



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]
















Copyright








[image: image]











More than thirty-five years ago, Ansel Adams selected Little, Brown and Company as the sole authorized publisher of his books, calendars, and posters. At the same time, he established The Ansel Adams Publishing Rights Trust in order to ensure the continuity and quality of his legacy–both artistic and environmental.


As Ansel Adams himself wrote, “Perhaps the most important characteristic of my work is what may be called print quality. It is very important that the reproductions be as good as you can possibly get them.” The authorized books, calendars, and posters published by Little, Brown have been rigorously supervised by the Trust to make certain that Adams’ exacting standards of quality are maintained.


Only such works published by Little, Brown and Company can be considered authentic representations of the genius of Ansel Adams.


Copyright © 1988, 2001, 2017 by the Trustees of The Ansel Adams Publishing Rights Trust


Chronology copyright © by James Alinder


Foreword copyright © by Wallace Stegner, used with permission


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


littlebrown.com


twitter.com/littlebrown


facebook.com/littlebrownandcompany


First ebook edition: February 2017


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Acknowledgments of permission to reproduce and to quote from copyrighted material appear at the back of the book.


This new edition reproduces the entire text of the original book, as well as a small selection of the photographs.


ISBN 978-0-316-43699-1


E3-20161221-JV-NF














Foreword


Reading these letters, I am swept back irresistibly into Ansel Adams’ hyperactive life. He lived and worked amid swarms of people—his family and assistants, neighbors, friends, conservationists, politicians, other photographers, casual admirers. You never rang his doorbell that his living room and studio did not contain at least four or five people talking to Virginia and waiting for Ansel to come out of the darkroom. When he did come, still in his lab apron and with his glasses on top of his head, there would be a boom and rush of greeting and laughter, a new joke or limerick, a few minutes of impetuous talk, the answering of a question or settling of a problem or determining of a piece of conservation strategy, a regretful admission that he was chained to the darkroom for a while, an admonition to stay—stay to dinner, please—and an apologetic departure through the studio and office on his way back to his trays of hypo.


On the way he would probably pause long enough at the studio table to inspect the work of the assistant spotting prints there; and as he passed through the office you might hear the machine-gun tattoo of the typewriter. That would be Ansel, pausing in transit to add a line or two to the letter rolled into it—perhaps one of these letters I have just been reading, punctuated with multiple exclamation points and asterisks and picturesque misspellings.


Then he would be gone for a while, closeted alone, locked in his wrestle with absolute truth.


The most significant part of Ansel Adams, the spirit that will long outlive the man, has already been well documented. The photographs are what most people know him by; and the photographs, since they are his most profound response to his life on earth, are a form of self-documentation. If we wanted to put the nature images into chronological order, we would have a record of his travels as well as of the places—San Francisco, Yosemite, Carmel—that he called home. If we assembled the notable portraits—Albert Bender, Stieglitz, O’Keeffe, Cedric Wright, Weston, David McAlpin, Nancy and Beaumont Newhall, Ashkenazy—we would have an anthology of the strongest influences and warmest friendships of his life.


What is more important, those photographs, especially those in which he revealed the grandeur and delicacy of the earth in moments of miraculous weather and light, are intensely personal statements. Whether known through prints, portfolios, screens, posters, or books, they show us the mystical, romantic, larger-than-life Adams who viewed nature with reverence but approached it with such discipline that some critics thought him antihuman.


It is true that his great visual anthems, for example the enlargements that look down from his own studio walls, are devoid of the presence or traces of people. It is just as true that Ansel Adams the artist can never be caught hanging around in or just off the edge of the picture, mugging and hoofing for attention. He submits, he makes himself invisible. That does not mean he is not there.


Distant he could be called. Removed. Objective. Cold or absent he is not. Though the great nature images properly tell us nothing about his external life except that he was there to click the shutter, they tell us everything about his spirit and intentions as an artist. The dawn-struck peaks and shadowed cliffs and piled thunderheads, the black skies in which for his benefit some god has pasted improbable moons, contain and express him. They are, and were intended to be, “equivalents,” in the word that Ansel liked and borrowed from Stieglitz, of his own respect and wonder and awe in the face of the world’s beauty.


The artist Ansel Adams has been before the public for more than a half century. But the man Ansel Adams, the one his family and friends and associates knew, never hid or withheld himself. Once, oppressed with obligations, commitments, and overwork, he exclaimed to Edwin Land that he wished he could live like Weston, holed up on Wildcat Hill, working only when he pleased and keeping aloof from the rat race. Land said to him, “Weston lives in a shrine. You live in the world.”


Precisely. He never lived anywhere else. Withdrawal was antithetical to his gregarious nature. He lived deeply, interestedly, helplessly, in the world. He had a living to make, and so for many years he hung up his shingle and took what came. He had family obligations because he treasured them, hundreds of friends because he welcomed them, thousands of admirers to whom he granted the courtesy of polite attention. He promoted photography as an art and fought to defend the environment against spoliation because he believed deeply in those causes. He was a teacher because, as he confessed, he could never know a thing without wanting to pass it on. As Nancy Newhall’s biography The Eloquent Light demonstrated, and as his own An Autobiography demonstrated even more plainly, the artist who made all those serene, austere, magnificent images lived a life as crowded with people and activity as his art was purged of them.


One motivation for reading the personal letters of artists is a kind of voyeurism, a curiosity about private lives, and especially—since the lives of artists are notoriously messy—the grubby hope of finding something scandalous and titillating. No reader of Ansel Adams’ letters is going to have that pleasure, for there is nothing of that sort there. Nevertheless, a mutual friend has said to me that he wonders if these letters should be published at all. Must they mine him like a mineral deposit and then pail his tailings? he asks. Haven’t The Eloquent Light and An Autobiography sufficiently revealed the man behind the camera? Will either a life-in-letters or a career-in-letters much alter our perception of either the life or the career? And isn’t it possible that the publication of letters, which are often hasty and in this case are full of clowning and horseplay, jokes, puns, occasional pomposities, doggerel and dog-Latin, asterisks and exclamation marks, cries of Wow! and Ah Wilderness!!, and unquenchable high spirits that make comedy out of even fatigue and illness, will reduce rather than enlarge the public image of Ansel Adams? Would it increase our appreciation of the Gettysburg Address if a contemporary photograph could be produced showing that Lincoln’s shirttail was out when he delivered it?


What happens to Ansel Adams’ aloof serenity if we hear him exploding like a firecracker, or see him dirty and dog-tired at the end of a 26-hour day, physically and spiritually disheveled, trying to get enough of a boost from a second or third bourbon so that he can tackle the work that still has to be done that night? (“I can hardly see the keyboard. I have around me piles of letters, bills, etc. to be answered. I have no new jokes. I need—and am taking—a shower.”) Is that the man who gave us Moon and Half Dome?


Of course it is. Our mutual friend is unduly concerned. For one thing, these letters are not tailings, but various, full expressions of the man. Ansel never adopted a godlike pose with his eyes sternly starward. Seriously as he took his art, and much as he made himself its instrument, he was never precious or pretentious. If there was a touch of theatricality in his public face and costume, it was as good-humored and accessible as the rest of him. It united him with his audience instead of elevating him above it. “Unfortunately,” he wrote to Weston, “public presentation is a game, a trick.” He played it with his tongue in his cheek and his sense of humor intact, and in fact it matched his private style of ebullience and exaggeration.


One goes to the letters for aspects of the whole man that the art excludes: how he coped with the warring demands of art and commercialism until the art by itself could support him; how his jocular and gregarious temperament at once contradicted and enhanced the high seriousness of the photography. Life-in-letters or career-in-letters (and it is both), it doesn’t matter what this selection of his correspondence is called; it enhances both life and career, for they were inseparable. The artist was only the highest stretch of the man.


Art is a by-product of living, not an evasion of it or a substitute for it. Ansel Adams lived amply, warmly, enthusiastically, and well; and the strenuous diversity of his life, however completely the photographs exclude it, is still a part of their context. The photographs give us moments when he held his breath. The letters show him breathing, even panting.


They show him, that is, as his family and friends knew him, in the intimate interchanges of daily life and at the highest reaches of his thinking and feeling. Letters were a tradition and a need for him, the medium of a communion at once more serious and more intimate than conversation provided, and a means of clarifying himself to himself and explaining himself to others. They too, like the photographs, are equivalents.


Look at the earnest, filial, dedicated letters to his father and mother and Aunt Mary. Look at those in which he presents himself, his dreams, and his ambitions to Virginia. Look at the profound, self-searching, sometimes confident, sometimes deeply troubled, letters to close friends such as the Newhalls. Many times, letter writing was a safety valve for Ansel, a release for his enthusiasm or indignation or playfulness. Just about as often, he went to the typewriter as others might go to a chapel.


