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			Praise for feast your eyes

			“Wrenchingly intimate . . . Goldberg’s passionate depiction of Lillian rings heartbreakingly true at a moment when discussions of emotional labor dominate certain sectors of the media and writers like Kim Brooks and Claire Vaye Watkins write viral essays contemplating whether it is truly possible to be both an artist and a mother.”

			—The New York Times

			“Lively and vivid . . . Goldberg expertly differentiates the voices of [her characters]. . . . Fascinating.”

			—Minneapolis Star Tribune

			“With cleverness and imagination, vivid historical detail, and great heart, this catalogue tells the story of Lillian’s life. . . . Feast Your Eyes becomes a universal and profound story of love and loss.”

			—Newsday

			“The action in Feast Your Eyes unfurls entirely in program notes for a retrospective of Lillian’s work in the Museum of Modern Art . . . Through this collage comes a gripping portrait of Lillian: a fierce mother, a fierce artist, and a woman crucified for both.” 

			—Refinery29

			“A mother-daughter story, an art-monster story, and an exciting structural gambit.”

			—Lit Hub

			“This is a novel of infinite depth, of caring authenticity both intimate and societal, of mothers and daughters, art and pain, and transcendent love.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“A riveting portrait of an artist who happens to be a woman.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“This story is feminist at its core. . . . A strong book club pick.”

			—Library Journal

			“Goldberg evocatively profiles a brilliant woman whose identities—as woman, artist, and mother—are inseparable from one another. . . . A memorable portrait of one artist’s life.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“This is an unflinching, deeply moving portrait of the artist, and a bravura performance in and of itself. I loved this book.”

			—Joshua Ferris, author of Then We Came to the End and To Rise Again at a Decent Hour
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To Megan;

to friendship.


I was ten when I saw it, Pops sitting across the breakfast table with his Daily News and his cigarette. I looked up from my cornflakes, and there it was, staring at me from the front page: a little kid in her underwear with black bars printed over her eyes and her chest. She was holding out a glass of milk to some woman lying on a bed, and there was a dark spot on the sheet between the woman’s legs. The headline above the photo was the same monster size they used when JFK got shot the year before.

Judge Rules . . . MOMMY IS SICK

Man, I thought, that girl must have made her mom sick! With a glass of milk! And made her bleed! She had to be real trouble, that girl, because how else do you get your photo on the front page of the newspaper?

On the TV news that night, she was crossed out just the same, this time sitting on a couch in a beaded necklace. Walter Cronkite said her name was Samantha and her mother was a photographer, Lillian Preston. The pictures in the paper and on TV were from eight photographs that he called “The Samantha Series.” They had been on display in a photography show until the gallery got shut down because Samantha was mostly naked in the pictures, not to mention that the photo from the morning paper, which was actually called Mommy is sick, had to do with abortion. I didn’t know what abortion was, except that it was against the law and some kind of a sin, but that was enough. I grabbed the Daily News from the trash bin and stashed it under my bed, and that was how Samantha Preston became a dark goddess to me. Whenever the world went gray, I would pull out Mommy is sick and stare at a girl who was ten times worse trouble than I ever was, until I’d start to feel better.

I was twenty before I saw the photo again. I had been in the city a few years, working lousy jobs and going to shows, and my friend Brian and I decided to start a band. As I was looking through one of his crazy scrapbooks, there it was: same picture, same headline. The song came to me right away, like I’d been writing it in my head all that time. When we put out “Mommy Is Sick” as a single, we used a repro of the newspaper clipping for the record sleeve because there was no one to tell us not to. Then we got signed and they told us we had to ask permission for that kind of thing, but it had been ten years and no one we asked even knew who Lillian Preston was, so for the album cover we made our own version: Brian in bed with ketchup between his legs and me in my underwear holding out the milk glass, black grease paint over my eyes and black electrical tape over my B-cups. By the time we were asked to play Saturday Night Live, I was performing in that getup only for special occasions, but national live TV is as special as it comes, which is why America saw just half of “Mommy Is Sick” before I ripped off my dress and the network cut to a commercial.

A few days later the phone rang. I picked up and a voice asked, “Are you Frances Pell?”

“Who’s this?” I said.

“This is Samantha,” said the voice on the phone.

“Samantha who?”

There was a pause, then a click, and then it was too late.

After that Brian and I were touring a lot, doing all the stupid things people do living that kind of a life. Whenever we came back to New York, our manager would drop off a box of band mail that had been sent to the label. To sort through it, Brian and I would spend hours holed up in his apartment drinking Jack and Coke. People sent all kinds of stuff: poetry, drawings, love letters, hate letters. One night I opened a big yellow envelope with my name on it, and inside was a picture of me sitting cross-legged on the hood of a car. I had no memory of anyone taking that photo or of sitting on that car to begin with, which wasn’t unusual in those days, but it felt like I’d been spied on. Brian was pissed when I tore the photo in half. He said it was a great shot, but what mattered to me was the invasion of privacy. After Brian grabbed the envelope, he read the note that came with it, then started shaking his head. “Nice job, shithead. You just tore up a photograph by Lillian Preston.” When he showed me her name, I wanted to kick my own ass.

For the next twenty-odd years of making music, my Lillian Preston story stayed filed away with everything else I wished I’d done differently, until I got a call from a curator at the Museum of Modern Art. They were planning a Lillian Preston show: would I take a look at the photographs, maybe write something for the catalogue? I figured this would be my chance to thank her. The math in my head told me Lillian Preston was in her fifties, so when I got there, I was looking for a middle-aged person. Waiting for me in the curator’s office instead was a woman about my age. I was pretty sure I’d seen her somewhere, but that’s a feeling I get all the time. Then she said, “Are you Frances Pell?”

