
Excerpts from “The Musing Gaze: A Conversation with Chad Parmanter”

(a poet who wrote about ideas brought up by Weston’s work)

CP
 
The Weston project started unexpectedly, as I picked up one of his 
daybooks, or journals, at random at a bookstore, and started flipping 
through it. His voice really caught me off guard, since it balances this kind 
of arch speech, technical language, and confessional outpouring in a 
syntax that seems to both sprawl and halt with its own will–nothing I’d 
expected from a photographer’s personal writing, and a lot of what I’ve 
come to love from contemporary poets like Lucie Brock-Broido, Sophie 
Cabot Black, and Charles Wright. I also read that he had redacted the 
journals before publication, and the idea of that as a kind of mask-making 
probably drew me to him as a persona–the Edward Weston in the journals 
already was one.
 
I had also spent a lot of time, up to then, thinking and writing around the 
idea of the male gaze, after taking a class with Ed Brunner that linked 
examinations of the gaze with poetry, mostly in Natasha Trethewey’s 
Bellocq’s Ophelia. I realized that the male gazer, confining the female 
object of it, has to also be confining himself. He is certainly getting the 
better end of it, being its agent and the one in power, but self-imprisonment 
is still imprisonment. I thought about the ways I’ve tended to look at 
women, that have too often stayed superficial, and how much I’ve lost by 
that. And Weston, whose nudes were often truncated, leaving the faces of 
women out of the margins, became a great way of approaching that whole 
issue.
 
Oh, and I had also just broken up with a fellow poet, and didn’t know how to 
think or talk about it, but suspected that I had treated her too much like a 
muse, and not enough like a person. Weston’s relationship with Tina 
Modotti became the way to frame it all, since he seemed to see her as less 
than she was–model, Modern post-goddess, but not the great-spirited artist 
and revolutionary that she was. But that might not be fair, and the 
sequence really is about examining my own, broken ways of looking at 
things, not his.



…
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Your comments about the muse make me think in two different directions, 
and maybe both apply to this project. The first one is the one we’ve been 
talking about, where the muse is objectified by the artist and easily re-
imagined as art object because of it. There’s a kind of absorption promised 
by that, I think, that has an erotic/romantic part to it–“I’m consumed by you, 
muse, and so I can leave the world far enough behind to work on this art 
free of its judgments. Yours are all that matter.” But if the muse is already 
kind of objectified, then there really is no judgment forthcoming. It’s more a 
back door into solipsism, maybe.
 
To jump back to Weston, part of what drew me in to the story of him and 
Tina Modotti is that they both lived and worked when ideas like the muse 
were pretty much being discarded, at least by people like them, as far as I 
know. They were much more culturally canny then that, and, really, I think 
they earnestly, honestly tried to live up to ideals that were more 
enlightened. I don’t think Weston set out to objectify anyone, and, in a lot of 
his photos, he comes across as anything but the be-mused, objectifying 
photographer. So many of his images, of so many people of either gender, 
as well as objects and landscapes, have that stark, contrast-based drama 
that confers a sense of strength on them.
 
And some of his nudes, especially of Charis, who became his wife after his 
time in Mexico with Modotti, involve the model gazing directly into the 
camera. I’m not a scholar of his photos by any means, but it seems like he 
did more of those, and fewer nudes that were truncated, or in submissive 
sorts of poses, later in life. But Tina Modotti is depicted some with her eyes 
closed, some crying, some at angles facing away from the camera if 
memory serves, and then consistently, for a number of years, in his writing 
as a more or less voiceless presence. She seems like the muse that 
anchors the gaze, or did his, for awhile.

 


