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To Karola, Leopold, Dorothy, Walter, Margitta, Christopher, Amy, Leif, Parker, Mackenzie, and Madison


From, in, and through you, my life is given meaning, inspiration, aspiration, and joy















FOREWORD



I met Beowulf Sheehan in the earliest days of the PEN World Voices Festival, and he quickly became established as the festival’s photographer-in-residence. His tall, benign presence, sharply observant yet unobtrusive, quickly became a familiar part of that annual New York gathering of writers from around the world. (How could a photographer named Beowulf not become a chronicler of the literary world?)


Writers are not the easiest of subjects for a photographer. Many of us are uneasy in front of a camera lens, seeing ourselves as observers, not the observed. Many of us, used to looking inward, don’t find it natural to project ourselves outward. Some of us are stiff, or secretive, or unwilling to smile, or excessively, awkwardly smiley. Writers often dislike seeing themselves in photographs or on TV. But writers can also be as vain as anyone else, as anxious to put our best side forward. We can be a distrustful bunch.


A photographic portrait involves a kind of surrender, the sitter briefly giving up all agency to the person with the camera, agreeing to do as instructed, the chin a little higher, please, turn a little toward the light, open your eyes as wide as possible, do you ever take your glasses off?, maybe something with your hands?, don’t move. Don’t move. This loss of control doesn’t come easily to people accustomed to being the ones making the creative decisions. Writers usually—maybe always—try to limit the photographer’s time, to make the surrender as brief as possible.


A photographer working with such a skittish lot must have a clear, quick eye. He must know what he wants and seek to achieve it with the minimum amount of fuss. He must, if required, be able to stroke a literary ego or two. He must earn the trust of the distrustful, calm the agitated, coax people who aren’t easily coaxed.


Beowulf’s gentle ease soothes even the toughest literary spirits. Over the past decade and a half I’ve seen him photograph dozens, maybe even hundreds of writers, and he’s so relaxed, so easygoing, that he evokes the same qualities in his subjects. They go easy. They relax. They come out from behind their protective scowls, lions emerging from their private undergrowth, and they begin to show something of their true natures. And snap! He captures them.


I know many of the writers portrayed in this book. Some of them are my close friends. Others I have known for years, worked with, had a drink with, run into at the many pit stops on the literary circuit. In Beowulf’s photographs of these friends and acquaintances, I see the people I know: Christopher Hitchens’s determinedly pursed mouth, Margaret Atwood’s quizzical strength, Patti Smith’s serenity, Paul Auster’s eagle eye. Here’s Philip Roth ready for Mount Rushmore, Roberto Saviano hunted but resolute, the mischief of Tom Wolfe, the power of Toni Morrison seen in the set of her jaw and a thick braid of hair. Eco’s sadly departed kindliness, the wisdom of Adonis. Quite a collection, and I haven’t even mentioned Ben Okri’s signature beret or Amélie Nothomb’s equally iconic top hat.


Here’s what I know about Beowulf. Not only does he have the most epic, most unforgettable name in the world of photography, but also, if you mention that name to any of the writers he’s worked with, they will speak highly of him. They will like the pictures he took. And so will you.


Salman Rushdie, 2017















INTRODUCTION



Mistaking me for a boy, the security guard ruffled my hair, laughingly telling me “that thing” was almost as big as me. He was guarding an entrance to the Orange Bowl stadium in Miami. “That thing” was a long lens connected to a Konica 35mm camera, both otherwise sitting unused in a drawer in my father’s home in the fall of 1985. My friend and I took our seats some twenty yards from the closed end of the stadium. As Dan Marino slung the football from one end of the field to the other, I photographed his teammates and him from my seat. I later shared prints of those photographs with my high school classmates. Hallandale High School was unique. A public school with a magnet program for foreign languages, it was where foreign students in my county were taught English and integrated into the community. I was a magnet student, traveling thirteen miles each way every school day.


In my young teens, the stories many of my male classmates told were about girls or the Miami Dolphins. Small and a bit shy, I didn’t have my own girls or sports stories to share just yet. Dolphins tickets were cheap, and I was able to get them. Sharing prints from the games connected me to students and helped me make friends. And the camera connected me to my father, who had been out of my life for a bit. My world was growing.


Before high school, my world felt a bit small. I was asthmatic, unable to play with other children when my lungs began to fill if I over-exerted myself. At the age of seven, I was bitten by an alligator, as my feet dangled off the edge of a canal dock behind a neighbor’s home in the brackish water of southwest Fort Lauderdale. My brother, twenty months younger than me, lifted me off the dock, my mother and her friend following quickly behind him. I don’t remember how much time passed from then to my father driving me to the emergency room. I remember not being able to walk for much of the summer that remained, not getting on the bus again to get to day camp at Hugh Taylor Birch State Park.