Don’t hang up, yelled the voice inside my head. I know who you are.

For the rest of that day, we looked at her mother’s photographs. I thought they’d all be naked people, but they weren’t, at least not in the usual way. Lillian Preston was mostly a street photographer. She lived her life blending into backgrounds and snapping whoever passed by. For all that, these people aren’t strangers. Sometimes it’s a look in the eyes, or the way someone is standing, but what’s unfamiliar lifts away. The people in Lillian Preston’s pictures seem like people I know. Sometimes, looking at a stranger, it feels like I’m looking at myself.

I’ll be honest: I didn’t always like what I saw. It’s hard being jolted like that, time after time, truth after truth, in black and white. But it’s also beautiful. These photos—whatever else they may be—are also beautiful. Some of them are from before anyone heard of Lillian Preston or “The Samantha Series,” but most are from the years that came after Lillian and her daughter had been threatened, followed, and forced to change their address and phone number. After Lillian had been called brilliant, poetic, brave, visionary, exploitative, criminal, neglectful, selfish, and a bad mother. By 1973, when the Supreme Court finally got around to changing the definition of what was obscene—not to mention rewriting abortion law—Lillian Preston had pretty much stopped showing her pictures to anyone. Luckily, that wasn’t the same thing as not making pictures at all.

If you’re reading this, you already know all that. You’ve seen the photographs at the show, or you’ve looked through the images in the front half of this catalogue, and you’ve seen all that hard beauty for yourself. So let me tell you something you don’t know: aside from the seven thousand rolls of film and hundreds of prints Lillian left behind when she died, separate from the binders of technical notes, were three boxes. Box One held Lillian’s twenty-four journals from the summer she split Cleveland at age seventeen to the day cancer killed her at forty. Box Two contained the prints she’d made for this exhibition, plus a letter asking her daughter to bring them to MoMA, in case they might do for her dead what they’d never done for her alive. Box Three had the prints and negatives from “The Samantha Series” and a letter giving her daughter a choice: destroy them, or include them with the prints in Box Two.

Believe it or not, the woman Samantha Jane Preston turned into was going to let some curatorial shirt write about the photographs in this exhibition. “Are you crazy?” I told her. “The only one who can do that is you. You’re the one who lived with Lillian, who fought with her, who knew her friends, who went through the whole Samantha thing and came out the other end. Use everything—use her diaries, use her letters, go back and talk to the important people in her life—to show her work in a way that an art-establishment type never could.” I got a long stare after that, or what I thought was a long stare until I realized that she’d gone somewhere deep inside herself and I just happened to be standing in front of her. Then, in a quiet voice that was more for herself than anyone else, she said, “It’s too late for a lot of things, but I guess it’s not too late for that.”

And so this catalogue was written by someone whose life was tangled up in these photographs along with the lives of all the people who helped make them, whether they were standing in front of the camera, behind the camera, or somewhere off to the side. Because of that, it’s not like any catalogue you’ve read before. It’s personal. It’s unprofessional. And when the art-establishment types saw it, they were smart enough to leave it alone.

—Frances Pell, aka “Franny Panic”

New York, 1990



CATALOGUE OF THE EXHIBITION




All works are by Lillian Preston unless otherwise noted and are from the artist’s estate. 



Greenwich Village, 1953–54




1. Untitled [Prentice High Camera Club, Cleveland], 1951 Unknown photographer

Feast your eyes, America. Here she is: America’s Worst Mother, America’s Bravest Mother, America’s Worst Photographer, or America’s Greatest Photographer—depending on who’s talking—as an anonymous high school junior, sporting the same light blouse/dark skirt combo and fake smile as the other girls. Look for a face with wide-set eyes and bangs at the end of the Camera Club’s second row. Lilly Preston, who was never elected to class office or Most or Best anything. Other than Honor Society, this was the only high school club she was in.

Don’t blame me for the pencil marks. I never touched my mother’s photos. The first circled face is her photography teacher, Mr. Clark. The second is the Camera Club’s president, Sam Decker, “the best photographer no one ever heard of.” That description, which Lillian added whenever she showed off this picture, was the only time I heard her deploy anything resembling sarcasm.

Apparently my mother started writing Sam when she was a high school senior, at which point he’d already enlisted in the army and was serving in Korea. As far as I know, she never showed anyone else the letters she sent to him, the drafts of which she wrote in her journal. And because I only ever violated her privacy in the usual places—her bedside table, her bureau, beneath her mattress—I never found them. Not that I considered her photo boxes any more sacred than her underwear drawer, but at the time of my rabidly dysfunctional adolescence (not to be confused with my rabidly dysfunctional adulthood), fooling with those boxes would have implied an interest in her photography.

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, JUNE 1953: My Dearest Darling, I did it. After all these months of writing and planning and worrying, getting on that bus was the second-hardest thing I’ve ever done. The hardest was telling Father that instead of enrolling at Ursuline College, as he and Mother expected, I plan to attend photography classes at the New School. It’s funny: since I was little, I knew I was meant to live differently from others, I just wasn’t sure how or why. And so I earned decent grades and washed the dishes and ironed my skirts and spoke in turn, which led people to see me as a “good” girl, when really I was just waiting for that different life to reveal itself. Just as I was beginning to worry that waiting was all there would ever be, I picked up a camera—but you know this already. You’re the only one who understands when I say that making pictures makes me fully and truly myself.

