make photographs that MoMA’s former Chief
Curator Peter Galassi describes as “operating in the
space between postmodern fiction and documentary
fact.” In so doing, he challenges the accepted role
and involvement of the photographer in the (perhaps
quixotic) pursuit of absolute truth.”
“Despite the thread of melancholy that winds through
the Hustlers series, the underlying power of diCorcia’s
seminal work stems from the anger — against bigotry,
provincialism, self-righteousness — that he channeled
while creating these pictures.”
http://lightbox.time.com/2013/10/18/trade-philip-lorca-dicorcias-hollywoodhustlers-drug-addicts-and-drifters/#4

“Because the Hustler photographs were staged, they became part of
an academic debate on photography’s role as a reliable depiction of
reality. In the late 90s, DiCorcia responded to this debate by placing
an “X” on a sidewalk in NYC, lighting the area with hidden portable
strobes, and setting his camera up on a tripod with a long lens attached. For two years, he worked every day photographing people as
they passed over the X.”
“Twenty years later, the Hustler series remains an honest depiction of
the loneliness and individuality of young men in Hollywood who sold
their time to provide pleasure. Who would have thought that $20
to $50 spent so many years ago would still be providing intellectual
pleasure today?”
http://www.vice.com/read/richard-kern-on-philip-lorca-dicorcias-hustlers

“...if you live in New York, not enough to go away and do anything
without packing your bags and leaving your home, it was a form of affirmation at a point when people need to be encouraged because the
New York art world is a pretty cruel one, and, you’re already working
in a world that’s sort of like being a pop star. Pop stardom, once it’s
established, is very hard to kill and it’s that same thing with artists
and you know, there was a certain hierarchy and that hierarchy still remains to some degree even though most of these people’s work hasn’t
changed at all and you know, you just, every time somebody has to list
a famous, well known, renowned, respected art photographer it’s the
same people every single time and it’s almost like the velvet ceiling or
whatever, the… you know, it seems as if it shouldn’t be that way but
there seems to be some strange form of… I don’t know, there’s no
entropy working in the art world, it just never breaks down.”
http://www.americansuburbx.com/2011/09/interview-photographer-philip-lorca-dicorciatalks-2003.html
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