As a boy not on the playing fields, I found my playground in books. In comic books, I could leap as high, fly as far, and fight for justice with as much strength and resolve as my superheroes. I drew them, too, giving them new stories. Superheroes took me to places my body couldn’t. In time, however, both my body and my reading would strengthen. In middle school I lived in Choose Your Own Adventure books. I discovered monster action figures on mantels in my cousins’ rooms on a holiday visit to them in New York—and I read Shelley, Stevenson, Stoker, and Wells. High school introduced me to Adams, Connell, Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Herbert, London, Poe, and Norton anthologies. Literature was becoming less of an escape from the world and more of a teacher of the lessons I’d need to participate in it.


In my first year at the University of Notre Dame, a seminar entitled Fiction as History: 1914 to 1985 cemented the vitality of books for me. My copies of The Catcher in the Rye and Less Than Zero are still on my shelf. That and Introduction to Sculpture were my favorite classes. And, once each of my first two years of college, I photographed a football game from the field, this time with a Minolta Maxxum 35mm camera given to me by my mother. I gave prints to my roommates.


Photography wasn’t part of my formal education and wouldn’t be until years later. Discouraged from a career in the arts by my father and with concerns expressed by my mother, I worked administrative and management positions in the fashion industry in Miami Beach. The years were fun but restless. I wanted to be closer to the visual arts. Thinking it too late to be an artist myself, I thought I’d be happy with a life of supporting other artists. I envisioned becoming a gallerist and prepared for a career in arts administration by studying at the Gallatin School of New York University. In my second year, I used my one elective to take a darkroom printing class—and I fell in love the first day. I’d never made a print before then.


I endeavored to pursue photography as my career, studying at the International Center of Photography after finishing at NYU, quietly telling people of my aspirations, photographing and printing nights and weekends as often as I could outside of my work, still in fashion, but with greater responsibility and demands. For six years I was the business manager of New York Model Management, one of the world’s largest such companies. We represented several hundred fashion models from around the world, working with an international clientele and photographers such as Avedon, Meisel, Newton, and Penn. I never met them. When I was lucky enough to be on set, I did a lot of looking around and asked a lot of questions. I continued to study, using my annual two-week paid holidays to take photography workshops with the likes of masters such as Greg Gorman, Antonin Kratochvil, and Platon and assisting established photographers on weekends when they’d let me.


When my time was up at ICP, I needed to find a new darkroom. I found one and, more importantly, a welcoming community in The Camera Club of New York, founded by Alfred Stieglitz in 1884. Members shared darkrooms but also gave of their time to support the club. In time I was asked to take over the direction of its lecture series, which I did from 1999 to 2005. The series gave me the freedom to invite the best photographers of the day to share their stories and, thinking selfishly, teach me something. I learned from each one.


In the summer of 2001, I began making calls for the 2001–2002 fall-winter lecture series from the desk of the club. I telephoned the home of Inge Morath, the Magnum photographer who had worked with Marilyn Monroe and James Dean. A man answered, “Hello?” and I dove into my pitch. “Hello, my name’s Beowulf Sheehan, and I’m calling on behalf of The Camera Club of New York. May I speak with Inge Morath please?” “Who?” I repeated myself. “Hang on.” The man put the phone down, but I could hear every word. “Honey, some asshole named Beowulf is calling you.” Inge and I spoke, and she accepted my invitation for the fall of 2002. I thanked her and told her I’d reach out the following spring. I put down the phone and told a neighbor seated near me what had happened. “You should be honored,” he said. “Why?” “Because Arthur Miller just called you an asshole.” I hadn’t done my homework enough to learn that he was Inge’s husband. Unfortunately I wouldn’t speak to Inge Morath again. She passed away in January 2002.


In 2002 I was humbly invited to participate in the Eddie Adams Workshop, a week of 100 photography students from around the world taught by the master himself and twenty other stellar photographers. At the end of that week, my teacher Michael Williamson, Pulitzer Prize–winning photojournalist for the Washington Post, told me, “You’re going to get a lot of work, and a lot of it will be chicken shit. But you’re good at making chicken salad out of chicken shit.”


My last day at a desk that wasn’t my own was November 4, 2003. For all my studies, I felt very green as a photographer, my salad days still ahead of me. I’d saved a little money and had a roof over my head. I had the sudden surprise of my father’s support. In December, he sent me a copy of Helmut Newton’s Autobiography. In it he wrote, “I have taken the liberty of reading this book prior to sending it to you. It has given me a wider understanding and appreciation of your quest! Best of luck! All my love, Dad.”