Thanks so much for the early anniversary present. I know how much we both like to complain about the mail but this time, at least, the army came through because it arrived the week before I left for New York. I don’t have pierced ears, but they’re such lovely earrings that I may need to change that so I can wear them properly—perhaps in time for our actual anniversary two months from now, especially if you’re back by then and we can celebrate together. In the meantime, they make marvelous pins to fasten to my blouse. Whenever I look at them, I imagine I was with you in Kyoto during those five days on leave. It’s hard to believe it’s only been ten months since my first letter introduced you to a certain Camera Club member who spent her junior year admiring you and your prints without ever saying hello. Even as I rue the distance between here and Korea, I cannot avoid the strange truth of us: had you stayed in Cleveland, I’d never have summoned the courage to make any introductions at all. If you hadn’t enlisted, we’d still be strangers, and I would probably be pinning an Ursuline pennant to my bedroom wall.

I won’t go into the gory details of Father’s reaction after I told him about New York, but when he finally realized he couldn’t stop me, he decided he’d rather help than “throw me to the wolves.” Never in a million years would I have thought I’d be grateful for his asking the pastor about Christian rooming establishments, but Katharine House is nicer than any hotel I’d have been able to afford, and being around other gals who are also new to the city feels a little less like living with strangers. The only problem is that the quiet girl with bangs who sat in the back row of Camera Club has followed me here. There are days I don’t say more than five words between getting out of bed and returning to my room at the end of the day. Luckily, I’ve got my pictures. I’m taking rolls and rolls of them, and though I haven’t developed any yet (the basic amenities here don’t include a darkroom), I can see so many of them in my mind that they supply their own sort of company.

2. Young woman with suitcase in the Port Authority Bus Terminal, New York, 1953

Not Lillian. Compare it to the girl in the Camera Club photo and you’ll see that Young Woman’s nose is too pointy and the hair is too dark, not to mention that the body is all wrong, but I think Lillian still saw herself in the person stepping off that bus. Why? Because even though the station around Young Woman is a big, busy blur, she doesn’t seem lost or even alone. One look at her face and you can tell she’s exactly where she wants to be.

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, JUNE 1953: It’s silly, but back at home wearing a shirt and coat of Father’s on my Saturday photography walks somehow gave me a kind of permission and made me feel less conspicuous. I intended to leave those clothes behind, but in the end I couldn’t imagine stalking New York without my usual camouflage. Every time I put them on, I feel a twinge of guilt, followed by a trace of comfort.

So far I’ve kept almost completely to the bus station: it’s something to do with all those suitcases, and all the faces to whom those suitcases belong. There are so many ways to greet a city! Some people look as if they’re waiting for someone, but if you keep watching, you’ll see that they’re not disappointed when no one comes. That’s because they’re waiting for the city to meet them, and it always does.

3. Breakfast at Katharine House, New York, 1953

Just look at all those paragons of young womanhood hovering over their cereal bowls. Use a black marker to draw a wimple on each head and—ta-da—instant nunnery. Part of it has to do with the long, narrow wooden tables, but mostly it’s the way Lillian captured the sun beaming through those high roominghouse windows, bathing all those bright-eyed girls in churchly light. The one who became her roommate in her first New York apartment is fourth from the bottom right.

PATRICIA STOKES: I’d not been at Katharine House more than a week when Lilly showed up, and immediately I said to myself: this one is worth getting to know. It was easy to see she was the most interesting hat on the stand. While the rest of us were busy reinventing ourselves—which mostly meant a lot of talk and nail lacquer and twisting and pinning our hair overnight to turn us all into Elizabeth Taylor—there was Lilly perched at the other end of the room, wearing a man’s shirt, with just a few barrettes to keep her hair out of her face and a camera practically attached to the end of her arm like a second hand. At breakfast she’d set it right beside her prunes and oatmeal like it was the morning paper. She was nice enough if you tried to chat her up, but mostly she just took pictures.

It didn’t take long for the rumors to fly. One girl insisted Lilly was a spy for the Reds, another that she was a scout for the Ford Modeling Agency. Well, that got all the aspiring Suzy Parkers in a lather. Suddenly there was a lot of languorous posing on the divans. At that point I didn’t know who or what Lilly was, just that she was the only girl besides me not hawking head shots or shorthand.

When I told her about the rumors, I got treated to her laugh. Lilly laughed like a bicycle pump. Her face turned red and her mouth opened up and you’d brace yourself for something loud, but instead this positively delicate hss-hss sound would come from between those prim lips of hers; it was the funniest thing. Then it turned out that all those times in the parlor, she hadn’t even been taking our pictures! Like every other girl too poor to stay at the Barbizon, Lilly was on a strict budget, so she saved most of her film for walking around. Since she was too shy to actually talk to anyone, she mooned about downstairs taking what she called “practice snaps” with her empty camera just to avoid being alone. I kept that juicy tidbit to myself: I was having too much fun watching the fashion plates flash their profiles every time Lilly walked into a room.

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, JUNE 1953: Father refused me any going-away money, having made it clear that he viewed all those hours I spent working in his office as wages earned under false pretenses. Technically that isn’t true: only Father ever described it as “pin money” for my freshman year, but it’s equally true that I never corrected him. I suppose, then, that I’m guilty as charged—but to my own mind, what matters is that I never lied about it, even if Father doesn’t see the difference!