It should be noted that this is not the collected letters, but a selection. Though Ansel shows himself here as a theorist, a technician, a partisan, a son, father, husband, and friend, Mary Alinder’s and Andrea Stillman’s editing has cut away much that is merely casual or ephemeral, including many letters to and from some of his closest friends. It must also have cut away some things that, otherwise serious and important, did not contribute to a tracing of the main themes of his life. It is richer for the earlier years than for the later, busier years when it was easier to pick up the telephone than to write a letter.


Nevertheless this is a full and generous offering, all the more satisfying in that it so often provides both sides of a continuing dialogue, and thus reintroduces us not only to Ansel but to Ansel’s mentors, friends, and colleagues, many of them major artists and tastemakers in their own right.


Everything central to both life and career is here: Ansel’s family relations, first with his parents and Aunt Mary, then with Virginia and their children, Michael and Anne; his dedication to the art of photography, with all the self-examination that that entailed, first in letters to his father, then in correspondence with Stieglitz, Paul Strand, Weston, and others, and finally in the years-long communion with Beaumont and Nancy Newhall; his love affair with grand nature, especially Yosemite, that began at fourteen and continued throughout his life; and his activism in the cause of conservation, from the time when, as caretaker of LeConte Lodge, he led Sierra Club trips into the High Sierra, to his last years, when he let hardly a day go by without a challenge or a rebuke to the environmental policies of the Reagan administration.


Much of the history of photography in the twentieth century went through his house, his darkroom, and his typewriter. He had his favorites, particularly Weston and Strand, and his anathemas, particularly Edward Steichen, “the Antichrist of photography.” He did not much like the documentarians, with the exception of Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, and he liked them not because they were documenting social significance but because they were artists.


He resented the pressure of Depression times, and the gang mentality of “proletarian” photographers who used photography for a social or political purpose. Urged to turn his art to social significance, he guessed that a rock had as much social significance as a line of unemployed. Asked why he did not exploit great man-made monuments such as the Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate Bridge, he replied that he would rather work on an old wall with moss on it. By some standards, his artistic principles were conservative, even narrow. He would have replied that they came from his personal conviction, not from a fashion or from social pressures. And it should be noted that what he did has lasted far better than the kind of photography he rejected.


The letters show his early self-questioning solidifying into a set of artistic principles over the years, and those principles rather crossly repudiated most modern and abstract art. However much his vision enlarged and glorified his subjects, he was consistently representational. But he never accepted the notion of photography as mere record, and he never submitted to what he called the tyranny of subject. That was precisely what he held against Steichen. Finally, though he was a consummate technician, capable of instructing even such a master as Weston, he never valued technique for itself. He would have agreed with Weston that it was only a way of seeing.


I have said that the artist is only the furthest stretch of the man. Nothing illustrates that continuity so well as the discussions of photography in the letters to Stieglitz, Weston, and the Newhalls. But the letters on conservation are out of the same body of conviction. The man who made unforgettable images out of the grandeur and mystery of nature did so because he could not help doing so, because he loved what he saw. The man who spent his energy defending nature against the careless and greedy also worked from love. His environmentalism was not a side issue, something done with the left hand in spare time. It sprang from the same source as his art, and involved him wholly.


So, to anyone who wonders if Ansel Adams’ often hasty, sometimes unguarded, nearly always playful letters should be published, for fear of exposing some “lesser” side of him, I have to repeat: Don’t worry. Ansel was not made of pieces or sides, he was all one thing. He had no more sides than a sphere does. And it is only the surface of these letters that is playful. The feelings, the convictions, the concerns, are serious, and the seriousness is somehow not diluted by the playfulness. In some odd way the playfulness is part of his shine, part of the light he shed. It would take a lot of work with prisms to separate his light into different and separate aspects of a spectrum.


I close this book of letters feeling as if I have just had a refreshing visit with a man whose character and attainments I greatly admired and whose company I loved. For the space of this reading, I have been back in the swarming vitality of his life. He has come out of the darkroom and joined those of us still hanging around in his living room. The atmosphere is jovial, the air is full of talk, our somewhat low-keyed waiting has been reanimated.


Outside the windows the hill falls away to the shore, and from the shore the Pacific spreads flat and varnished; at its far edge the sun is about to drown. The sea has the serenity of an Ansel Adams photograph, a glory of light that is in our vision even when we turn away from it.


In a moment, maybe, Ansel will pick up the padded drumstick and knock a deep, throbbing hum out of the Chinese drum on his mantel. He will be laughing at the sound, and at the way it instantly commands our attention. The throb of that drum is so deep it tickles the bottoms of our feet.


“It’s an evening for the green flash,” he tells us. “Wait. Don’t watch the sun, or it will burn its image into your retina and you’ll miss everything. Don’t look until just at the moment when it disappears below the horizon. There’ll be a streak of green light, just for a hundredth of a second.”


We wait, wrapped in the geniality and warmth he creates, laughing because he is laughing, but watching sidelong, a little breathlessly, hoping to catch that flash briefer than the wink of a firefly—attending while he teaches us again, as he has taught us so many times before, how to see.


Wallace Stegner


Los Altos Hills, California


November 1987














Editors’ Note


Ansel Adams had a passionate need to communicate. He wrote thousands of letters and postcards to family, friends, photographers, environmentalists, and politicians. He began consistently writing letters during his teenage summers in Yosemite. Handwritten, they were difficult to read and laborious to write; he thus quickly adopted the typewriter. He traveled with a portable model so that he could correspond no matter where he might be: at his studios in San Francisco, Yosemite, or Carmel; in cities like New York, Chicago, or Washington; in remote spots like Whites’ Cabins outside Carlsbad, New Mexico, or on board a train in Wyoming or a ship to Hawaii; or in any one of more than a dozen national parks as far apart as Maine and Alaska.


Adams’ abundant archives of photographs, letters, and related materials are now at the Center for Creative Photography at the University of Arizona in Tucson. The voluminous exchanges between Adams and Beaumont and Nancy Newhall are also at the Center. Adams’ letters to Alfred Stieglitz are at the Beinecke Library at Yale University, and his environmental letters are at the Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley. The thirty-five-year interchange between Adams and the Polaroid Corporation, for whom he was a consultant, is at their corporate archives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.


As Adams’ assistants in the 1970s and 1980s, we were privileged to work with this prodigious body of correspondence in order to select the letters in this book. Sifting through mountains of papers, we chose those letters that show the development of the artist and the man. We edited some letters; text that was removed is noted with an ellipsis (…). We eliminated names and subjects that had no continuous meaning in Adams’ life and sections that were repetitive or simply dull and corrected typographical errors and unintentional misspellings that added to the reader’s burden and did not enrich the writer’s meaning. We offer brief footnotes when necessary and, on occasion, clarification through the use of brackets within the text (e.g., [Sierra] Club).


We are grateful that Ansel entrusted us with this project. We thank his wife, Virginia Adams, who acted as our advisor every step of the way. Beaumont Newhall, with characteristic generosity, assisted our research. We appreciate the work of James Alinder, who read each draft of our manuscript and offered important comments and counsel, and Phyllis Donohue, Pam Feld, John Breeden, Peter Bunnell, Sarah Greenough, George Kimball, Alan Ross, and John Sexton, who provided important assistance.


Central to this book produced by Bulfinch Press for Little, Brown and Company have been Janet Swan Bush, Amanda Freymann, John Maclaurin, and Elizabeth D. Power. Our editor, Ray Roberts, skillfully guided us through many drafts.


Finally, we would like to thank the trustees of the Ansel Adams Publishing Rights Trust, John P. Schaefer, William A. Turnage, and David H. Vena, who supported our efforts over many years.


Mary Street Alinder


Pebble Beach, California


Andrea Gray Stillman


New York, New York


November 1987
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To Mary Bray1









Yosemite National Park


June 23, 1916




Dear Aunt Mary,





I am sending you two pictures of Yosemite Valley that I have taken. Films are expensive to develop and I expect to be broke if I keep up the rate I am taking pictures. I have taken 30 already.


Yesterday I went up to Sierra Point and enjoyed lying on my chest and looking over the edge–about fifteen-hundred feet down–perpendicular.


… The swimming pool is fine and I am going in today. I expect to go to Glacier Point next week.


Hoping to hear from you soon.




I am,


Ansel Adams




















To Mary Bray








Yosemite National Park


Summer 1917




Dear Aunt Mary,





I would have written sooner but I have not had time. I have walked 175 miles to date and feel fine.


