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A Conversation with Thomas Roma
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By Virginia Fu

Thomas Roma is a photographer and proud Brooklyn native. He has been awarded two
Guggenheim Fellowships and his work has been exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art
and the International Center of Photography in New York City. At Columbia, he teaches

both undergraduate and graduate photography classes and serves as the Director of the
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Thomas Roma: Were you assigned this interview or did you want to do the interview?
The Blue and White: | was assigned and | also want to do theantervi

TR: Is [The Blue and White] online or do you have algs&oying print and ink issue?
B&W: We kill trees to print our issues.

TR: | hope you shoot them first.

B&W: We generally do.

TR Good. One shotii KS& QNB RS R®

. 32Y | 2dz2Q@S Lzt AaKSR mMn 022 Yitdprdetthatk 2 ( 2 3 NI LIK
@ 2dzQ03S R2YySK
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¢CwY CIF@2NRGS A& | RAFFAOAZ G 62NRP® LQff |yag
lecture on the word. In 2014, | published a book with my samcaila he was CC
Q m called The Waters of Our Time.

B&W: What did yo like about doing the project?

¢cwY !'3ILAY GKS g2NR aftA]1Sde LQff GStf &2dz sKe
homage to a book that was published in 1955 by a gresgnmamed Langston Hughes

FYR I 3ANBFG LK2G23aINI LIKSN yIFYSR w2é RS /I N} @I
¢KS {6SSG CteL)LISNI 2F [AFS YR AlQa y2id | & K
story in the voice of an old woman recalling herdihd making a decision that she had to

keep living because there was more for her to do. In our book, my son wrote in the voice

2F Iy 2fR ¢2Yly NBOFIftAy3a KSNIEATFTS FyR OFYS
swept up in the waters of our timeQa G KS 2LJJ2aAGS odzi GKS Gg2 C
GAYS® LGQE lFo2dzi AYGSNYIfATAYy3 || O2yiNI RAOGA
much to say about it. The picture on the cover was from the first roll of film | ever shot.

This physically ttnhbook encompasses my entire life in photography.

CKSNBEQa 2yS 20KSNJ Fdzyye GKAy3a L FSSt tA1S YS
deCarava was upset by the book. He was a Guggenheim Fellow which was a huge
accomplishment, and he wanted his boolb&a real book of photographs with these big
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pictures but the only thing he could get published was this little thimgany
LIK2323aNF LIKSNBE o¢lyd o6A3 O2FFSS GFLofS 022140 L
of them are no bigger than the screen oniBhone. But what happened in the world of
contemporary photography is people are used to seeing small pictures on their phone. So
AY F gleéexr GKAAa GKAYy3 GKIFIGQa 2fR Aad OSNE y
books. We used for publicity A G dzNBE 2 F (GKS 06221 06SAy3a KSf
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big Ie thing.

B&W: Do you own an iPhone?

TR: My phone is not only not a smartphone, but I think mine is particularly stupid. | own it

out of great sympathy for it. | take careitofl just got this one. My last one was even

RdzYo SN aé flad 2ySs G2 R2 |y Gaé¢ @&2dz KFIR G2
GKSY &2dzQNB Fy3aINE® ! 28 2F GAYSa 6KSyYy LQY I
B&W: Who do you text angrily?

¢wY | &daofetodelfA G Q&
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B&W: How did you become a photographer?

¢cwY ¢KAA Aa Iy AYyiSNBadAy3a GKAyYy3a YR R2y Qi K
| stayed the same person. But | knew | wanted to photograpK A & A a | &a02NE LQ
many times, ad always slightly differently. | got into a car accident and suffered a brain
Ay2dzNEd® L gl a O2yFAYSR (02 | OKFANX L KFER | 0
television. Reading made me sleepy. Photographing was all right. My older broteer cam

to visit me and he had a camera. | had never seen a 35 mm camera in person. From then

on it was like slipping on a banana peel. It was like | was in the hands of fate. So | left Wall

Street when my family was on very solid financial ground and | céelthetime. |

Y2OSR 2dzi 2F Y& Y2iKSNIDaving ® Wk hoursiav@ekzd K (i = f S
L R2y Qi YSIty (2 a2dzyR RNIYFGAOX odzi L KI @S

because of the brain injury, all those years ago. | have nemaggathat has finally gone

622 FINI gKAOK RIFIYF3ISR Y& NRARIKG SeSd wAaAIKi y2

NAIKG Se&S R2SayQié GNIXO1 Yé fST¥G SéS IyeyvY2NBs
SOSNRBGKAY3I Aa FTAYSoO . dzii thk\da@ Bdo iS irdindamiageAly 3t |
af dzNJ Y& @2NRAD {2YS LIS2LX S I NBE OKFINXYSR o6& A
it.

o}

But | left Wall Street and made a commitment. | left with tears in my eyes. | was treated

well there. | was respected. Iwasdz8 R F2NJ SEI Odtée 6KIG L o1& OF

hard thing to walk away from. But it was my time to do it. [at this point, we switched
NRE2Yae ,2dz Oy KI@S GKS yAOS OKIFIANXY LQY dzas

B&W: Do you suffer for your art?
¢cwY L ¢lra&a o6SAy3a AtAo0d LQBS KIR | OKINXYSR A
B&W: Do your students suffer for their art?

cwy ¢KIFGQa LIaarofSe ¢2 6S aSNR2dza | o2dzi Al
environment. People hadtocddS G S 2dzad G2 | GGSYR /[ 2f dzYoAl @

talking about all four undergraduate schools and the graduate schools, everybody has

g2N] SR KFNR 2dzad G2 oS FotS G2 G1F1S GKS Of
enormous amount of respect fany students. You go to the library at one in the

momning LIS2 LX S 62NJ] KIFINR | NRdzyR KSNB® {2 A0Qa |
Fo2dzi Add ¢KS& IINB 3F2Ay3 (G2 adzFFSNP ¢KS& QNS
OKAY1AYy3a 0KSNBYE 4K )2 YILESSINRICREZ yy32 (1S

B&W: Is there not a competition?
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TR: The work of art making is personal. The goodrtassusefulness of a work of art
starts with it being useful to the artist. So, someonetes@rofessor or a crititccoming
along and saying sathing is not useful is moot. It has nothing to do with anything.