Some days the disappointment I’ve caused them is easy to shrug off, and I launch myself into the city feeling equal to anything. Other days (today, for instance) it’s a struggle just to leave my room. If I were to go back, Mother would forgive me everything; it wouldn’t take long for Father to come around; and I’d attend Ursuline College, and take classes in English or history, with a wall of my room saved for showing off my “little hobby,” just like Father and his model planes.

Darling, do you still say my name when you look up at the stars? I can’t always find a star in the sky here, but each night I try. My latest letters with my New York address are probably still on their way to you, and it’s anyone’s guess whether Mother will forward the letters you may have already sent to Cleveland. Once a day I ask at the reception desk for mail, just in case.

My budget doesn’t allow for newspapers or magazines, but fortunately there’s almost always an abandoned Times or Post in the sitting room. Even so, there’s hardly ever more than one story about Korea. Usually it’s buried in the middle somewhere, and it’s never about you, thank goodness. Of course, when Life does have something, it’s invariably next to an ad for Frigidaires or Philco radios, as if you and everybody else in Korea were no more significant than a household appliance! Really, I think most people want to forget we’re at war at all.

We’ve never discussed what will happen once the war ends, but I’m sure you’ll agree it’s hardly fitting for the next Robert Capa to stay in Cleveland. If you ask me, there’s no finer city than New York for a future Life photographer and Pulitzer Prize winner. When you arrive, you’ll have the extra advantage of a very friendly face waiting for you at the station.

4. American leg (Patty crossing the street), New York, 1953

LETTER TO WALTER AND DOROTHY PRESTON, JUNE 1953: I have met a nice girl at Katharine House, an aspiring painter called Patricia Stokes who has become my friend. I’ve even photographed her a few times! After we both find work, we are going to rent an apartment in the neighborhood. I don’t know whether I want to go back to working in an office, but there seem to be lots of other suitable opportunities for young women. While I know you and Mother have reservations about the New School, one advantage to their night classes is that I will be able to work and study at the same time. Has any mail arrived for me? I should be at this address for at least another two weeks, so please don’t hesitate to forward anything that may come.

Even though I wasn’t there (or anywhere) when Lillian took this one, I know exactly how she did it. Lillian was allergic to posed shots, so instead of posing the person, she’d pose the background and wait for someone (in this case, Patricia) to walk in. Lillian called it a spider shot. As far as I was concerned, a longer name would have been better, something full of similar syllables that would take hours to say. Whenever the weather was nice—which for Lillian was anything without rain or snow between 35 and 98 degrees—I spent some serious quality time on benches and stoops while she waited beside her camera for the right person to pass into her perfectly composed frame. My kindergarten teacher thought I was a genius for being able to read chapter books, but by then I’d spent several small lifetimes stuck in places with nothing better to do than try to parse a printed page as Lillian waited beside her web.

Mostly she didn’t know who that someone would be until they showed up, but in this case she must have known her roommate’s habits and staked out the street corner, waiting for Patricia to strut past the partly burned-out American Legion sign. Without the title’s parenthetical bit, this would be just an anonymous pair of cigarette pants, but the name makes those legs feel as personal as a face.

Patricia Stokes must have been a veritable emblem of exotic womanhood to Lillian, considering that it was eight more years before my mother owned a pair of pants. Not that she ever wore them outside the darkroom. After Lillian became the American poster child (or at least the poster child’s photographer) for immorality and perversion, some people actually accused her of dressing like a 1950s librarian to mock American decency. For that to be true, she’d have had to put actual thought into her wardrobe, which—going by the skirts and sweater sets—was something she’d stopped doing around age sixteen.

PATRICIA STOKES: Here’s why I agreed to live with Lilly: when I told her I wanted to be an artist, she asked what kind. Back in Wilmington, “artist” always put an end to the conversation. What kind? Now I must really be in New York! I found a waitressing job at a place on Madison that served Continental food on good china, hailing distance from some of the art galleries. I was convinced it would take only one regular customer, a wealthy collector intrigued by the terribly attractive waitress who made cryptic references to her work while serving his beef Bourguignon. As you might infer, I was eighteen and not awfully original. Anyhow the shift manager and I got along just fine so when one of the waitresses quit I told him I had a friend. Lilly wasn’t experienced, but she was keen to learn. In an abundance of rookie enthusiasm she twisted a corkscrew into a cork without first removing the foil, but as soon as the boss could trust her with a bottle of Bordeaux he started offering her dinner shifts on my nights off. Get this: instead of taking the work like any self-respecting kid desperate to make rent, Lilly told him she’d signed up for evening photography classes starting that fall so he should probably find another girl. Well, that just impressed the hell out of me. It must have impressed our boss, too, because he told Lilly she could work as many dinners as she liked, and he’d schedule her however she needed come September.

5. Bullfrog (boy selling newspapers), New York, 1953

Kids don’t show up much in my mother’s work until I come along, which—face it—wouldn’t have happened if she had been more worldly or if the Pill had appeared in 1954 instead of 1960. But being unplanned isn’t the same as being unwanted. For example, the boy in this picture was unplanned. Lillian hadn’t set out to photograph a child on that particular day. Still, it’s easy to tell that as soon as Lillian saw this kid, she fell in love with everything from the angle of his cap, to the tiny snubbed nose above his gigantic open mouth, to the pieces of broken glass glittering at the bottom edge of the frame.