I am sending you a picture of the Mt. Clark Range taken from the Cloud’s Rest Trail. I can’t seem to get as good finishing done here as in the city. The developing is all right but the printing and enlarging are frightful. I have quite a large number of negatives and most of them are good. I am going to print them as soon as I get home. I went to Glacier Point yesterday for the second time and I hope I got some good photographs. I took enough trouble lugging that camera 12 or 13 miles to get anything but I suppose I loaded the plates upside down or something. I carried it up to North Dome and found I had no plates left. I had a nice 20 mile hike anyway. That $5 you gave me helped me out a great deal. It almost all went for swimming.


Tell Pa I’m going to write to him soon and send him some of my pictures.


Hoping you are well and expecting to hear from you soon.




I am sincerely,


Ansel Adams
















To Olive Adams1









Camp Curry


Yosemite National Park


May 26, 1918




Dear Ma,





I got your postal, also Pa’s. Did Pa get indigestion from S[an]. F[rancisco]. lunch? I started out at 5 o’clock this morning with Mr. Holman2 for Mt. Starr King. There is no trail and it is one of the hardest trips I have ever taken—perfectly safe however. I should not have taken such a trying one the first day but I was surprised how little tired I got. We got to the base of the peak after a long tramp through big snow fields and began to look for a place to start the ascent. The only position was on the north side, intending to follow the line of snow over the summit. It was almost perpendicular for 500 feet and appeared so dangerous that I resolved to turn back. Mr. Holman cut steps in the snow and reached the top, I guess the first man to ever do so as it has been considered unclimbable. If he had slipped once he would have surely been killed. As soon as he got started I went back to some meadows about a mile away and watched him. I could just see him and it took 2 hours to reach the end of the snow bank. There is snow everywhere above 7000 ft. Even if I did not climb the peak the trip was well worthwhile. I promised you I would be careful and I haven’t croaked yet. Today was the coldest day in the valley this month, 33 this morning at 5 o’clock. I don’t mind it and really enjoy it. The valley was filled with fog this morning, but I don’t know how it was the rest of the day. It is chilly tonight and my hands are so cold I can’t write good. I would rather have it like this than any other way I know.


When I write again I will put “Dear Ma,” but I mean the whole bunch, it saves writing separate letters.


I am going to take Mr. Dittman’s camera3 out tomorrow morning and take a swim in the afternoon. The next day I am going to explore around Half Dome (not on top) with Mr. Holman, saying that he would also be careful himself, the experience today slightly unnerved him. But he said he couldn’t rest until he reached the top of Mount Starr King.


I was the first in the swimming tank this season; they were filling it the day I got there. I went in that afternoon.


I hope Gramp feels better.




Will write soon,


Ansel




















To Olive and Charles Adams and Mary Bray








Yosemite National Park


April 18, 1920




Dear Ma, Pa, and Aunt Mary,





Arrived safely after a wonderful trip up the Merced Canyon, and am having one grand time cleaning up the Lodge.1…


It was very cold in Merced, and I think they use the mattresses for battleship construction—excellent steel plate and fine for office building foundation. I unwillingly listened to every train that came within 100 miles of Merced, simply because I couldn’t help it.


Left Merced at 8:15 and enjoyed some very wonderful views of the Sierra from the train before we entered the foothills. I noticed particularly a group of snowpeaks that looked much like Mt. Clark, Red and Gray Peaks, but I doubted their identity as I could not believe they were visible from the plains. But as the train changed its course Half Dome and Cloud’s Rest were quite clearly seen just a little to the left of the previous mentioned peaks.…


The ride up the Merced Canyon was very fine, cold and very clear. Everything is green—such a different aspect from the blast furnace heat and brownness of summer. Arrived at El Portal, attended to my baggage and reached Camp Curry at 2 pm. Snow everywhere, Cloud’s Rest one mass of white, Glacier Point, Half Dome, North Dome and Eagle Peak are holding as much snow as the pitch of their slopes will allow. At Camp Curry the tennis court, swimming tank and a large area of the camp is covered with from 6 to 18 inches. I wouldn’t have missed this for the would and consider it the finest season I have seen at Yosemite. Of course, it is cold at night but moderate at day time, and the air has more life and snap to it than ever. I do wish you were here—all of you.


Opened the Lodge this afternoon and found things in good condition. Will get settled Monday or Tuesday. Right outside the west window there is a nice pile of snow and I will take a photograph to show you the present aspect of my new mansion.


The wind is quite violent and although the sky is clear, great clouds of snow are blowing from the heights sometimes obliterating the topmost rocks. At present Half Dome looks like a volcano, and little swirls and eddies of snow dust are quite numerous on the cliffs of Glacier Point. I am going to attempt to photograph these snow clouds tomorrow and I do hope they will be successful.


Am feeling fine, and intend to keep so, mainly by diet and sleep.


Hoping all of you are as well as possible and will be careful and will not worry about me.




I am sincerely your son-prodigy-nephew,


Ansel















P.S. I consider myself lucky to be here with the snow. Never saw anything like it before.




Am now going to write to the Sierra Club.


Ansel




















To Charles Adams








Yosemite National Park


April 27, 1920




[Telegram]





CAN BUY BURRO FOR TWENTY INCLUDING OUTFIT. CAN SELL AT END OF SEASON FOR TEN. FINE INVESTMENT AND USEFUL. WIRE IMMEDIATELY AS OFFER IS FOR TODAY ONLY.




ANSEL
















To Charles Adams








Yosemite National Park


June 8, 1920




Dear Pa,





Thanks very much for the $15.00; I was down to $1.29 in the bank and just thinking of getting some photographic paper. I have been very careful and economical with my pictures, only using up film in any quantity when on an unusual trip. Around the valley I study every subject thoroughly and am getting some really encouraging results. You will find enclosed a little view taken in the Little Yosemite a month ago; several feet of snow on the level as you can see. The trees are aspens, of course, not in leaf. In the distance are precipices near Cascade Cliffs, snow clinging to every ledge and crevice and filling all the gullies—a typical winter scene. If I ever get a chance I am coming to the valley at the very earliest time of year as it is then I think it is the most beautiful. The trails are covered, it is true, but that does not make much difference, in fact, I prefer going over snow rather than hot dusty paths—one goes so direct and there is a certain attraction about snow climbing—the steeper the better, as long as one is provided with an ice ax and is careful.…


I am more than ever convinced that the only possible way to interpret the scenes hereabout is through an impressionistic vision. A cold material representation gives one no conception whatever of the great size and distances of these mountains. Even in portraying the character and spirit of a little cascade one must rely solely upon line and tone. Form, in a material sense is not only unnecessary but sometimes useless and undesirable. I have taken such a photograph and am enclosing it in this letter. It is a delicate subject to use and I want to explain the print and my object in taking it thus. In the first place it was taken in the Tenaya Canyon; I waited from 9:00 am until 1 o’clock for the correct lighting. I had the idea all framed several days before undertaking the picture. The idea is as follows—in some way to interpret the power of falling water, the light and airy manner of the spray particles and the glimmer of sunlit water. Very easy to think about but not so simple to do. The power is here expressed by the vigorous triangular composition.… As to the character of the water itself and its appearance under varying conditions… in the first you will see I have tried to get as delicate a texture as possible in the two streams—always does falling water when examined in detail appear of delicate and airy form; in mass it sometimes assumes great strength and power. The representation of detail and texture here gives the impression of fineness and lightness. As to the portrayal of sunlight on water I have managed that by the lighting—a deep somber background upon which the extreme opposite tone of the water is exaggerated so as to appear almost luminous. Can you see now what I mean when I say the tone and texture of a print has much to do with character and condition? Also the placement of the principal parts are such that the eye cannot follow them without slight Effort, adding more to the dynamical portrayal of the scene. I thought I would also have a few sparklings in the pool to suggest that the power has not all been spent in the water’s rush down the incline of granite.


The reason for this lengthy explanation is that I want you to see what I am trying to do in pictorial photography—suggestive and impressionistic you may call it—either—it is the representation of material things in the abstract or purely imaginative way. I feel quite happy over this picture, to my mind it is the most satisfactory composition I have yet done. Hope you like it. An artist who is spending the summer here says it’s fine and everybody else who see it thinks the same. Of course, before it is disposed of in any way it must be enlarged and manipulated a little, but the basic composition is there and needs but slight elaboration. I feel good after waiting so long and putting so much work on it to have it come out so well. The other print, while nice, cannot compare with it from an artistic standpoint, because there was no basic Idea back of it,—just a snap of a nice pleasing view, in other words, a record.


The next attempt will be something different entirely,—trying to give an impression of openness and great spaces, either of sky or valley. Wait and see what I can do with it,—I may fall down completely; photography is limited, you know, but I am hoping for results.