B&W: So according to the Tunmbldo you know what Tumblr is?

¢twY L R2y QO NBIFffte (y260 . delv KU G0 RAaY R (&2 dz@ XS
LK20d2 GSIFOKSNS&SKeadvbd LOQOS ySOSNI &l AR S&sSa 2y
LOQ@PS 06SSy G2fR GKSNB NS RANBOU ljdz2zGSa GKIQ
why. There are words that | would never use. | have an intense relationship to words.

There are wordshiat being given back that | know | could never ottand there are a

f20 2F ¢g2NRa tA1S GKA&A o0& GKS gled . dzi Ay
say it but | support people saying | said it.

QX
—

Times have changed. There were things lldveay and do for effect that no longer work.

There are things that people appreciated then that people would never appreciate now.
LOPS 06SSy GSIFOKAy3a FdzZf GAYS aiAyOS mpyH |yR
adapt.

B&W: Whatwouldyousayi ¢ G KS NRfS 2F GKS LIK2(0G23INF LKSNI 2

TR: Let me tell you what | do. | photograph as often as possible and then when | take a
picture it means | have to develop film. And that takes a lot of time and commitment. My
darkroom is on th¢hird floor of my home and the chemistry is very heavy. | have to
carry everything up. Everything has to go up and and then it goes down the drain.

| would say | was probably never a practicing contemporary photographer. By the time |
started, even thdéens | used in 1971 was made before World War Il when there were
great advances in optics. | was never up to date.

.92y | 2d2Q@S alAR AGQa Y2NB aldAratfeAiry3a a2 GSI
difference?

¢cwY | SNBQa (KS t&RisnBThaNGa/i® B artit doksSveds énldg O

sometimes. | worry that students have an unreasonable expectation. | worry that faculty

FYR FTRYAYAAONI GA2Y YAIKG y2G 0SS Of SINJ Sy 2dAaAK
talk a lot about tuition. tome from a family that did not have extra money, but the

Y2ySe Aa (GKS tSradg 2F Ado 'a Iy dzy RSNHNJI Rdzl
2dzQNBE y 20 3F2Ay 3 G2 1FJ&icould Wi theSottadySyouNshuldo  O1 @  a 2
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four years again.
| founded the program and | insisted there would not be a photography major. So
because of that | could breathe in my classes. | look out at my students and see people
who are engineers, philosophy majors, econ majgreat, the econ majors are great
their eyes are open.
B&W: Do you have any advice for the aspiring artist?
¢wY 2S YIS NI F2NJ 20KSNBR® L R2y Qi O2yadzys
LIK2023INF LIK&a>X L NBFR 20KSNJ LIS2L) SQa y20Staod L
DoitfdN\J 20 KSNER® LT GKIFIGQa GKS OFNNRG 2y GKS ada
@2dzQNB 3F2Ay3A G2 0S5 Esétisfacthad ydunight be sdeisfiedand G KS I 2 |
GKSYy @2dzQNBE 3I2Ay3 G2 ad2L) LizZ fvehaariiskS ¢ 32y d
ySOSaalNe GKIFIG AdQa y20 GKSNB (2 SYGSNIIFAy 2
gAff are G2 0G0KS OKAfRIZ d.d2y RAODGSNIAYSYy(2 de

your own mortality? Well art does not divert you. In fadgcuses you. If you see

e
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hiKStt23 @2dz gAfft y20 GdzNYy gl @& FTNRY (KS LINE
a great way to live. Every so often you get a glimpse that people are better off for what
&8 2dzQ03S R2ySo

B&W: So, to go back to what ysaid, a good photograph is one you look at and you
think about death.

TR: No. So a useful photograph...l want to make things that are not going to get thrown

away. A useful photograph reminds us of the things that are worth remembering.
Something hapened to me in schooll was very young, and | think it was no later than

second grade the concept of the lowest common denominator. This was a revelation. |

started thinking about it in everything. | started thinking about it walking home from

school. Wha®a A NNBRdzOA6f SK h@SNI FyR 20SNJ YR 20SNJ
RSY2YAYlFG2N) ARSIF® ¢KIFdiQa K2g L LINIF OGAOS LIK2I
momentarily true enough that | could make a picture that | could hold on to.
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B&W: Whatareyou¥N] Ay 3 2y y24gK ¢wY ¢KSNBQa | Oldz f f
from my new book, In the Vale of Cashmere. The photographs were made in an area of

t NEPALISOG tIFN] OFffSR GKS I fS 2F /I AaKYSNB®
for four decadesdr men who are romantically inclined to go and meet each other.

B&W: So, like a bus station bathroom, but in a park.
¢cwY LOIQA Iy AREftfAOX o0StdziAFdzAZ LI OS 6KSNB

great essay that accompanies the book thatdbss a kind of public cruising situation
FYR GKS NBlFazya F2NAGHP ¢KS aK2pQa dzZLJ 4 (K
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