PATRICIA STOKES: Lilly put the kibosh on a few apartments that had seemed perfectly nice to me. I was beginning to worry that I’d need to find someone less particular if I wanted to escape the Suzy Parkers of Katharine House when Lilly finally found something she liked. The place didn’t seem any worse than the ones she had nixed, plus it was only a few blocks from the Village, so I liked it fine enough.

But, oh lord, that apartment. The front door opened directly onto the kitchen, with three more rooms lined up one behind the other, railroad-style, all for forty dollars a month—which was decent even back then, but not for no reason. We were on the second floor, right above a grocery. Between the storefront and everything happening outside, it could be hard to conduct a civilized conversation. Trucks rattled past at terrible hours with deliveries for the meatpacking plants. Every morning, before you could properly even call it that, something I called The Monster started hawking newspapers. I stuffed cotton in my ears, but Lilly used The Monster as her personal rooster to log camera time before her lunch shift uptown.

When she showed me this photo, I thought she was pulling my leg. I’d assumed some burly lumberjack was making all the racket. That boy’s talents were seriously underused: he could have been mounted to a police car during a riot or strapped to a lighthouse on a foggy night and done some real public good. I told Lilly she should hang it on the wall between the kitchen windows so that when we were being serenaded, we’d have the face that went with it, to make the mornings a little easier to bear.

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, JULY 1953: It’s so challenging to photograph people in a candid way. You can’t waste any time thinking, you have to take the picture already knowing exactly what to do. Sometimes I manage it, but most of the time I’m still puzzling things out. I’ll be considering composition or light or timing, which inevitably shows up in the print as a kind of distance that reminds anyone who’s looking at it they’re looking at a photograph. I don’t want to make photographs. The way you described it with Capa’s work is exactly right: I want to make windows.

6. Getting ready (Patty), New York, 1953

7. Makeup artist on the uptown train, New York, 1953

At this point Lillian had taken so many shots of Patricia that by the time she got on the same train as this woman applying eye shadow, I bet she snapped the shutter without knowing why. To hear Lillian describe it, when she was “locked in,” she didn’t tell her finger to press the shutter any more than she told her heart to pump blood.

Point being, nothing about the uptown eye-shadow woman calls Lillian’s roommate to mind, since the woman in the photo is rounder and shorter and about fifteen years older. But side by side, Makeup Artist and Patricia are twins—or at least cousins, with the same raised brows and parted lips as they put their faces on.

PATRICIA STOKES: For a while I didn’t mind it, since Lilly’s camera was what drew me to her to begin with. Try to remember, at that point pictures were just things you took for the family album, or for newspapers or magazines. But when I saw what Lilly was doing, I knew I had to start thinking about photography in a new way.

At first it felt kind of glamorous, being followed around like that, but the feeling didn’t last long. I could never tell whether Lilly was planning to take my picture until I heard the click. The whole conversation, she’d be looking straight at me. Then her hand would start doing its own thing, like it was possessed. It was creepy, if you really want to know. The worst was when she’d disappear for a while, sneak back into whatever room I happened to be in, and then—click. So in a way, the girls at Katharine House were right: she was a spy. I finally made a rule. Lilly could be in the room with me or she could be in the room with her camera, but she couldn’t be in the room with us both.

8. Woman at the window, New York, 1953

It may look like a double exposure or a combination print, but it isn’t. Doubters can check the contact sheet, which shows that Lillian got the woman’s expression and the outside reflection all at once. I suppose there’s no way of knowing what the seamstress at the sewing machine is actually pining for, but the way Lillian caught the reflected cars and people and sidewalks makes it easy to think she wants everything on the other side of that pane of glass.

PATRICIA STOKES: Thinking back, I’d have to say that the lavatory was the beginning of the end. By the time we were moving in, Lilly had a small suitcase full of film she’d shot. When I asked her why she didn’t just drop it off at the drugstore, she looked at me like I was telling her to give away her children. Apparently the whole time we’d been apartment shopping, Lilly had been waiting to find a place with a large enough bathtub and reliable hot water—which is how I learned about darkrooms, but if I had known what I was agreeing to, I never would have said yes! In any case, I was too busy deciding what color to paint the living room to notice Lilly’s peculiar nesting instincts. She was installing an enlarger over the toilet, which turned our lavatory into some sort of cross between a science experiment and a torture chamber. If you weren’t careful, you’d knock your head on the thing when you went to stand up. Then there was that red lightbulb, like something out of a Tennessee Williams play, which made it impossible to check your hair in the mirror. Not that going to the john is terribly complicated, but it’s nice to be able to see yourself once in a while.

After Lilly set everything up, she was kind enough to invite me to a demonstration. I could barely fit alongside her and all that equipment, but somehow I managed to cram myself into the corner by the door. Lilly lined the bottom of the bathtub with four metal trays, then attached a hose to the faucet. I vaguely remember her explaining what the different chemicals were, and something else about timing as the image appeared on the paper, but to me the whole thing was magic. Lilly’s pictures were just marvelous. Of course they were beautiful, but more than that, they saw through everything that was phony in the world. As consolation, I tried to tell myself that photography was easier than painting: other than pointing the camera in the right direction, you didn’t have to do anything to make a tree look like a tree. Then I’d stand at my easel, and just the thought of all those perfect photos hanging in the bedroom next to mine made it hard to pick up a paintbrush.

