Keeping Track

Larry Racioppo

As | think and write about photographing, | have become increasingly aware of the
importance of the notebooks | have kept since the early 1970’s. | return to them often.
Sometimes | am pleased by my eagerness to learn and desire to become a good
photographer. Just about as often | am dismayed by my lack of knowledge and discipline. |
wrote then, as | do now, to clarify my thoughts and to keep track of what I’'m photographing

and printing.




| did not write every day but when | did, | found my self to be more centered in general, and

more focused in my photo work.

Edward Weston was an early influence. | first saw his photographs in the early 1970’s at the

Witkin Gallery on East 60" Street. Back then, | could have purchased one of his original 8x10
inch contact prints, including his famous Pepper #30, for $125.00, the same amount as my
monthly rent. | passed on the print (selling for $10,000 this week on 1stdibs.com), paid my
rent and bought Aperture’s soft cover Volume One of Weston’s Daybooks. Very few books

have affected me liked this one. | read it over a few nights and soon bought Volume Two.

In 2023, Susanne Helmert, a self-taught photographer working in Hamburg, Germany, wrote

about the significance of The Daybooks in her blog My Morning Muse:

"The Daybooks consist of almost 300 pages of diary entries. Starting with early fragments
from 1922 and ending with the last entry from April 22, 1944. Some of the entries are several

pages long, others just contain a few thoughts and sentences.

"Edward Weston's Daybooks are a series of diaries he kept writing throughout his life. When
he began writing in the early 1920’s he had no intention of publication. A few excerpts have

been published in different publications during his lifetime, but only after his death

the Daybooks were compiled and published in a two-volume set.2 Weston also wrote about
his struggles and the mistakes he made while photographing and used his writings to reflect
on these experiences. Having this insight from an iconic artist like Edward Weston shows me,
we all struggle from time to time. It is part of the creative process and just a question of how

to deal with it."


https://www.susannehelmert.com/
https://susanneh.substack.com/p/the-daybooks-of-edward-weston#footnote-2-137039637

BHE DAVYBOOKS OF

TWO VOLUMES IN ONE
I. MEXICO
1. CALIFORNIA

Foreword by Beaumont Newhall
~ Edited by Nancy Newhall




In 1990, the two volumes were combined and reissued. The book is out of print but readily

available online.

Unlike Weston, | often wrote at night, trying to understand what | was doing and why. | felt a

disconnect between the pleasure of photographing and the work of printing.
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My mother and girls, 16th Street, 1977
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Tom's Wedding, 1982
Sometimes, | would have an idea, write or draw on a piece of paper, then later on tape the

paper into my note book.
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Laborers, Brooklyn, 1975
After my mother died in 1993, things were never the same in my family. One of the ways |

dealt with my feelings was by making a series of still life photographs






Sometimes | am surprised by my notes. When Jimmy Carter died, | remembered that | had
photographed him in 1976 while he was campaigning in Brooklyn.
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Sometimes | come upon examples of frustration with my “career—symbolized here by a
camera | smashed, then photographed on a piece of sidewalk | had saved from a demolition
job.
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These notes document my learning how to use a light meter with a “spot” attachment to get
an accurate exposure reading.




Each number on my crude sketch indicated the light reading of a small specific area in the
photo. | had to balance the readings to get the best exposure. It was a slow process but
essential in becoming a better photographer. | took these notes and processed the film in
1979. | scanned the 4x5 inch negatives last week, and made the prints below yesterday.
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| struggled to find a way to support myself by doing commercial photography and still have
time for personal photography. | created a fictional photographer with the same issues, Rialto,
and sometimes wrote in the third person, although it was obvious that we were the same
person.
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In 2024, | donated 102 photographs to the New York City Transit Museum. While preparing

photos for the donation, | returned to my notebooks to verify my memory of a 1975 interaction

with some fellow subway riders.

And yes, Rialto was there with his camera.
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Larry’s portait by Anna Delaney




When | returned to South Brooklyn in 1970 after two years in California as a VISTA Volunteer,
| was 22 years old with no plans and a $30 camera | barely knew how to use. | took a course
at the School of Visual Arts, a job with the telephone company and began to photograph my
family and friends. Things worked out better than | could have expected. I've been making

photographs for over 50 years, and have some things I'd like to share.

Check out my book, Aqueduct, here.

Readers can respond directly to me — larryracioppo@gmail.com.


https://www.blurringbooks.com/book/aqueduct
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