
Charlotte Cotton: The Hustlers series brought the first art-
world attention to your way of staging photographs. How was 
this series created?

Philip-Lorca diCorcia: It was made over the course of a couple 
of years, on five or six trips. I’d travel out to L.A. to shoot, staying 
in the motel where Janice Joplin had died. The meter was ticking 
all the time, and I had to be very efficient and try to get as much 
done as possible. I’d figure out what I was going to shoot, 
arrange the scene with an assistant, take a few Polaroids, go off 
and find the hustlers and approach them. Then I’d get them to 
come back and stand in the exact same position as my assistants 
had in the Polaroids.

CC: The cinematic or directorial approach is one that now enjoys 
common currency in art. But when you worked on Hustlers in 
the early 1990s, the idea of photographers choreographing their 
subjects, lighting a scene in a dramatic way, was something new. 

Hustlers CC: What brought the project to a close? How did you know when 
it was finished? 

P-L diC: As soon as it began to feel redundant. Sometimes you 
have to push past that feeling of redundancy, but in this case the 
project was already two years old, and adding more pictures 
wasn’t going to develop it. And I had the show coming up at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York. It didn’t exactly receive a 
clamorous reception, and it wasn’t shown again in the U.S. for 
years after that. Most of the time, when my work is written about, 
it’s described as if the technique is the whole deal; it’s a bit 
frustrating. And I think that’s how Hustlers was received, 
through the facts of the situation: that they were male prosti-
tutes, that they were paid, that the amount they were paid was 
included in the titles, and that the money came from the NEA 
[National Endowment for the Arts]. That superseded all other 
critiques of the work. 

CC: From the way you describe the process of shooting Hustlers, 
people might get the sense that you’re a photographer who is 
meticulously strategic, approaching each shoot with a precon-
ceived idea—hence the way in which the photographs are made 
does take on a strong emphasis. But with projects like your book 
A Story Book Life, and now with the Thousand Polaroid project, 
other tempos in your photographic practice seem evident, and 
we know now that you don’t set up every photograph you take. 
Does this mean that you work in more than one way and on more 
than one idea at a given time?

P-L diC: I usually do one thing at a time. There are satisfactions 
for me in my work, but not in the actual doing of it—I don’t really 
enjoy that. I think, strangely, that’s why I’ve continued to do 
fashion photography. I enjoy it being a big game; the stakes are 
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P-L diC: The idea of the images being cinematic had a lot to do 
with the fact that we were in Hollywood. I thought of the people 
as puppets who were unstrung, mercilessly disempowered—not 
preyed upon, but living on the edge and not by choice. The 
fetishization of self-destructive behavior is only romantic if you 
have a choice. So it was interesting to set up scenarios that often 
didn’t portray the real circumstances.  

CC: You once said to me that when you were making the Hustlers 
series, you were learning on the job. What did you mean by that? 

P-L diC: Well, I didn’t have what is now described as my   
 “technique” down; I was developing it as I did it. When I look 
back at them, many of the figures are slam-bang in the middle of 
the frame. If you drew an X through the pictures, you’d find the 
figure at the intersection. But that’s how I did it, which reflects 
that I was not working or thinking for a magazine layout. It may 
also have had something to do with working with a camera with 
a ground glass, where you are looking at the image upside down. 
I was learning on the job. Sometimes I’d screw it up technically, 
and sometimes I just had bad ideas.  

CC: “Bad ideas”? 

P-L diC: Overdetermined ideas, with punch lines that shouted 
at you.

lower. Whereas the consequences of failure in work like Hustlers 
and Lucky 13—both personally and in terms of the responsibil-
ity to those who support me—are big. In those series, I’m putting 
myself in a situation where I am dependent on someone else to 
fill the gap that I have provided for them; sometimes they step 
into it, and sometimes they don’t. Every once in a while, some-
one in the Hustlers project would really get into it, so we’d do 
more than one picture, and it was more improvisational and 
closer to what fashion photography ends up being. In fashion, 
the more a model acts like a model, the less successful the 
pictures are for me. And it’s kind of the same with the hustlers 
and the pole dancers: the more self-conscious they are and try to 
give me what they think I want, the less interesting it is. The way 
I work is to decide that something is interesting and figure out 
how to make an image of it.  