9. Woman in curlers on the Lower East Side, New York, 1953

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, JULY 1953: Every day I wake up thrumming with the feeling that each minute spent inside is an opportunity missed, so I get out as soon as I can. Back home, people carry themselves appropriately in public, which is to say in a way that reveals nothing. Here in New York, with everyone living on top of each other, people do what they want, when and where they want. Almost every day reveals someone showing their true face. I still feel like a tourist, but at least I’ve put away Father’s clothes: around here a girl with a camera is about as interesting to people as a fire hydrant. That kind of freedom can feel terribly lonely sometimes, in spite (or perhaps because) of all the people—but it’s truly hard only when I’m lying awake at night wondering why I haven’t heard from you, or when I’m running low on film. The good news is that I’ve found a wonderful camera shop that sells bulk film in hundred-foot batches. I bought a bulk film loader and reloadable film cartridges, so now I can make my own rolls for a fraction of the cost, which means I can spend more time shooting and less time waiting for an airmail envelope with my name on it.

That’s how Woman in curlers became one of 450 shots Lillian took of ladies on their front stoops. Four hundred and fifty middle-aged matrons in housedresses, smoking, reading newspapers, laughing, talking, staring, napping—which, back in Cleveland, would have been as unusual as a giraffe making its way down Fernvale Road. Okay, fine, but ten rolls of them? Well, Patricia had just revoked Lillian’s camera privileges, leaving poor Lillian full of unresolved stalker impulses. Plus I think Lillian was hoping that after enough photos, she’d somehow absorb the New York nonchalance that allowed these ladies to lounge outside in their housedresses in a city of seven million strangers.

Curlers is the best of the bunch. The woman is laughing in a way that gives her face a kind of Mona Lisa quality, if Mona Lisa were a wrinkled fiftysomething babushka living on East Second Street. Then there’s the off-center thing. The woman stands at the left edge of the picture, her arm and pointing finger taking up the center so that she’s gesturing toward something outside the frame. It’s like Lillian is trying to tease us with what we can’t see.

Then again, what do I know? I wasn’t born yet, but by now I’ve spent so much time studying these pictures that I sometimes forget I’m just guessing. The truth is that when my mother was around to ask, I didn’t want to know what was going through her mind. Now that I’m ready, her work is all I have left.

10. Times Square recruit, New York, 1953

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, JULY 1953: Darling, did something happen, or have I somehow upset you? If so, please write and tell me so that I can make amends. In my mind, in my heart, you’re already here.

Another spider shot, but this time in the true sense of the word. Lillian would have set up her camera in order to watch future soldiers walking in and out that door, not knowing exactly who she wanted until she saw him. With that hand on his hip and his outstretched leg, this guy could almost pass for Fred Astaire, but then all that bodily joy collides with his face.

If you make a box with your fingers and use it just to frame the guy’s top half and the recruitment office door, this becomes a photo about the Korean War. Take your hand away, and there’s that dancing body and all of Forty-second Street, complicating things. For better or worse (mostly worse), Lillian never thought of herself as political. As far as she was concerned, she was “just interested in people.” Mommy is sick was no different in her mind from Times Square recruit or any other picture she took, which might lead one to ask Miss Just Interested in People why she’d haunt an army recruitment office at the height of the Korean War to begin with. The thing is, I know exactly what she’d say: because it was July and she hadn’t heard from her soldier in a while. Lillian always had reasons for what she did, it’s just that her reasons made sense only if the rest of the world wasn’t part of the equation.

PATRICIA STOKES: I didn’t happen to know any soldiers in Korea, but Lilly claimed hers would be joining her in New York the minute he was discharged, so they could embark upon their “photographic destiny.” She made those words sound practically denominational: Our Lady of the Church of Artistic Fate. For a while I thought her soldier might even be a parable she’d cooked up to duck out of hitting the bar scene with me as a sort of social revenge, since I was more outgoing than she was and knew how to dress. Eventually I got it through my thick skull that, really, Lilly hardly ever thought of me at all.

His name was Jim or Tom or Don or something equally dreary. I remember he didn’t stand out as wildly handsome. Lilly kept a blurry face pinned to her wall that could have been anyone from the landlord’s son to the Duke of Edinburgh. She blushingly explained it was a blowup she’d made from the framed high school club picture beside her bed. I probably said he had nice eyes or something and changed the subject.

11. Reunion, New York, 1953

Lillian’s taste in titles tended toward the oppressively literal, which is what makes this one so intriguing. In the grand tradition of Woman in curlers, this photo should have been called something like “Couple on park bench.” The way his head is lying in her lap suggests, at the very least, two people plenty comfortable with each other rather than two people in the act of reuniting. So, why the poetic title? Just this once, I’m guessing Lillian let her own wishful thinking take over.

PATRICIA STOKES: It was July when the war ended, and absurdly hot, but Lilly said we ought to throw a party anyway. Of course, she didn’t actually know anyone, so I invited the upstairs neighbors, some of the other waitresses, and everyone from the Art Students League, and they all piled into our stifling apartment like it was a clown car. I hung some new canvases for the occasion. Lilly even installed a regular lightbulb in the john. An abstract painter I had designs on was there, and a surrealist named Lyle something-or-other who went everywhere with a taxidermy bobcat on a leash.

By the time of the party, Lilly’s photo of the boy selling newspapers had been up for so long that I’d stopped seeing it, but each time I went into the kitchen that night, people asked me about the damn thing. It got so that I was drinking straight bourbon in the living room just to avoid going into the next room for ice. I kept waiting for someone to notice my paintings. Nobody did, so I finally pointed them out to the abstractionist, who said something so terribly polite that I would have felt insulted if it hadn’t been so early in the evening and I hadn’t been so dead set on having a good time.