I did not bring any paper to speak of, as I did not know what I would be able to do in my photographic work. But I can get along just as well as at home, although with more inconveniences as there is no running water within the Lodge. All the water has to be brought in in big buckets and the washing requires constant attention. Nevertheless, I get along wonderfully and am mighty glad I brought my outfit. When one gets an inspiration it must be completed at once to hold the thread all through, and a negative taken one day and the print next week is certain to leave a disjointed effect. Of course, I can take as many prints as I want now, but until the first print is made does the above statement hold. I think you will see what I am driving at, to interpret through dynamics of line and tone instead of form. It’s all in the head anyway, so why not employ mental effects.…


The Graflex1 has proved to be the most ideal thing for general photography. I never expected, and you know how I anticipate, what I could do with that instrument. It has come up to the wildest dreams I could think of.


… Mrs. S.2 is a wonderful cook; every night when the Lodge closes (at 5 o’clock) we bring in the stove, set the table and get wood, water, and other necessities, and then Mrs. S. cooks dinner. And, oh my, what a dinner that lady can cook—soups, steaks, vegetables, buckwheat cakes, bread and butter and jam and toasted marshmallows and tea. How much more I enjoy this life than going to Curry’s.3 The food we prepare ourselves tastes so much better than any restaurant stuff and we know absolutely that it is the best obtainable and fresh.


Ma and Aunt Mary are holding the fort at 305.4 Aunt Mary has not been feeling well for the last two days, she was quite upset and throwing up her toes yesterday but feels somewhat better today. When asked how she feels and when cautioned to take it easy and rest all I can get out of her is “sugar” or “pshaw” and you know when she goes that far into profanity she means something by it. But I am sure she will be in good condition in a few days, but it is aggravating to be laid up in a place like this. They both send love.


We are going to leave on the afternoon of Friday or Saturday on that five day trip, and will drop a line before we start. Keep well and don’t overwork. Best wishes for the Classen.5


Excuse me for this terribly long letter.


Will write soon,



Sincerely,


Ansel




















To Virginia Best1









Lake Merced2


Yosemite National Park


September 5, 1921




Dear Virginia,





You cannot imagine what a really delightful time we are having up here in the wilderness. Excepting a rather severe thunderstorm, the weather has been perfect, and we have done nothing but “loaf” the last three days away.


Tomorrow we start for the Lyell Fork Canyon (of the Merced), and will spend perhaps five days thereabouts. This lofty valley is one of the most remarkable regions of the park, and the grandeur of Rodgers Peak, the ascent of which is our main objective, cannot be described. We are also planning to climb Florence, Electra, and possibly Lyell. The ascent of the latter from the South side is difficult and exhausting, and equally fine views are to be obtained from the crest of Rodgers Peak.


If only I had a piano along! The absurdity of the idea does not prevent me from wishing, however. I certainly do miss the keyboard; as soon as I am back in Yosemite, I shall make a beeline for Best’s Studio,3 and bother your good father with uproarious scales and Debussian dissonances. I certainly appreciate the opportunity offered me this summer to keep up my practice, and I am very grateful to you all indeed. I shall go back to the city feeling that I have lost little in music during the summer. A month, I’ll wager, will find me completely caught up.


My aunt sends you her best wishes. Will tell you all about the trip in my next letter, which, I hope, will be a better one than this.



Cordially,


Ansel




















To Charles Adams








Yosemite National Park


June 30, 1922




Dear Pa,





Well, I am going to do my best to make this a real long letter, and to tell you how I am, what I am doing, and how I think my summer in the Sierra is benefiting me. I have not written you a truly confidential letter this year; you must think it strange of me for being apparently so reserved and distant, which I often suspect you must notice in my letters,—for, when I read them over prior to posting, I sense a certain coldness, which I surely do not intend, and which I wish was not present. I cannot seem to express myself as freely, as intimately, as you are capable of doing, even when writing to you or my mother, who are closest to me. With me there seems to be an obstacle to complete expression, which I find difficult to overcome. I cannot explain what this hindrance is, nor why it is present, but I am certain you understand what I mean. Perhaps it is that I have always taken for granted our mutual trust and affection, and have never had the occasion to express my feelings; hence, when I wish to do so, I find myself incapable of setting my mind in words. However, the desire for expression sometimes comes quite strong, as now, and I intend to take advantage of favorable circumstances, and write you as I truly feel. You will not mind a real lengthy letter in this vein, will you?


It often occurs to me that, in spending the summer in so wonderful a place as this, with everything in my favor, and with comparatively few responsibilities, I am showing an extreme selfishness towards you. I feel that I should be with you,—taking some of your burden, the magnitude of which I now realize more and more,1—and doing whatever I could to help you. You see, I am growing up; there is a change in my outlook on life—I think I have become broader, and that I have a greater understanding of what it all means, and how serious it is. Accordingly, my conscience troubles me; I feel I should be with you, no matter how beneficial my summer may be to me. If it were not for you, I would not have been given the wonderful opportunities and advantages I have already had. I do not know how to tell you how I appreciate it; I only hope that someday I may be able to truly show it, by coming up to your expectations. These things are hard to talk about; I fear that putting them into words may depreciate them in seriousness and importance, but I am talking (or writing) just as I feel.


Another thing I want you to know;—how I appreciate and realize the training and bringing up I have had. You must admit it has not been so much a training by words or conversation, as it has been by example, and, in a way, by comparison. The highest ideals have always been instilled in me by the environment I have been raised in; these ideals grow stronger and deeper as I come in contact with other phases of life, and as I observe the principles of others. Do not for a moment think that I feel I am perfect—far from it,—only that I am trying my best to be and live as you would wish me to. This much I will say for myself. I have been given a strong will, I know, for I am able to resist the usual common temptations—I have never done anything to be truly ashamed of, and I trust I never shall. I am only too well aware of the fact that I have a very slight knowledge of life, but I daresay I know more than you think I do. I have met a lot of people of all types and grades, I have been thrown more or less upon my own responsibility up here, I have had occasion to use what will and judgement I have in important things directly affecting me, and I know I have conducted myself in such a manner as to satisfy you in every way. Do not think me conceited—I am writing you as I would like to talk to you—in a candid way.


I am well aware that I have reached the age when you may, not without reason, worry about me. If I felt for one moment that I needed support, I would certainly let you know. By “support” I do not mean advice—I want all of that I can get—I need it. What I mean is that I feel capable of properly carrying myself through this formulative time. What surprises me most is the unprincipled life of so many people I have met or known of—people of whom one would expect ideal lives. They are not the few,—it seems the majority come within this class. Those who deride and laugh at the principles I have been taught to consider sacred and fundamental, those who have no self-control, and who think that money is the only wealth, the hypocritical, dishonest, and the cold-blooded wretches, such as you have known in the business world; they seem to be all about us in multitudes. There are very few of the right kind, it seems to me. Perhaps I exaggerate; but such seems the case to me. Do you think I can ever forget for a moment the reputation and name which you hold and which my grandfather2 held before you? I have made a positive and final promise to myself that I shall never let down knowingly one point the high standards I have been taught to follow, and which you and my mother have always maintained. Should I happen to receive no material gain by following these principles, I shall receive something far more precious: the knowledge of having done as you would wish me to do. I am sure you know what I am talking about—I have done lots of thinking lately. It is about time that I should get hold of myself—think—I am old enough to vote next year. I have come to the conclusion that I have often been a real D-fool, and I freely admit it now. Music and the Sierra have certainly worked an effect—for the good I hope.


You certainly cannot imagine what a relief it is to me to get this out of my mind and to tell you what I feel, and how selfish I think I must be. This vein of thought has undoubtedly been developing gradually, but only recently have I come into a full realization of it. I feared that you would think I was not progressing, and still wandering in the clouds (which I may be doing yet, to a certain extent), so I have been intending to write you for a little time, but could not do it until now. You may take this letter seriously, or you may laugh at it, but I have been strictly sincere in everything I have set down in it. Needless to say, I nervously await your opinion.


Everything is going well with us here—I had hoped to include the print of an Azalea photograph I took, which seems excellent, but I have not had the opportunity to make the print. Will send it very soon, however. Glad you liked the other photographs. Was so sorry to hear you had a bilious attack, do be careful. I hope you are all over it now.… Give my best regards to all.


Aunt Beth is fine and sends her love. She will write you soon. We did enjoy the delicious box of fruits—thank Ma for the $1, I appreciate it. I am trying to be economical this year. Wish you could all be here.



With love,


Ansel




















From Charles Adams








San Francisco


July 5, 1922




My Dear Ansel:





Mr. Miller, the auditor, is working on my books today and I therefore have to sit around and wait till he is through before much office work can be done, and think it a good time to write you a letter which, in a measure, will be a reply to your fine one of the 30th.