CC: But you don’t look at your photographs and think that they 
are executions of ideas, exactly.

P-L diC: But maybe they are. The point is that they are not 
didactic. Whether they are photographs involving a great deal  
of preconception or not, I think there is something in the way 
that I try to do it that does involve things that I don’t even 
understand. There are aspects to it that I know have some 
meaning; they have sublimated intentions and hidden motiva-
tions. That’s where the photographer’s personality comes in, if 
you’re the kind of person who sublimates things, that’s how it 
comes out in your work.

On the Street
June 4–September 28, 2008
Photography Foyer, Hammer Building, Level 3

In conjunction with the exhibition Philip-Lorca diCorcia, a small 
installation of works from the permanent collection focuses on  
two artists whose work has reshaped street photography: Garry 
Winogrand and Paul Graham. A selection from Winogrand’s 
seminal Women Are Beautiful (1975) is juxtaposed with a recent 
suite of images by Graham from his A Shimmer of Possibility  
series (2007).

Teen Workshop—Street Photography
Monday–Friday, June 30–July 4, 11 a.m.–2 p.m.

This five-day hands-on photography course welcomes teens,  
ages fourteen to eighteen, to experiment with street photography. 
The course includes use of digital cameras, photo shoots, discus-
sions led by artists, and a presentation of the students’ photo-
graphs. Taught by Manya Fox, Whitney Hubbs, Farrah Karapetian, 
and Asha Schechter.

NexGen and LACMA members: $175; nonmembers: $185  
Enrollment is limited to sixteen participants
To enroll, contact the box office at (323) 857-6010

Community-based Project: Movements
Summer 2008
Washington Irving, Berendo, and Virgil Middle Schools

This summer LACMA is working with London-based photographic 
artist Marysa Dowling as part of Art Programs with the Com- 
munity: LACMA On-Site. Dowling will create a series of photo-
graphs while working with Los Angeles middle school students. 
Tracing the movement of the students on daily journeys, partici-
pants will describe how they experience life in L.A. and interact 
with others, and how they express themselves, particularly 
through photography.

May 23–September 14, 2008
Ahmanson Building, Level 1

Conversations with Artists:  
Philip-Lorca diCorcia
Tuesday, June 10, 7 p.m.
Bing Theater
Free, no reservations
No-host reception to follow

Study Room Discussions
Friday, June 20, 7 p.m., and  
Friday, September 12, 7 p.m. 
Space is limited; RSVP to eschillo@lacma.org
Photography Study Room, Hammer Building, 
Level 3
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One of their other characteristics is that they are instantaneous, 
and you can make your mind up whether to keep one of them, 
there and then. One aspect of film-based photography is that you 
end up with a lot of stuff that is extraneous in order to get what 
you want. In the case of Polaroids, it isn’t like that. You really 
can make a snap decision, and I think that this particular 
quality of Polaroid as an analog process has been forgotten 
because of the rise of digital. But when I started collecting the 
Polaroids, that was not the case: they were the most instanta-
neous, easily rejected, form of photography. 

CC: Was there a clear method to what you saved and what you 
immediately discarded from the Polaroids you took?

P-L diC: Part of what creates the curiosity of the project is that 
the process was so simple it kind of became invisible. And I 
think that’s disconcerting. People want to see the rhyme behind 
the reason, or the reason behind the rhyme. The choices were 
often made for purely sentimental reasons. I don’t appear in any 
other body of work I have made, and in Thousand, I appear a lot, 
as do my son and my ex-wife and other people who have been in 
my life. They might appear more frequently than they represent 
chunks of my life—there is no relationship between how many 
times someone appears in the thousand and their importance in 
my life, but there is a relationship between what they mean in my 
life and the fact that I decided to keep their Polaroid. And that’s 
just the people part.

CC: There are other reasons for the Polaroids aside from 
documenting yourself and your loved ones?

