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Prolific photographer,

collector, and author :

Martin Parr expands his

definitive account of
an eye-popping genre.
BY VINCE ALETTI

Parr, here in a 1999 self-portrait, is an
insatiable connoisseur of photobooks
like the 1929 Here Comes the New
Photographer! (top) and Jean-Philippe
Charbonnier's The Roads of Life, 1957.

HE MORE YOU know;”
Martin Parr laments, “the
more you realize how much
you don’t know.” Every seri-

ous collector has felt this at one time

or another—it’s the flip side of “The

more you get, the niore you want.” But

the British photographer isn’t discour-
aged, only determined. Best known for
his witty color-saturated pictures of

his countrymen at leisure, he also has a

reputation as an insatiable and discern-

ing collector of photography books.

His trove—which he underestimates at

some 7,000 volumes, all at his home in

Bristol—goes back to an 1886 oddity

called Professional Criminals of America by

Thomas Byrnes, chief of the New York

City Detective Bureau, and courses

through the medium’s entire history.

Over an ersatz English brunch in Man-
hattan’s EastVillage, Parr, whose professo-
rial reserve is constantly undermined by

a readiness to be either riled or amused,

talks about how his extensive holdings

were the inspiration for The Photobook:

A History, Volume 1, a collaboration with

curator and critic Gerry Badger pub-

lished by Phaidon in 2004. They are just
putting the finishing touches on a second
volume, due out in September. It in-
cludes chapters on photojournalism; art-
ists’ books; publications from China,

Israel, and South America; and what Parr

calls “company books,” titles commis-

sioned by businesses for corporate pub-
licity. Photographers from Man Ray and




which a well-made book
can bring a group of
photographs to life. The
combination of remark-
able images and good
design in a book that
is beautiful to open
and pleasurable to leaf
through is an ideal
way of conveying a
photographer’s ideas
and statements.”

Of course, pro-
ducing a book with
that kind of impact

is a sophisticated,

subtle achievement.
While The Ameri-
cans was radical

A spread from Giuila Pirelli
and Carlo Orsi's Milan,
1965. Right: William Klein's
Life is Good and Good for

You in New York: Trance
Witness Revels, 1956.
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Walker Evans to
Lee Friedlander and Parr
himself have done work for
such books (“There’s nobody
who hasn’t,” Parr insists). But
because they were never sold
commercially or seen by the

public, these works are among

the rarest in his collection.
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The two-part survey
catches a cresting wave
of interest in photo-

books both as historical
markers of a medium whose
market is at a fever pitch and

as artworks in their own right.

Milestones such as The Deci-
sive Moment (1952) by Henri
Cartier-Bresson and Robert
Frank’s The Americans (1958)
regularly show up at auction
alongside rare vintage prints
and sometimes fetch equally
staggering prices. A copy of
Doris Ulmann’s 1933 book,
Roll, Jordan, Roll, a romanti-
cized photo-essay on black
plantation workers in South
Carolina, sold for $57,600
at Sotheby’s in 2004.

Parr, who is 54, has pub-
lished three dozen books
of his own. Most are collec-
tions of the rudely intrusive
social satire that has become
his trademark, showcased
in his 2005 Fashion Magazine,
a send-up of couture con-
sumerism that includes close-
ups of designer jewels on
sliced salami and a Gucci bra
dangling from a clothesline in
Dakar, Senegal. Parr says he

knew he wanted

to be a photographer

from the age of 13. But

it wasn’t until he was a stu-
dent at Manchester Poly-
technic in 1971 that he
bought his first photobook,
a copy of The Americans,

for $25. (Today a first edition
in excellent condition can
sell for more than $3,000.)
Frank’s dark, anxious images

for the time, its
design was fairly
conventional: a
sequence of similar-size pic-
tures, one to a spread. “In
the classic mold” is how Parr
describes it, as opposed to
the eccentric, personal, and
precedent-setting books he’s
come to value most.
Because photographs were

exhibited only rarely until
the fifties and didn’t really
find a place in galleries until
the eighties, for a long time
books were primarily how
photographers got their work
seen. (Though magazines were
another sort of outlet, they in-
volved considerably more
compromise.) Many photog-
raphers were happy with just

Size, shape, typeface,

paper stock, printing process, and image

of midcentury America
made an indelible imprint.
In his preface to the first
volume of The Photobook,
Parr writes that The Americans
“opened my eyes to the true
potential of photography; it
showed me that the medium
can interpret feelings as well
as describing places. But it
also alerted me to the way in

sequence are all crucial to a book's impact.

a straightforward collection
of their pictures; others wanted
something more idiosyncratic
and artful—an extension of
their creative vision.

Many of the most innova-
tive books were designed by
the photographers themselves.
One of these, William Klein’s
Life Is Good and Good for You
in New York: Trance Witness
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Henri Cartier-Bresson's
1952 book The Decisive
Moment, featuring one of
his most famous images

Revels (1956), is now a cor-
nerstone of every major mod-
ern photobook library. Parr
refers to it as “the most in-
fluential photobook of the
twentieth century”” It spawned
a slew of city-themed books
in the sixties, and Klein’s
stream-of-consciousness style
and grainy black-and-white
prints were widely imitated.

Initiated by photographers
themselves, these “project
books,” as Parr calls them, are
the prime focus of both his
collection and of The Photo-
book. (His library contains
most of the nearly 500 titles
included in the two volumes.)
Unlike retrospective cata-
logues, project books are usu-
ally conceived as showcases
for a particular body of work.
Their size, shape, typeface,
paper stock, printing process,
and image sequence are all
crucial to their impact.

Some of Parr’s favorite books
were bought during his trav-
els. “A lot of the great books
published in Europe don’t even
get to the United States,” he
says. Those from other parts of
the world are even rarer. He
still raves about the “revelation”
of a 1991 trip to Japan, where
adventurous books created in
the sixties by Eikoh Hosoe,

Kikuji Kawada, Daido
Moriyama, and Shomei
Tomatsu changed the course
of his collection. Kawada’s
The Map and Hosoe’s Kamai-
tachi are art objects, with elab-
orate slipcases, decorated
covers, gatefolds, and
such astonishing attention
to detail that just the act
of turning the page be-
comes a theatrical event.

“The number of good
books coming out of Japan
continues to amaze me,’
Parr remarks. “I find things
from the sixties and seventies
that I’ve never heard of
before. And why not? Japan,
the most profound book-
making country after the war,
was entirely overlooked by
America and Europe until
recently. It just beggars belief,
and it highlights how subjec-
tive the history of photogra-
phy has been.” Since so much
of that history is contained
in photobooks, Parr’s private
collection and his two-volume
survey are significant steps in
opening up the canon.

Still, he hasn’t forgotten
the pleasure that led him to
collecting. The books that
he brings back from far-flung
places satisfy a basic craving
for images, especially those
that are vernacular, commer-

Parr, who is putting out
two books of his own this

will listen to pick up new
titles before they go out of
print. “Many of the greatest
books that are now very
expensive were remaindered
before they became collect-
ible,” he says, stuffing another
hefty volume into his bag. B

year—>Mexico and Parking
Spaces, both published by
Chris Boot in London—is
also a relentless promoter
of other photographers’ ef-

cial, even deeply ordinary. forts. He urges anyone who