In the first place, Ansel, I am very glad you wrote as you did, for, while you and I have always been very close, it is not often that opportunity affords a good heart to heart talk, and we have just drifted along from day to day and from year to year; knowing that a perfect understanding existed, but really never trying it out.


It was not the place for either your Mother or for me to write you or to talk with you along the lines you have written, for you have not sought advice such as this calls for, and have given us no cause to worry; no regrets because of your acts. It was your place to bring the subject to us, and this you have done in such a fine spirit that both your Mother and I have been made happy and we truly appreciate what you have done.


There are some things perhaps which only belong to the individual in this world. They pertain to him alone, but they do not affect his life or welfare. In other words they are matters of small import. On everything pertaining to your life, your welfare, your hopes and plans, we want to share with you (if you can let us), for you are all we have, and perhaps you do not know yet that you are a very important individual in this world through the eyes of your Mother and through mine. Of truly great importance, for your life and happiness are ours, and your troubles, sorrows and burdens (should they come to you) will be ours also.


So, as I said above, I am glad you wrote, for you have broken the ice and you find beneath, not the cold waters of the River of Life, but a warm stream of sympathy and understanding that will always flow from our hearts to yours.


Whenever you feel the need, do not hesitate to come to us. We can always understand you and perhaps can give you the help you crave.


I am going to take your letter as you have written it and answer it as each different subject calls for an answer.


You speak of your inability to set down in writing the thoughts that you wish to express and fear that your letters have been cold. We have not found them so at all. You must remember that you have been faithful in writing us; sending a line or two at least, almost every day. Unless important things are happening every minute of the days up there, we realize that really there is little to write about, and that except occasionally we can only expect short notes. These are most welcome for they tell us that your thoughts have been of us, and that you are well and evidently happy. Every week or so a good long interesting letter has come, and we have found them good letters too and not at all cold and distant as you fear. So don’t worry on that score.


Now, to go on to your idea that you are selfish; that you should be here sharing my burdens and helping to carry the load which has been imposed upon me. While I appreciate the thought and the consideration you have shown, I would most certainly deplore your being forced into the grind of work of this character. No, Ansel, don’t feel selfish. Just feel that by going into the Sierra each year, you are doing what we want you to do. You are laying strong foundations for I hope a very long, happy, useful life. You are building in the right way, for without the foundation of good health, it is not possible to do much in this world.


Then, you are meeting and forming friends who will, in future years, mean much to you perhaps. Even though they do not remain with you in later years, their acquaintance has left a mark which may be beneficial to you. Then too, you are rubbing up against all sorts and conditions of beings; some good; some otherwise, and from each you are learning your lesson, and I thank God you are showing strength of character for you are evidently choosing the good from the evil. This training oneself to make the choice is, in itself, a mighty good schooling and in your case I am not afraid that you will make the wrong choice.


Ansel, there is one thing I want to speak of at this point, and that is: many is the young man who lives a straight, upright life during all his younger years; whose actual experience with the wrongs of life is nil. Suddenly, after all his young years following the straight and narrow path of rectitude, he meets with some character or, under some extraordinary circumstance, he falls from grace, and great is the fall thereof. Had he been one who had not lived so carefully all his younger life, he would not have suffered so great a shock perhaps, for he would have been more or less hardened. It seems strange, but this happens in many cases, and I am giving you a strong warning now, old man. Never deviate from the path you have blazed out for yourself at this time. It is a noble path and if you follow it strictly, you cannot make any mistake. Your life is a successful, happy life; no matter what hardships you may have to endure.


Don’t think I am fearing for you at all Ansel, for I know you have a strong will and a character above reproach, but from your Dad you can take a little warning. He has seen men fall—and good men too, and so knows whereof he speaks.


Now to get back to your wonderful summers in Yosemite, as I said above, you are doing what we wish you to do. You are not idle, for even though you do not appear to be doing such a wonderful lot in your music, your reading etc., you are unconsciously laying up a store of natural knowledge and of valuable experiences, and so we will say you are busy in the extreme. Then too, you are keeping up in your reading some I know and you are practicing and keeping your fingers from growing indolent so that when you get back to the city you can be ready for a good winter of serious music work.


You don’t know how glad your Mother and I are because of the final promise you have made that you will “never let down one point the high standards” you have been taught to follow. I think you realize now of what high character your Mother’s life is formed, and I can see where it is reflected in you. It is indeed a very grave responsibility you have to assume; the maintenance of such a standard as she has handed down to you. You can do it though—never fear, for you are strong as she is. Then her happiness and her memory will force you to carry out her heart’s desire, i.e., an honorable career for her boy; a career she may be proud of.


I am glad you appreciate too the high standards of your grandfather who struggled through years of trouble, carrying burdens that would have killed most men at once, and yet he carried them cheerfully, always maintaining his honesty of purpose and his strength of character.


[Next 26 lines of this letter are missing.]


… So, Ansel, keep up your music. Live as you are whenever you can, in touch with the finer things of life and close to nature and you cannot go wrong.


Your letter enclosing the photo of the Azalea came this morning. It is FINE. Couldn’t be better, no matter how much you tried. The final one will certainly be a wonderful addition to our collection.…


Love to Beth; remembrances to all my friends and lots of love to you. Keep well and write when you can.




Your


Dad
















To Charles Adams








Yosemite National Park


July 7, 1922




Dear Pa,





Such a wonderful letter as the one I received yesterday from you is certainly something to be most thankful for, and to treasure in a very high degree. It is an expression of trust, confidence, and hopes, that I shall do my utmost to live up to. There is no need to say more—I am supremely happy to know our intimacy is established so securely that I have not the least hesitancy in coming to you and telling you both everything about myself and my thoughts, hopes, and ideals. It is strange that there should have been a restraint of expression with my father and mother—who are closest to me—but that, happily exists no longer.


I am sure you will not mind—I know you will not—when I tell you I have met someone, of whom I have grown very fond of indeed.1 A very lovely character—one whose affection is a privilege to possess. She constantly reminds me of my mother—more so every day—by her kindness, gentleness, and good level head. Pa, I have been hit very hard, and I make no pretense of denying it—for I am proud of it—but I do not want you to worry about it—I shall always be prudent and rest upon your advice. Remember this—my first duty is to you and my mother. I fully realize it, and always shall wish it so. I do not think the other attachment will disturb you; it is a very wonderful thing to me to have so pure an ideal to look forward to at some distant time. You appreciate the difficulty I was under to tell you of this; not bashfulness—I am far past that age—but the thought of this—that you might consider me selfish and forgetful of you in caring for someone else. It was rather a heavy load on my mind until my good Aunt Beth sagaciously maneuvered the cat out of the bag by writing you and then letting me know. She is a wonder—understood exactly what I was up against, and took it upon herself to help me out.


The world seems fuller, more beautiful,—there is something in it now that was not there before, something I did not dream would come so soon. I am beginning to realize what real life is—life of the loftiest kind.


Well, I have told you everything—you know who it is—I do not think you will worry about me. I shall not mar this letter with everyday facts and conventional phrases, so I will close what seems to me to be a very important communication. I will write you and Ma soon again. Keep well. And that letter of yours!



My love to you and Ma—this is addressed to both of you.


Ansel




















To Virginia Best








Moraine Lake


Yosemite National Park


July 17, 1922




[Postcard]





A placid lake, rimmed with a rich evergreen forest, beyond which rise tremendous mountains, snowy and still—such is our home for four days—a period of rest and relaxation after strenuous miles on steep Sierra trails. The remoteness of these lovely places—the leisure of toll behind us as the even greater beauty to come as we approach the climax of the great range and the spirit of comradeship and sympathy of ideals among the members of this party—the simple food and the glorious pagan activity—it is all a delicious procession of unearthly experiences discounting civilization and chronological time.


Precious beyond telling are these crystal days—they form great foundation domes firmly supporting our ideal lives and filling us to the depths with their qualities of stable, permanent beauty.


“Are they not mine, sayeth the Lord, the everlasting hills!!”


Any “news” in the ordinary sense would be an insipid blur of thought—I would much rather send you some little hint of mood—something that echos, though ever so slightly, the primal song of the wilderness—the whisper of silver winds in the lonely forest—the hollow chant of falling waters.