P-L diC: People seem especially interested in the Polaroids that 
were taken before and after some of my better-known photo-
graphs. They are not meant to be a guidebook to process, but 
people are curious about that kind of thing. That process of 
recognition is definitely part of the experience of the Polaroids 
project.  

CC: What was the editing process for the book project, Thousand?

P-L diC: There were two parts of the process: the selecting of the 
thousand or so Polaroids to work with, and then the sequencing of 
exactly 1,000. Initially, that ordering was intended to be randomly 
generated. This was announced before the book was actually done. 
But in the end, it didn’t happen that way. I felt that if I couldn’t 
sequence randomly and stick to it, I should not stick to it at all, 
which is eventually what happened.

CC: So you have one section of the Polaroids that was made as part 
of your working process—to test out light and composition, etc.; 
and then you have another section of Polaroids that represents you 
and your loved ones. Are there other categories? For instance, the 
landscapes in the book; they were a surprise for me.

P-L diC: A Polaroid is not very big. The reason for the landscapes is 
often because of the fact that there is a reduction of vastness into a 
small image. Does that concentrate or dissipate the image? I was 
seeing what happens. In the case of the Polaroid, the fact of 
miniaturizing feeds into the reason for keeping them. Their 
disposability and lack of grandeur become factors—the very fact 
that you keep them is important, and they become precious 
because of it. I mean, what purpose do they serve? That alone is a 
reason to keep them, and a way for me to incorporate how I think 
photographically without being ironic.

CC: There are Polaroids of clock faces that appear repeatedly in the 
sequence of Thousand, what do they mean?

P-L diC: If you don’t look at them too closely, they act like it’s 
always the same time, always the same feeling. Because of the way 
the clock faces are rendered, they also are about the passage of 
time, and that seemed to be a good reason to use them as a device, 
as a chapter heading in the sequence of Polaroids in the book. It 
may have been a convenience when I was trying to make sense of 
the thousand Polaroids. It was a fortuitous convenience, but in the 
end, I like the way they look.

CC: So we have landscapes, still lifes, people you know, Polaroids 
connected to your working process. What else?

P-L diC: Well, I used different cameras, including the camera that 
produces two images. With it, before you can develop the Polaroid, 
you have to take two separate images, which leads to an obvious 
temptation to make two images that relate to each other. And there 

are double exposures, which are very easy to do with the cameras  
I used because you don’t have to advance the film, just cock the 
shutter again. Both of these devices produce two images that play 
off each other. There are about twenty photographs in the sequence 
that are made as double or double-exposure images.

CC: That seems rather gimmicky for you.

P-L diC: That’s one of the things about producing so many images: 
you wind up leveling them all—the ones that might be considered 
precious are no more or less important than the ones that embar-
rass me.

CC: I remember the first time you mentioned the Polaroids to me, a 
couple of years back, and it surprised me, because I think of you as 
someone who doesn’t actually take that many photographs. There 
is a high degree of deliberation and production to the work that 
you are known for, and it’s not a kind of practice that has a regular 
routine to it. So, in terms of making the Polaroids, do you make 
them every day? How often and with what mind-set do they 
happen?

P-L diC: I’ve now stopped myself from making Polaroids. This 
project was conceived years ago, which means that idea affected 
how I was working a long while ago. It didn’t really have a form, but 
there was a point when I realized that I was saving Polaroids for 
something, and that something changed when I became conscious 
of what I was doing. There was a time when I was making grids of 
the composites, just to see what would happen. They were too 
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visually poetic, so I threw them back into the boxes with the other 
Polaroids, and it’s only now that they are kind of put back together.

CC: Do you think of Polaroids as having a poetic aesthetic, or an 
aesthetic at all?

P-L diC: In the sense that they have a suspended conclusion, yes. 
There is nothing absolutely definitive about good poetry that seems 
to allude to things on a nonliteral level. And there is something 
about the Polaroids when seen together that does the same thing.  
I don’t think they have that quality individually, but it’s one of the 
consequences of putting them together. They have a kind of 
suspended significance that is frustrating if you want to see an 
image in service to something, because I’m not sure that’s what 
you get with Thousand. 

