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Synopsis

An incisive biography of the prolific photo-essayist W. Eugene SmithFamously unabashed, W.
Eugene Smith was photographya ™s most celebrated humanist. As a photo essayist at Life
magazine in the 1940s and & ™50s, he established himself as an intimate chronicler of human
culture. His photographs of war and disaster, villages and metropolises, doctors and midwives,
revolutionized the role of images in journalism, transforming photography for decades to
come.When Smith died in 1978, he left behind eighteen dollars in the bank and forty-four thousand
pounds of archives. He was only fifty-nine, but he was flat worn-out. His death certificate read

a cestroke,a « but, as was said of the immortal jazzman Charlie Parker, Smith died of

a ceeverything,a ¢ from drug and alcohol benders to weeklong work sessions with no sleep.Lured by
the intoxicating trail of people that emerged from Smitha ™s stupefying archive, Sam Stephenson
began a quest to trace his footsteps. In Gene Smitha ™s Sink, Stephenson merges traditional
biography with rhythmic digressions to revive Smitha ™s life and legacy. Traveling across
twenty-nine states, Japan, and the Pacific, Stephenson profiles a lively cast of characters, including
the playwright Tennessee Williams, to whom Smith likened himself; the avant-garde filmmaker Stan
Brakhage, with whom he once shared a Swiss chalet; the artist Mary Frank, who was married to his
friend Robert Frank; the jazz pianists Thelonious Monk and Sonny Clark, whose music was taped
by Smith in his loft; and a series of obscure caregivers who helped keep Smith on his feet. The
distillation of twenty years of research, Gene Smithd ™s Sink is an unprecedented look into the

photographera ™s potent legacy and the subjects around him.
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Customer Reviews

"Fascinating . . . evocative . . . For all that, the wayward individual that emerges out of
Stephensona ™s ambitious & cewide anglea « approach remains essentially unknowable, a blur in
an otherwise sharply defined portrait of a tougher time and a truly bohemian milieu that already
seems impossibly distant." --Sean O’Hagan, The Guardiana ceSam Stephensona ™s earlier books
on W. Eugene Smitha ™s Pittsburgh and Jazz Loft projects have established him as the leading
authority on defining parts of the photographera ™s career. Now, in this gripping biography,
Stephenson has extended his research to the whole of Smithd ™s turbulent life, adding greatly to
our knowledge, understanding, and appreciation of his extraordinary work.a « & *Geoff Dyer, author
of The Ongoing Momenta ceSam Stephensona ™s brave and wise book, both more and less than a
biography, is a spare demonstration of a huge idea: that nothing is ever finished and nobody is
really knowable. And so the roundabout way to know a difficult and extraordinary creator like W.
Eugene Smith, or really anyone, may be the most effective and authentic way.a * a -Ben Ratliff,
author of Every Song Evera ceSound is more present in Gene Smitha ™s Sink than in any book

& ™ve ever read. In this deeply empathic book, the reader leans forward, listening, so that when
the call of the chuck-willd ™s-widow occurs on Sixth Avenue, it can be heard. This stunning book
resembles a Tennessee Williams play that obsessed Smith; it is the Camino Real of biographies.a «
a ‘Margaret Bradham Thornton, editor of Tennessee Williamsa ™s Notebooksa ceThe elisions are
bold and the detours central. Steadfastly refusing to either lionize or vilify W. Eugene Smith, Sam
Stephenson achieves something of a different, more subtle order. What might have been a book
about one mana ™s life is instead about many livesa shuman constellations no less interesting than
the famous photographera ™s (very) dark star. Stephensona ™s twenty-year sojourn into

Smitha ™s unique, desperatelyobsessive leavings births a remarkable, deeply generous book.4 °

a «Jem Cohen, director of Museum Hoursa ceGene Smitha ™s Sink is the story of a well-known
photographer. It tells a lot about his working life and it tells a lot about his personal life. But what it
tells best are things much more complicated. There are many revelations by which | saw a glimpse

of what it is like to be a real photographer.a « & *Hiroshi Watanabe, photographer

Sam Stephenson is a writer and documentarian. He is the author of Dream Street: W. Eugene
Smitha ™s Pittsburgh Project and The Jazz Loft Project: Photographs and Tapes of W. Eugene
Smith from 821 Sixth Avenue, 19574 “1965. His writing has appeared in publications such as The



New York Times, The Paris Review, Tin House, and the Oxford American. A lifelong resident of

North Carolina, he lives in Durham with his wife and their son.
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