AA
















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


September 28, 1923




My Dearest Virginia,





Just a little more than a fortnight separating us! How happy I shall be to have you near again. I have missed you terribly, in spite of the fact that I have kept very busy, but I have tried to look at the matter sensibly—we must wait a little while—and the best way to pass the interval is to work hard and not spend the time regretting the necessary delay. So I have been anything but lazy this summer after my return from Yosemite. I am now doing a little teaching [piano]—most excellent for me, as it will help my getting established. I will not go into small details now, for I shall see you so soon. But it is a beginning, and brings us closer to the happy day. I will continue my photographic work as a means of incidental income until I find my music is filling my time; thereafter the photography will become a hobby only. I cannot let anything interfere with my music, which is my life work. I have definitely made up my mind about photography. From now on I will only do special work—that is, work of the highest quality that I am capable of. I want to establish a reputation for artistic work, and I have not the time to devote to lesser quality production. That means that the finest of my negatives will be used without exception; that the finest materials I can get be put into my work; that I will take the utmost care in the making of the prints; and that my photographs will always be purely photographic—not for coloring, not for reproduction in books… without proper remuneration and the understanding that the original quality be retained: I almost think I shall cancel all business of this kind, and sell none for reproduction. I want my work to reach really high standards of art; if I can do such work as I hope to hereafter produce I am sure I will be able to take in quite a little revenue from the type of people who admire that kind of work. This will help me considerably; if on the other hand I were to do what pictures I could for no other thought but to sell them, I would find that I could not keep the quality, and the time spent in making such prints could be used to better advantage by applying it to my music. So, you see, I will be a little “independent,” and will sell what I can at a good price—always doing my best to keep the quality as high as I can. I have taken up the Bromoil1 process, and individual prints in this medium sell for $10 to $50 each. I will show you the method when you are here—it is hard and long and difficult, but it is worth it. From now on I shall eliminate from my selling subjects all but a very few of the very best.…


Well, what do you think of those plans? You see, what work I do will be profitable, and, what is very good, I shall not be swamped with so much work. I must devote all my time now—all the best time—to my music so that later I can provide you with all that I want you to have.


I want to make my home my studio—the simpler the better. The way it is now is lovely, and I am sure that those that came to me would enjoy the home atmosphere. What do you think? A pretty garden, a cozy home, a friendly fireplace, and a restful atmosphere,—how is that for a studio? And then we will never be so very far away from each other, as would be the case should I go to a downtown studio. They are too cold and formal. I think people appreciate and enjoy that “homey” atmosphere. Tell me how it strikes you.


Went to a wedding—made me envious—but I don’t see how I could stand the ordeal of a big church “hitch.” The poor groom was a nervous wreck. He certainly has a lovely wife. So will I have, happy me! I hope I will make a good husband. But really, would you not rather have a simple ceremony? Tell me. Admiration and hatred both reign in the neighborhood regarding my “musent touch it.”2 Ma and Auntie openly despise it—Pa is indifferent, and most of my friends like it. Such is life!


Well, my dear, I think I have made this letter too long and unwieldy—and perhaps you do not yet understand about my pictures—but you will be here so soon that I can then explain matters so that you will know what I mean. You see, I must now think of the practical side of life; how to acquire the wherewithall to make you happy and comfortable. And I want to bring happiness to you as soon as I can. So I am to be as economical as I can. We want you to stay here just as long as you possibly can—I will practice just as hard as I am now—I will not gad about as much as I did—I must keep at work. But it will be heavenly to have you near. My regards to Dad—tell him I would like to show him the Bromoil Process.




Love from us all,


Your own,


AnselX








Don’t tell Dad that I don’t like colored photographs.


I like either a painting or a straight monotone photograph. The picture he gave me a copy of for my father is a wonder, and I like the black and white photographic copy very much indeed—but would not care for it colored. Monotone is the domain of photography! That’s my opinion. What’s yours? Tell Dad everyone admires his Mt. Rainier painting. It is a beauty. Forgive this long letter.














To Virginia Best








San Francisco


November 15, 1923




My Dearest,





You must think me anything but thoughtful of you by the manner in which I write you, but there has been so much to do that I know if you were present you would understand and in every way forgive me.


This is a very crucial time in my father’s business career; all that he has so diligently worked for during so many years, hangs delicately on the verge, and every moment must be utilized to bring his affairs to a proper issue. You see, he is and has been, perfectly straightforward and honest—and in all ways most considerate of others in his business dealings. What he has received in turn for these principles is this; he has, in many ways been the victim of modern grasping business; business that is absolutely cold-blooded and selfish. People he has most sincerely trusted have tricked him and those he is associated with, an attempt by a big concern to freeze us out1—by methods too complicated to detail here, is the latest struggle, and it’s hard to say just what will be the outcome. We hope for the best. If he does lose out financially in the long run he has gained something more vital than money: a reputation for perfectly honest and square methods, like his father had before him. I say all this in no spirit of boasting, it is the plain fact. I only hope I shall have the opportunity to show that I can do business of any kind under the same principles. I am sure it wins out in the end.


While all this intense work is going on it is my duty to help my father all that I possibly can, for it is he that has given me everything. Everything except you. I even think that he, by his example, taught me to appreciate and love such a character and type as you. Remember, I live for you and look forward to your having the best in life in every way.


As soon as things get settled I shall go at the piano again, but until Pa no longer requires relief and help I shall do all I can to make things easier for him.


Remember me to Dad. How does he like the pictures? We all send our love and I hope that soon I shall have some good news for you. Write him when you can. He is so happy to hear from you.




With Love,


Your Own


Ansel




















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


October 20, 1924




My Dearest Virginia,





… I am so happy that Dad decided not to make the [Grand] Canyon trip with the car in its rather uncertain condition. I was greatly worried when you left, and had a vague premonition that something was to occur of a nature not exactly welcome. I am very happy you ended your trip at San Diego. I admit that I believe in “premonitions”—so many in my experience have actually “worked out,” that it would be difficult to discredit them.


Promise me, dear, that you will work with all your heart and soul with your voice, and that you will devote much of your spare time to cultural subjects—read and study, and bring into your heart as much of the nobility of true art as you can. I trust you to do this—it is of greater importance to you than you realize. I know you will forgive me when I say that the realization of your need for this mental application at this time gives me great concern—please—in the name of our love—bring the qualities of your mind equal to the qualities of your heart and soul. I never have written you this way before; it is not criticism, but purely an observation on my part that I hope you shall understand. Remember, one cannot live on love alone—the soul hungers for expression and ceaselessly strives for an understanding of all that comprises the cosmos. The more of beauty in the mind, the more of peace in the spirit. Time is a definite and moving quantity—conserve it!


Devote certain hours to singing and other musical work—certain hours to reading—and good reading at that, and take some exercise each day. And try, please try, to make each and every minute count for something. Young as I am, I look back with regret at the time I have wasted through lack of purpose, weakness of will, and very often just pure laziness. We are living in an age that fosters idleness of mind if we remain passive. Where would my father be today had he not kept alive his interest in mental things. The depressing luck he suffered in business would have made him ten times as miserable had he not had the recourse of study and of interest of purely cultural subjects. Contrast with him, the rather nervous and unhappy state of mind that my mother is in, had she now the old-time hobbies and interests she, too, would be a little happier, I am sure. She says so herself. The life of my teacher, Miss Butler,1 has been, in the main, one of distraction and sacrifice. Yet her profound interest in music and literature has held her up through many years of worry and responsibility. I cannot recall who sang that,


“Life is a dome of many-colored glass, ringing the radiance of Eternity.”


The structure of life we build for ourselves determines the color of our soul. It is very simple after all. Simple if we have the will to do! Think more of yourself, realize your duty to yourself, and your duty to those who shall come after you, who shall shape their lives on your influence. Develop the sense of the inner beauty and majesty of Nature; realize that Art in all its forms is but an attempt to interpret the Divine in Nature. Study technique—the means—but always relegate it to its true place;—the works of Liszt exhibit the worship of the false God.


Will you forgive me for this all too long letter? I am merely speaking my heart to you, and I hope you will understand what I have said. I shall make some suggestions for your reading, and you may take them for what you think they are worth. My dear, remember that when we are married we must help each other, mentally and spiritually, and we must have many things in common to achieve the greatest happiness. I know we shall be wondrously happy in our own home.


I have been very busy since you left, but I found several hours of spare time in which I made a Bromoil. It is a scene near Muir Woods—one that I took when we made the trip in the car. It is my masterpiece to date. I am anxious that you see it. I would like to show it to you at Christmas time.…


I am working hard and will try to save a little money. I always have the great event in mind, and I pray that it will soon come to pass.…


We all send our love. How happy I should be to have you here now.