Salad days were ramen days those first years. (Punjabi in the East Village, you saved me again and again.) In time, NYU, my past day job, and ICP all introduced me to the world of writers themselves. Three wonderful things happened: Deutsches Haus, the cultural arm of the German program at New York University, asked me to photograph the participants of its writer-in-residence program. My connections at my past work led to an opportunity to photograph a series called Fashion Biography for Vogue Nippon (the Japanese edition of Vogue). And a former fellow student at ICP was asked to photograph the first PEN World Voices Festival of International Literature. She was unavailable and recommended me.


Deutsches Haus introduced me to a new writer every few weeks, and one of them was Daniel Kehlmann, who would go on to write Die Vermessung der Welt (Measuring the World), one of the most successful works in the history of Germany. Photographing Daniel introduced me to his publisher Rowohlt Verlag, located near Hamburg, the city of my mother’s birth. Rowohlt has commissioned me to photograph writers ever since then.


My first shoot for Vogue Nippon’s Fashion Biography feature was with Susan Fales-Hill, daughter of the late singer and actress Josephine Premice and author of the memoir Always Wear Joy: My Mother Bold and Beautiful. After the picture was published, Fales-Hill’s publisher HarperCollins asked me about photographing its writers.


The first PEN World Voices Festival in 2005 was an adventure, forcing me to negotiate New York City as events ran concurrently in venues uptown and downtown, teaching me to photograph reactively, quietly, invisibly. I chased after the best moments of what the audiences saw. Salman Rushdie presented at The Great Hall at Cooper Union, where in 1860 President Abraham Lincoln spoke out against slavery. The eyes and ears of 850 guests were locked on Salman. In running from end to end of the hall to see other writers and him anew, I often distracted many of them.


PEN (Poets, Essayists, and Novelists, the U.S. and world’s largest and oldest champion for freedom of expression, literature, and human rights), invited me back for its second festival, and I was also invited to photograph backstage. It was there that I finally met Salman and, with each passing year, more and more literary luminaries from around the world. I was introduced to advocates, agents, editors, educators, publishers, and publicists in the literary community. My world was growing again.


The world of my childhood interests was turning into the world of my adult passions. The opportunities given to me by PEN, HarperCollins, and NYU expanded into opportunities from other publishers, publications, universities, and cultural and literary organizations. And I was back to reading a lot, learning who all these new people were.


Life lessons came not just from books, of course, but from the writers themselves. They taught me (and keep teaching me) the power of language, agility, empathy, humility, patience, positivity, and vulnerability. Some degree of each needs to be shared to help make a successful portrait.
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In 2007, at PEN’s third World Voices Festival, I was in the green room at New York’s 92nd Street Y, photographing the writers participating in the PEN World Voices Festival of International Literature. Tasked with making a photograph of the great Umberto Eco, I stumbled in poor Italian toward him, polite, open.


“Piacere, Dottor Eco, io mi chiamo Beowulf.” [“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Eco, my name is Beowulf.”]


“Piacere.” [“Pleased to meet you.”]


“Sono il fotografo di PEN. Poi farle suoi foto?” [I meant to say, “I’m PEN’s photographer. May I make your picture?”]


“Si.”


And we made our pictures.


“Grazie, Dottor Eco.”


“Prego.” Then Eco stops me, saying in English, “You know, I’m not a ‘dottore.’”


“My apologies, Mr. Eco.”


He continues, “In Italy, anyone with a degree is a ‘dottore.’ Anyone who has an advanced degree as I do is an architect. Do you know how to tell the difference between a doctor and an architect?”


“No, please tell me.”


“A ‘dottore’ drives a Mercedes. An ‘architetto’”—he begins to gesture wildly with his right hand—“drives a Saab.”
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Days later I had a moment to photograph Nadine Gordimer, the South African writer and winner of the 1991 Nobel Prize in Literature. I introduced myself, and she replied, “Young man, there’s nothing I hate more than having my picture taken.” Smiling, positive, I answered with, “And I love your honesty. Let’s get started.” The image was simple, the moment when her laugh of surprise at my words began to recede yet her smile remained full. I thanked her after only a few frames, and she asked me, “Is that it?” “Yes, thank you so much.” And she smiled again.
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In the winter of 2008, PEN honored the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe at Town Hall. I had a moment to photograph him, in a back room at the end of the evening, his family waiting to my side. Achebe was expressionless. One of his sons said to me, “Are you almost done? It’s my father’s birthday, and we’re going to be late to dinner.” I responded by saying that was wonderful and began singing “Happy Birthday” to Achebe. He grew a surprised, bemused smile on his face—and then we were done. I later learned that it wasn’t his birthday, but I was grateful for the chance to inspire a more animated Chinua Achebe.
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In the fall of 2010, I was given the honor of making portraits of participants in the 25th annual Melbourne Writers Festival. The journey from New York was three flights and sixteen time zones long. I was as much a wreck upon arrival as I was thrilled to be in Australia for the first time.
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