CC: What did it feel like to edit these pictures? Because you have 
emotional ties to the subjects of many of the images, was it a very 
different process of editing than it was for creating your known 
bodies of work?

P-L diC: The only other project that I edited in a parallel way was  
A Story Book Life, which seems to have ostensible similarities, and 
why I took so long to commit to Thousand. There are obvious 
connections being made between the Polaroids: Polaroids of the 
same person may be grouped together, and then there are basic 
formal groupings of circles and squares. You notice such things 
when the images are rendered small. I did not sit in a room with 
1,000 Polaroids and sequence them. They were scanned in groups 
and came back to me printed on sheets in a reduced size, and that 

Thousand was when I noticed the visual connections between images. 
You couldn’t see the content of the images at that small size, 
but the formal patterns jumped out.
	 I did not choose the order in which they were scanned, 
and I began to think that this was an ordering that related to 
the way our minds work, that the connections between things 
are not necessarily led by our conscious mind, and there are 
other ways in which we order things. Without consciously 
ordering them, it made a lot of sense, and I used it as a formal 
device to begin to put Thousand together.  

CC: For this exhibition, we are showing the original 1,000 
Polaroids. What do you think will happen?

P-L diC: I don’t know what you mean by happen. The question 
is, Who will it happen to? The audience is not something that I 
can plan, but I assume a certain a degree of sophistication, not 
an imagined audience that responds to the work with, “My 
child could do this.”
	 Part of the promise and the curse of photography is its 
accessibility, and I think that one aspect of doing a project like 
this in the context of the contemporary art world is to raise 
and question the idea of authorship. We live in a world where 
many artists don’t make their own work, and much of it is 
incredibly labor-intensive and impressive, in terms of its 
production. With Thousand, it doesn’t take that much to make, 
they are not that expensive, they are not that big, they are  
not going to last forever, and the artist actually made  
them himself. 

	 I wonder what the reaction is going to be, because so 
much art today is meant to overwhelm, and the Polaroids are, 
by definition, underwhelming. 

CC: One of the reasons that you are a celebrated, feted 
contemporary artist is that your bodies of work such as 
Hustlers and Heads do have really strong authorship. I mean 
this in the sense that in this world, where photography is often 
seen as a medium that is terribly easy to use, what you get with 
your work is complex—whether all of it, some of it, or none of it 
is premeditated. Your authorship does not exclusively revolve 
around style or production values but with your ability to 
distill and reveal the sublimated forces and poetry that run 
through real lives. With the Polaroids, there is very little 
assurance in the individual frames that you are governing,  
perhaps authoring, the degree of profundity a viewer might 
experience. 

P-L diC: When I say that there are no heroes in Thousand, I 
have to say that it appears from the responses that I am 
getting that everyone has their favorites. It’s expansive 
enough for everyone to have multiple points of view. Part of 
what I normally do is restrict what people are allowed to see 
and assume, without forcing through an obvious conclusion. 
It’s not a reduction of options but an opportunity. One of the 
strange aspects of working with so many images is that this 
quality remains. 
	 I don’t think Thousand is that different from other bodies 
of my work. I’m not telling people what to think; it’s still 
allowing people to draw their own conclusions.

Charlotte Cotton: Your Thousand project, recently published as 
a book and being exhibited for the first time as a gallery installa-
tion at LACMA, is an edit of exactly 1,000 Polaroids made by you. 
What was the concept, and when did you conceive it?

Philip-Lorca diCorcia: I think that the idea of 1,000 was the 
most primary: the fact that this was, when I conceived the 
project, a big number in photographic terms. It also came about 
before the juggernaut of digital photography got rolling and 
1,000 became an easy number given that we speak in terms of 
computer memory rather than a roll or sheet of film. I kind of 
liked the absurdity of that analog amount.

CC: What do you consider the qualities of Polaroids to be? What 
are the associations for you? Is it about their preciousness and 
small size?

P-L diC: Well, they only become precious if you save them!  