With the deepest love


AnselX




















To Virginia Best








Marion Lake1


Sunday, August 3, 1925




My Dear Virginia,





This lake is the most beautiful I have ever seen: it cannot be described. The several days we shall pass here will be a fitting climax to a wonderful trip. It is my hope that my pictures will give a little of the beauty and atmosphere of this delightful place.…


I have never felt that I would find a religion; but I have done so. The Carpenter book2 has established a real religion within me. I think it the grandest thing written. Read it, live it, absorb it, and you will be raised spiritually to the heights. Reading it, as I have been, in the mountains, has greatly aided my understanding of it, and I cannot tell you of the great joy and peace it has given me. It is so broad, so inclusive, so reasonable, so lofty, and so magnificently written! “It is all straightforward.”




My deepest love to you and to all,


Your Own


Ansel



















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


September 22, 1925




My Dear Virginia,





I began a letter to you the other day, but it did not go as I wished, and I am rewriting it. I have played so much today that my hand is tired and I cannot produce intelligible writing with a pen; hence the typewriter.…


I hope you had a most delightful trip in the High Country, and that you were benefited in mind and soul and body by the divine influence of the mountains. I think nothing can be compared to the Hills for the elevation of spirit, and peace of mind, which they produce in man when he lives intelligently among them. All aspects of nature lead to elevation and knowledge when you once have the idea. The commonplace growth of weeds beneath a pile of refuse appear to shine with the divine light when you know the meaning of the world and sense the unity of all things. In a great city the buildings, the machinery, the works of art, everything produced by man, are naught but the material expression of ideas. We look on lines and forms and masses of what we call matter, and we know these things existed in the mind of man in the form of ideas before they were expressed in the physical world in the form of matter. I look on the lines and forms of the mountains and all other aspects of nature as if they were but the vast expression of ideas within the Cosmic Mind, if such it can be called. With that outlook, I am assured there is nothing in the Universe that is not the expression of mind or of life. The sense of unity is enormously increased. How could I ever describe what the mountains meant to me this summer; what they did for me, and how strongly this new sense has grown within me. My dear, I am an entirely different person. I know that better than anyone, for I feel my reaction on other people to be quite different. In other words, I know that people know me to have changed, and changed in the depths.


It is almost a rebirth; I sense another and a much deeper personality within me, a greatly extended perception and appreciation. Alas, I cannot put in words what comes into my mind regarding this subject. I hope this does not seem all foolish prattle to you, for I MUST have it out of my system. If you only knew what perplexity of mind I am at present entertaining in attempting to adjust myself and consider my future! I feel so much bigger; I feel so much more the duty of life, and the necessity of improving myself and my Art to the last peak of my ability. The world has suddenly opened up to me with tremendous and dazzling effect and I am having the very deuce of a time to realize it all. New personalities, new outlooks, new ideas, new possibilities, all crowding into my consciousness, and above all the nameless dread of having to continue under this life, and the dread also of separating myself from it. Can you understand what I mean? This is very vague. It can be much better expressed in tone, now much more so than at the time you were here. “Supreme Music is heard only by the Soul”1 and “Music is a flame of Love mounting to the Skies.” Tone in itself is spiritual, and speaks spiritual messages. The soul can float to undreamed of heights of expression on the luminous wings of tone. I find in old compositions that I have played new meanings and marvelous beauty that I did not comprehend before. The quality of Scriabin’s music cannot be told in words nor the vast thunders of Beethoven. Great Art—“It is all straightforward.”




“For the mind has many lips


That kiss you with their thought


When that mind is a soul which embraces yours.”





The world distracts me from my purpose; I know I am not understood. The thousand little things compel me into a tension, mental and physical, as if I were threatened with myriads of relentless darts, which would torture me were I to dare a single motion while surrounded with them. “Freedom, the Deep Breath!!”




“The sincere soul utilizes the Universe for a brain.” and,


“A thing is never great in itself, only its emanations.”





I wish to “be quiet long enough to hear what Nature has to say.” (I seem to express myself much better through the use of quotations.)




“Love life so much that you cannot divine what is most beautiful in it, all life being beautiful.”


“Genius is the accumulated experience of the Soul.”


“Some questions are too great for argument.”


“Every genius is a reincarnation.”


“The Strongest things are the most fluid, Witness the Ocean.”





These things I wish to write of are well expressed in the above quotations, if even in a vague suggestive way.


Life is before me, what shall I make of it?


So now, after this long and I suppose, tiresome, letter, I shall close and write you again soon. I have so much to do that sometimes I think I shall explode unless I eliminate a considerable amount. Again, “Freedom, the DEEP BREATH.”


Remember me to your father. I am happy that he enjoyed the trip and give my regards to all my friends. We all send our love to you all. Tell my Aunt Beth I will be so glad to see her. And I will write to Mr. Holman. I think of him often.



With Love,


Ansel




















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


September 30, 1925




My Dear Virginia,





During the last few weeks I have been thinking and thinking mighty hard. I have thought of my music and what I am to make of it; I have thought of my future life, and what it will amount to; I have thought of present conditions and circumstances and of future ones as well. I have tried to work everything out with a reasonable mind, and with a fair appreciation of “values.” I have arrived at some rather tremendous conclusions. Here they are:


I. It will require six to ten years to complete my musical education, or rather, to bring it to a point where I may call myself an Artist. I am just beginning to realize this. You know, I have done very few years of serious musical work, and there is so much to be done.


II. If I come forward at this time as a teacher and enter into the work with the seriousness required to handle responsibilities, my musical study will be almost entirely arrested. To undertake my profession at this early stage would mean that I would be but a neighborhood teacher—nothing more. I would earn a precarious and uncertain living, and I would be filled with sorrow and bitterness that I had not perfected my Art to the limit of my ability. And this condition of heart and finances would bring naught but misery on those dependent on me.


III. I know above almost all things that a fine instrument is essential to my artistic development. None that I had were of sufficient quality for my work.


IV. I know that if I teach, I must have a proper studio—an impossibility at the present time especially in view of all the other considerations.


V. I know that God has bestowed upon me a great gift, which in itself is a most tremendous responsibility. To neglect it would be criminal indeed.


VI. I know that for the last several years I have been entirely unaware of, and passive towards, my abilities; I was living in a dream world, no real plans, ideas or objects to work for.


VII. I realize now more than ever before my duty to my mother and father. They have given me everything—I have returned nothing. I must present them with accomplishment. I must prove worthy of them.


These are conclusions based on deep and earnest thought. Carpenter says, “It is all straightforward.” That is what I wish this letter to be. I have put all the energies of my mind into these thoughts; I have weighed advice; I have called pure reason to the fore. I feel deep in my heart that what I have written here is a correct expression of a sincere and reasonable line of thought, and that it is righteous. I say this in justice to you, to my parents, to the world, and to myself. My life now unfolds before me. What do I see? Years of painstaking work—patient plodding, towards the perfection of my music. Fulfillment of my life’s duty. For if I do not carry my Art to the crest of my ability, my life shall be blasted and the lives of all dependent upon me. “To thine own self be true.”—I dedicate my life to my Art.


I have taken the first step on the new road: I have purchased a Mason and Hamlin Grand Piano, the finest instrument that money can buy. So confident was I of the righteousness of my new resolve that I ordered the piano into the home with almost religious awe and reverence, as a symbol of my new life. I shall put all my heart into my work: some day I shall be an artist. Stretching far into the great, mysterious future, I see—


“The path that God would send me shining fair.”


I know you are sensible, and will understand all that I have written here. It has been a tremendous thing for me to do, but I have done it, and I give myself unto the mercy of God, with the prayer that He will, in His perfect understanding, direct and use my life for the good of all the world.


I trust that I shall hear from you soon.




With love,


Ansel
















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


June 6, 1926




My Dear Virginia,





So sorry to go away for the summer without seeing you; but I will write you as often as I can.


Tomorrow I am off for the High Mountains—back to my paradise for a good, long soul-building rest. I go with the most delightful mood in my heart—and the most wonderful hopes for the future. In the last month I have become someone very much bigger and better than I was before. So many lovely things have happened—so many friends—some very dear ones—have come into my life,—so much has developed with my music,—so much bright enthusiasm and warm, spiritual energy has come about me. I am in a new world,—and now, the climax, this wonderful trip:1—well, next year I will really accomplish something—something big—I feel it. (I figure my year from the summer trip.)


And the sweet knowledge of our friendship—perhaps, of a quality equally beautiful as our love. I seem now to stand in a shining world of love and beauty—what have I done to deserve such glories? I cannot write of even a little of how I feel, and make sense of it. I know you understand. Perhaps I have grown up.


I hope you will be happy this summer, Virginia, and not work too hard. Try to absorb the wonderful Spirit of the Mountains, and enjoy them as much as you can, despite the tourists. Yosemite is very beautiful.


My regards to all, especially to your Dad.



My love to you always,


Ansel




















From Virginia Best








Yosemite National Park


[Christmas, 1926]




Dear Ansel,





Just a line or two to let you know that the lamp arrived quite safely and we are all delighted with it.


