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Interview
Builder Levy

‘Hardscrabble realism, with hope’

A vision of a ‘new, better world
within the reality of the present’

INTERVIEW BY MICHAEL COLES
PHOTOGRAPHS BY BUILDER LEVY

Builder Levy received an old Box camera in 1951 from his father and since
then has produced a body of work grounded in traditions of photojournal-
ism, yet also inspired by a fine arts sensibility. He explains is approach “is
like the Zen artists where you work hard to understand your subject matter,
immersing yourself in its life forces—its daily life, its history and culture as
well as your craft so that the execution of making the work of art becomes
totally spontaneous and intuitive. The machine becomes an extension of your
eye and mind, and your understanding of your subject is both emotional as
well as ideological.”

His camera work has explored communities within New York City, Ap-
palachia, Mongolia, and Cuba. A recent hardcover retrospective (Builder
Levy, Photographer) offers testimony to a lifetime dedication: that of record-
ing those faces and communities to which he has given himself—a series of

pass fingspwitht . i

of those worlds. His
encounters share the drama of the human condition without prepossession.
Levy resides in New York City where he has also worked as a teacher at

alternative schools for at-risk adolescents.

Levy recently p d a series of photographs in la shown in
this issue of DoubleTake/Points of Entry. And he has offered some of his

thoughts on his work and the directions he has taken.

Michael Coles: It is has been said that your photography draws
upon and weaves together different directions from the con-
tinuum of photography—documentation, street photogra-
phy and fine art aesthetics. Have you found it a struggle to
retain a certain freedom in your work, to resist being pigeon-
holed.

At left, opposite page: Students in a classroom doorway, School

for the Indigenous Community, Las Claritas. Above left: Students
at the same school. Above: Girl with math book, El Palmer. All
photographs by Builder Levy, Nov. 2006.

Builder Levy: I strive to be like the Zen artists who have used
brush and ink to paint the landscape and natural phenom-
ena with spontaneity and freedom achieved from having im-
mersed themselves in their subject through intense observa-
tion and repeated practice. My struggle is to create a strong,
honest aesthetic reality that is unified with a strong honest
social reality layered with my emotional and intellectual re-
sponse to that reality. To do this without inhibition or hes-
itation, and yet imbue the photograph with some depth of
visual and social meaning—that is the constant challenge. In
the end, it has to ring true to me. I grew up in a household
where art was encouraged, and it was understood that the
world needed to be changed. In the early 1960s I became an
art student at Brooklyn College, studying painting with Ad
Reinhardt and photography with Walter Rosenblum. At that
turbulent time, people around the world were struggling for
freedom and independence, and throughout our nation peo-
ple were marching in the streets for civil rights and peace. At
first I thought of myself as an abstract expressionist: DeKoon-
ing, Rauschenburg, Chamberlain, their works full of directed
spontaneity, raw energy, sensuality and gritty vitality, spoke
to me of real life.

My own explorations in paint and steel, however, left me
unsatisfied, because my work did not seem to be reflecting
enough upon the real world. Making photographs was dif-
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