That was the only time I ever saw Lilly get loaded. She was smiling, talking everyone’s ears off about her photographer-soldier and their bright future. By midnight, I think she was half expecting him to walk through the door—which he didn’t, of course, since he was still in Korea, but then weeks passed and Lilly still hadn’t heard a word. At first she said how slow the mail was. Then she worried he hadn’t been getting her letters, or that her parents hadn’t been forwarding his. Well, by the end of August, she was spending all her time in the john in the dark.

One night I brought home a sculptor with tiny hands. It was rather late, and I’d been drinking beer for the past five hours, and the lavatory door was shut. Lilly had me so well trained by this point that I’d gotten used to asking a neighbor, or even using a jar in a pinch; but I wasn’t about to knock on a neighbor’s door at three a.m., and squatting over an empty Maxwell House can in front of my new friend would have spoiled the mood. So I knocked. Lilly asked for five more minutes, which made the sculptor arch his eyebrows. When I told him my roommate was a photographer, his eyebrows fell and he explained in a disappointed voice that he had thought she was shooting up. It took rather longer than five minutes for Lilly to come out. When she finally did, I ran right in, knocking over I don’t know what, but the next morning my white pumps were covered in brown splotches. Look, I told her, stop mooning around waiting for bad news, and find out what happened to your man.

LETTER TO SAM DECKER, SEPTEMBER 1953: Sometimes we’re splitting an egg salad sandwich at Horn & Hardart. Sometimes we’re heading to the IRT, deciding whether to see a movie or spend a quiet evening at home. Sometimes we’re simply on a city street, our arms brushing as we walk. I wish the dreams were grander; then perhaps I wouldn’t wake up believing them. Instead the truth hits me each morning like a fall from a third-story window.

The recruitment station looked the same as it had in July, but photographing a place is an entirely different thing from going inside. I was in such a state by the time I stepped through the door that the duty officer had to help me to a chair. He confirmed your absence on the lists of dead, wounded, or missing and was kind enough to explain the difference between an enlisted man and a draftee. I’ve spent so much time picturing you injured, captured, or buried in an unmarked grave that it didn’t feel very different to learn that it will be years before your term of enlistment ends and you are discharged—and still my heart rushes to defend you, insisting that you never lied. The fault is mine: I wasn’t paying attention. Before you gave up hope or changed your mind or stopped writing to me for some other reason that I will never know, I failed to notice that among all the pretty words in your pretty letters was never a promise to join me.

When I see men in uniform drinking coffee or running to catch the bus or standing on a corner smoking, my heart still leaps in my chest. Even now, as I write a letter that I will never send.

12. Chair, New York, 1953

The question is, did she stand on that stretch of empty sidewalk watching it burn, or did she happen to stroll by just after the last flame had died out? Either way, the armchair must have been on fire moments before for her to get that one small white plume of smoke rising from its blackened frame. It’s easy to forget there aren’t people in this picture. Looking at the ruins of that upholstered chair feels like looking at a body, with the scraps of charred fabric scattered on the sidewalk like spatters of blood.

PATRICIA STOKES: By the end of that summer, I’d had it up to here. An apartment with a lavatory I couldn’t use, a roommate who never wanted to go out or even cook a simple meal—well, that wasn’t what I’d signed up for. Lilly’s photographs were her real roommates; I was just there to pay half the rent. Then, all of a sudden, Lilly stopped working on her photos. Whenever I was home, she was in her bedroom with the door closed, and it was quiet as church. I figured it was something to do with her soldier, and that if he was dead she would have mentioned it, so I could only assume he was dead to her. Of course I felt bad for her, but I was also just a teensy bit glad to know that not everything always turned up roses for the artistic geniuses of the world. Finally I knocked on her bedroom door. At first I heard nothing. Then I heard the creak of footsteps walking across the floorboards. Next the doorknob turned, and there was Lilly with such dark circles under her eyes that she could have passed for the love child of Peter Lorre. Oh Patty, she said in a quavery voice that I’d never heard before. Sitting on the living room couch, she wept on my shoulder with heaving sobs. As I stroked her hair and patted her arm, I realized the price for Lilly’s immense talent was an immense loneliness that I would never have to know.

13. Cynthia Ravitt, New York, 1953

Lillian kept this one in a manila folder beside her copy of Ravitt’s Methods for Better Photography. She only took it out if she really liked someone. Whenever she showed it, she’d explain in a naughty whisper that Ravitt never knew she was taking it. Then she’d giggle like a kid sneaking a piece of candy.

It’s another spider shot. You can tell by how it’s framed that Lillian set herself outside the New School and waited for Ravitt to come out. What makes it is how Ravitt leans forward as she walks past the building’s facade, totally screwing with all its horizontal lines.

LETTER TO DOROTHY PRESTON, OCTOBER 1953: Thank you for the money. It means so much that you would send it, and of course I will keep the secret of the flour bin. I know you don’t approve of what I’m doing any more than Father does, but please know that I would have been miserable doing anything else. It was Father who taught me that the kind of life worth living was one worth working for, even if this wasn’t what he had in mind.

For the time being I am still waitressing, though I know you and Father disapprove of that as well. The hours are more flexible than office work, and this allows more freedom for my pictures and my classes. Thanks to your flour bin, next semester I’ll be able to enroll in a workshop with the art director of a leading fashion magazine. While I’m enjoying my class with Cynthia Ravitt, it will be good to learn from someone new. Ravitt mostly lectures from her book, which I am already quite familiar with after my time in Camera Club.