I enjoyed the symphony immensely. It was dear of you to think of me and now I have another lovely memory stored away to keep me from being lonesome so far away from the music of the world. We’re more apt to have the “music of the spheres” in Yosemite. At least, our thoughts should turn in that direction.


Today I walked in the woods, and gathered fir and cedar branches that I might send my friends a bit of the fragrance of the mountains. I wish I might also imprison in a box the clear, crisp air and the clouds that hang low, over the Cathedral Rocks at sunset.


You would love it here now. It is utterly different from the smiling, placid meadowy place you know. Not only do we lack the tourists and the green grass and trees, but the haze of summer, and the dusty smoky atmosphere of fall. Clear, cold moonlit nights, with the stars as bright as though they’d just been polished and hung up and days with blue sky and sunshine on the white-topped cliffs, when you’re glad of a coat and gloves, but feel that there’s nothing too hard for you to conquer. Oh, I can’t find words for it, Ansel, but there’s more the feel of the Minarets1 in the air. If you ever need a tonic like that in winter, you’ll find Yosemite waiting for you and it will be the old Yosemite that we used to know, and now can’t find in summer.


It’s raining now but will probably turn to snow by morning, and then there’ll be ice all over everything.


I’m sending you some green branches and will mark them, so don’t mix them up with the Christmas presents.



Love,


Virginia




















To Cedric Wright1









San Francisco


February 17, 1927




Dear Cedric,





Goddam it Wright! You and I am in der same boat an der same deck—I guess its der Steerage. If your violin sounds like mildewed cheeze, my piano sounds like a Septic Tank mit der lid off. Cheezeus, ve got to do something—nottible! I repeat you are a Redwood in der mountains, only you sound like a kaktus. But der kaktus has got lots of pricks, (unless it’s spineless) so you should worry about it.


Read, in Carpenter,2 der following p. 27—XVII.


“These waves of your great heart.”


It is just the thing that this picture I send you here represents, that keeps me going from year to year. That and a dream of a perfect love that waits somewhere for me. All else can slide to Hell. The shams of the world are too much for me, I guess. We will have to get the best of them. Let’s try for a short spring trip in der Sierra. Will see you soon as possible. Remember, you are a Redwood.



Ansel




















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


March 11, 1927




My Dear Virginia,





Your sweet letter came yesterday, and I was so happy to get it. Mumps themselves are not so bad, but the enforced inactivity is terrible! Added misery developed this morning, when I picked up some Sierra Club Bulletins1 and got the mountain fever with a bang! And I have to stay in this miserable pile of bricks and bootleg—the city—for some time to come. If you only knew the yearning to get into the mountains that fills me these days!—that has tortured me for months. I feel I would give up everything to be once more in the hills.… how I envy you, up there in that marvelous valley! Music is wonderful—but the musical world is the bunk! So much petty doings—so much pose and insincerity and distorted values. Something in me revolts to all that, and, lying here in bed has given me many hours of thought and it seems very clear to me now that unless I get more of the outdoors, I will blow up. Oh, for the sleek, self-assured conceit and bull of some of our musicians! I am disgusted: but what to do.


For some reason or other, I find myself looking back on the Golden Days in Yosemite with supreme envy. I think I came closer to really living then than at any other time of my life, because I was closer to elemental things—was not so introspective, so damned sensitive, so infernally discriminative. How I long to get back to it all—to feel the contact of everyday, commonplace, material, primitive things—Rock—Water—Wood—and unanalyzed love and friendship (the only satisfactory kind). I want to write. I want to take pictures. I am tired of moving my fingers up and down under smug rules of past ages and evoking series of tones that are supposed to represent emotion. 1/100,000,000 of them do! I have become too well aware of the ever-changing conventional standards, and I want to express myself freely, individually.…


There’s something about You—damned if I know what it is—that is so refreshingly natural and uncomplex.…No, I am not delirious—I am perfectly sane, only a little hot under the collar. I think you understand.…


Nothing else to write down now. Hope you can read this—my pen is bum and writing in bed is the bunk. But I shall be up in a few days.


I love you immensely at this moment—and all others, too, and will be so glad to see you again.…


I am coming to Yosemite sometime in Spring—or bust!




Regards to Dad,


Always yours,


Ansel



















To Virginia Best








San Francisco


April 25, 1927




My Dearest Virginia,





I have been so very busy and I have so many new ideas. I feel now I am more or less settled on something definite. Your wonderful self—your spirit of kindness and love—returns to me now with hundred-fold force. My excursions into experience have brought me to stern realizations of fact—and, to be frank, I find the world more solidly beautiful than when clothed in glittering fancy.


There is little use of my writing my heart out to you—you know it already—it cannot be explained; it must be lived. Know that I love you—know that I always shall love you, beyond the powers of my telling. I want a little studio—acoustically correct, and with wall space for my prints. And a suitable workroom as well. And you must have your room—as you want it—and it will be yours in every way. And I want friends about me and green things—and the air of the hills.


My photographs have now reached a stage when they are worthy of the world’s critical examination. I have suddenly come upon a new style which I believe will place my work equal to anything of its kind. I have always favored the effect of engravings—the neat, clean, clear-cut technique fascinates me. In this new effect I will try to combine the two processes of photography and the press into a result that will be exceptionally beautiful and unique. A print will be made on Parchment Paper,1 enclosed by a small, delicate black line, engraved directly upon its edge, leaving a spacious white margin. The title will also be engraved in very small and light letters near its lower edge, and the folder will be also engraved with the title and my name. The whole effect will be one of exquisite beauty.


This will precede the issue of the complete portfolio2 which will appear before the winter months. I would like to put out about 150 prints of this order and I figure it shall cost me $75.00. Selling each for $3.00 will result to me (less the conventional third deducted) a sum of $2.00. Not all at once but there in value, nevertheless. I will make over $200.00. The portfolio will be very much more, of course.3


I think these prints will exceed in beauty anything I have ever done. But if you think best I will also make up a set of my prints in the regular style—mounted, and on Bromide. Tell me what you think.…


I must come up soon again—especially to see you—and get some pictures of the Falls to complete my set. And what pictures I shall get this summer!


My Love to You Always. May the Spirits of great Souls infuse our lives with beauty and truth. Read much, think much, do much, be one of the new world.



Yours always,


Ansel




















To Albert Bender1









Sierra Club Camp2


Junction Meadow


Kern River Canyon


July 25, 1927




Dear Albert—





I wish I could set out to tell you of this marvelous summer, but I shall have to let my pictures do that. If nothing unfavorable happens to the plates3—and I hope nothing does—I will have to show you the best set of mountain pictures I have ever had. But the pressure of my work has allowed me little time for rest and writing. Up at 4 or 5 in the morning—rushed breakfast—then off on the trail with 30 pounds on my back and a tripod in my hand—and by the time I return I feel like doing “just nothing” until the next morning.


Yesterday I climbed Milestone Mountain—13,600 feet—and hauled my camera to the craggy top. The peak is about the most majestic I have ever seen—and the view incomprehensible. We have been favored with wonderful rolling clouds that have blanketed the entire Sierra.


I have been reading a good deal of Jeffers4 whenever I have the chance, and he grows on me constantly. The power and vitality of his verse blends so perfectly with the rugged mountains. I think he is great.


I will be home somewhere around the tenth of August and wish I could tell you how glad I will be to see you again. I have missed you a very great deal. As I said, I regretted leaving the city for the first time on account of the new lease on life your interest and friendship have given me. I shall return with unbounded enthusiasm for work.


Cedric Wright sends his best wishes.


Virginia Best	″	her	″	″


and I	send my	″	″ and lots of affection besides—just oodles of it.


Remember me to all my friends and take care of yourself. “Don’t eat from cans.” That’s what I have been doing for 4 weeks.




Yours always,


Ansel








Sold a portfolio to the president5 of the Sierra Club.














To Virginia Best








San Francisco


Tuesday, December 21, 1927




My Dearest Virginia–





If I come up on the 26th and bring Ernst Bacon1 and 2 sleeping bags and a promise to eat at the cafeteria, can I sleep on your porch, or under your piano, or down the chimney, and play for you and walk with you to some dear old places?


This week has been a fright, and there is no one more ready for a change than myself, and when the change means seeing you, it is just marvelous. Can we scramble up to the Diving Board?2 I have a mania for that place.


… I have felt for the last two months that we were destined for one another, and that some strange barrier was restraining us; if we could pierce that barrier, establish our true relations with life, have life to ourselves: it would be wonderful.3 I visualize a studio—and just “us” in it—and our friends. Not “us” mixed up and overseasoned with negative environments.
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