
RALSTON CRAWFORD

Marci Studio 10 East 23rd Street, New York City. The building faced north overlooking Madison

 Square Park. An old guy would once in a while come in with a piece of photographic equipment and

 ask for advice or opinions or just make a brief visit. He introduced himself to us as Ralston Crawford.

 It turned out he was an artist famous in the 1930's and 40's and somewhat out of fashion when we met

 in the 60's. He was primarily a painter and print maker (lithographs) but was also a photographer and

 film maker. He had a studio upstairs.

As I remember Marci Studio was on the 4th floor, Ralston's was on the 5th floor. I had by that

 time become a good photograph printer and was just starting doing personal work. I must have showed

 Ralston some of my prints and after a few years he invited me up to his studio to see what he was up

 to.

There was a very abstract oil painting on the easel. I looked and looked. Ralston said, “You

 don't have to say anything if you don't want too.” I didn't say anything. For quit a while.

I would sometimes take a print I was working on, or had finished and would show it to him. He

 was very nice and would point out what he liked about it. I guess over time he saw my printing

 improve and asked if I would do some printing for him after work.

Ralston would sometimes tell a  story to illustrate a point. One of the stories he often told, and 
each time would be used to make a different point. 

There were rich white people in Hawaii who had a property with a spectacular view. They had

 Japanese gardener. The gardener wanted to cut down a beautiful tree that would enhance the overall

 scene. The owners were adamant, the tree was not to be cut down!  At one point the owners were away

 for a while and the gardener cut down the tree. When the owners got back they were furious. But after

 a while they saw that the gardener was right, the scene was much better and in fact more beautiful than

 they could have imagined. The gardener kept his job. 

One  point of the story was 1) sometimes you really love something in your picture, but if you



 remove it, the picture would be better. You need to be a severe editor of your own work. 2) you need to

 stick to your guns no matter what.

as I worked in Ralston's darkroom I began to see that those abstract shapes in his paintings were

 in fact not made up but were rooted in reality. These hapes might be extracted, condensed or

 simplified, modified in some way but they were based in reality.

One time he had finished a pretty large canvas in as I remember in black, white and gray. It was

 on his easel drying for quite a while. I came to work one day and he was in the process of repainting

 the entire gray area a different shade of gray! Only he knew that the painting was not optimum. To my

 eye it looked great before and it looked great after.

Once Ralston came into Marci Studio while Dave was in a struggle with a bouquet of fake

 flowers he was to photograph. We asked Ralston about composing a picture with these flowers and the



 vase they were in. Ralston said that he would have to think about it for quite a while and might require

 cutting hole in the bouquet! 

He told me that if I wished I could spend the day or part of the day looking at his work instead

 of being in the darkroom. I would still get paid.

I had become interested in the print as a physical artifact and was exploring black and white

 printing. I grew to hate Kodak and the ugly yellow and brown of their papers. Ralston agreed with my

 findings that better images were to be had with GAF VeeCee Rapid, Dupont Varigam and Varilour,

 Agfa Brovira and Ilford were to be preferred. The whites were whiter and the blacks blacker. I was also

 learning about selenium toning and its use to make the image more stable, archival.

It was the only job I ever had where the point was to make the best print I knew how to make.

We were both W.C. Fields fans and would sometimes engage in reciting dialogue from memory

 bits from a movie or two. I would sometimes tell jokes that he thought were funny. Ralston thought

 that the cartoonist George Price was great. “When George drew a drunk, you could smell his breath.”

 He said laughing.

Keeping records is not y strength bu I think I worked for Ralston off and on from the mid sixties

 to the mid seventies. He was my boss, but also my teacher and my friend. He taught me how to see and

 had some success teaching me how to reason sometimes I will make a picture and wish I could show it

 to him. He was a great artist and I miss him and think of him often.