Thank you also for the hat and gloves. I’m afraid I don’t have a picture of myself to send you, but I promise that I’m taking care of myself, and I will try to send a picture soon.

14. Self-portrait, New York, 1953

As you might guess, this is not the picture that Lillian sent her mother. The photos on the wall behind Lillian’s head would have been her favorites. They’d go downhill from there, ending with the ones she didn’t like pinned to the wall across from her bed. I saw her do this in every bedroom of every apartment we ever had. I asked once why she didn’t hang the best ones where she could wake up to them. She told me that she wanted to be reminded each morning of what she needed to work on, not what she already did well.

If you squint, you can see American leg, Bullfrog, Woman at the window, and Woman in curlers all here on the “best of” wall, but Reunion and Times Square recruit aren’t there, even though Lillian included them in Box Two. I doubt her opinion of them changed: I just think that in the fall of 1953, they reminded her of someone she was trying to forget.

And, yes, she’s naked. As I said before, Lillian was pretty literal. The same way an artist draws from naked models to get a handle on basic anatomy, I think Lillian’s portraits were a way for her to study what lay at the core of people—their bodies, but also their fears, hopes, disappointments—to prepare herself for spotting those things out in the world.

Compared to Mommy is sick, Self-portrait is pretty tame. There’s still a definite look-away-from-the-picture vibe, but it’s not coming from where you might think. Lillian is lying on the bed. Her soft, pale body is like something slipped from a shell, and her face—with its crazy mixture of rebellion, invitation, uncertainty, and pride—is the most naked thing about her. Yet somehow, it’s not her body or her face but the photographs behind her that make you want to cover your eyes. The way they’re arranged on the wall, it’s as if Lillian sliced herself open and that’s what spurted out.

Pondering what might have been isn’t something I waste a whole lot of time on, but it has crossed my mind that if Lillian had never set foot in the Lacuna Gallery, she easily could have spent her life thinking of herself as a street photographer who did nude pics as a hobby. In which case, instead of writing this, I could very well be married with kids and a cocker spaniel named Good Girl in a cushioned suburb farting distance from Manhattan, getting my highlights redone, with all my naked-kiddie photos in a box marked “Miscellaneous” on a shelf next to Lillian’s cremains in my climate-controlled two-car garage. I’d be much happier, probably, but also a lot less interesting.

15. The reader, New York, 1953

Once Lillian showed me five prints of this photograph and asked me to pick the best one. When I told her they all looked the same, she made me look again. After a while I pointed to the middle one. Exactly, Lillian agreed, but why? I had no idea. She pointed to the bench the man was sitting on. In the two on the left, she explained, the bench was too light. In the two on the right, it was too dark. In the middle, it was perfect. Sometimes the eye can see what the brain can’t put into words.

PATRICIA STOKES: For a little while after the couch episode, Lilly and I were roommates the way I’d always hoped we would be. Not that she approached anyone’s ideal of a social butterfly, but for at least a few weeks she wasn’t allergic to the notion of visiting a bar. Then her classes began, and the fledgling butterfly returned to her cocoon. Lilly was either at the restaurant, at school, locked inside the john, or out taking pictures. She’d never done anything scarcely resembling her share of the housework, but now she hardly washed her own dishes. In those days I possessed a high tolerance for squalor, but even back then I had certain standards; plus, I was getting bored of being Lilly’s personal maid.

Just when I’d reached my limit, I came home from working the dinner shift and Lilly burst from the john like a kid on Christmas morning, holding out a photograph that was still wet. It took ten tries, she explained, but it was finally perfect. She’d made it for me.

I recognized the man straight off. I must have walked past that park bench one hundred times on my way to work, though in typical city fashion, I’d never paid the person sitting on it any more mind than a parking meter. It took Lilly’s photo to reveal him to me: the hands holding the book like a dance partner; the face gazing at that page like it’s the whole world; the half-smile that says he’s on the winning end of some grand secret.

I had seen plenty of Lilly’s photos by now, but this one tipped the balance. Back in Delaware, any slob who painted something that wasn’t a car or the side of a house was considered an artist, but living with Lilly was different. Not that I wasn’t getting a certain amount of praise for my paintings. My professors at the Art Students League said I had promise, and going by what was on some of the other easels, I could tell I was holding my own. But seeing The reader, I realized that nobody looking at my work was ever going to feel one crumb of what I felt looking at Lilly’s.

Perhaps this explains why, when she gave me the photograph, I didn’t exactly dance with thanksgiving. I suppose I must have known she meant it as a sort of peace offering—to apologize, in her own Lilly way, for falling short of anyone’s standards for shared living. But by this point, I wasn’t feeling terribly forgiving.

Thanks, I’m sure, I said in the voice I saved for men who didn’t stand a chance, and was gratified to see a wave of confusion cross Lilly’s dopey face.

For one lovely moment, I had instilled in her a particle of artistic self-doubt.

16. Balloon man, New York, 1953

17. Newspaper clipping, “Eyes on Photography,” The New York Times, December 18, 1953, annotated in red, blue, and black ink

This season’s group showing of student work at the New School is a reminder of the form’s growing popularity, with one standout worth mentioning. In Lillian Preston’s “Balloon man,” the spectrum of grays forms a veritable rainbow in a bouquet of sunlit balloons. While the vendor’s wares obscure his sitting torso, his threadbare trousers and shabby shoes supply a powerful counterpoint to the humor of his balloon body. The sophisticated grasp of form and technique displayed by Miss Preston shows that she is a photographer to watch.
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