
 

 My job was not to tell people what to do - interview with Saul 
Robbins 
 
The works of Saul Robbins are always personal.. Although it was easy to talk with him, his 
washing machine just broke down in the morning we planned to meet. Finally we could talk near 
Central Park. 
 
 
- We first met in a portfolio review.. 
- It was in 2014 at Fotoporta in Budapest. 
- How the hell did you show up in this not-interesting not-important country? 
- Actually, your country is as interesting as it is important, especially in respect to photography. 
And neo-fascism, but that’s a subject for another day. The way I met the photographic 
community in Budapest was that in 2010, Lilla Szász came to the US. She was here for a 
residency and we met through a mutual friend at The Camera Club of New York, where I was 
on the Board of Directors and working in the color darkrooms. We quickly became friends, and 
were always talking about so many different and interesting ideas, including how to promote 
our work. So one day my wife and I met Lilla at Brighton Beach, where she was working on a 
great project about Russian Jewish immigrants who were fighting during WW ll , and they began 
talking about the classes I teach to help photographers promote themselves and their work. We 
discussed the possibility of my leading a workshop in Budapest and Lilla made introductions to 
Orsolya Kőrösi (Capa Center now). Orsolya invited me to come and teach, and somebody else 
invited me to Cracow during Photo Month Cracow, and I made another invitation to Berlin. I 
managed these 3 invitations into a very positive and productive 6 week teaching “tour”. My 
workshop was called Survival Tools for the Marketplace and ran 3 days in Mai Mano Ház. It was 
about how to represent yourself and your work during portfolio reviews and meetings, digital 
submissions, Websites, and etc.; and covers so much about communication and professional 
development strategies to make the work easier and less intimidating. I was invited back in 2012 
and 2014, to Photo month Budapest, again to teach the workshop for 50 students and to review 
portfolios, where you and I met in 2014.  
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- Before the interview you mentioned Ildi Hermann's name. 
- She was one of my first students at Mai Mano Haz. We were pretty close friends, because every 
time she came to the US, we would see her a lot. We had dinner together, went to exhibitions, 
talked and laughed and were also series, and I made some introductions to people like Julie Saul  
- a prominent gallerist in Chelsea - for her project about Hungarian Jews living in New York. 
When I came to Budapest I would meet her and her daughter Rozi and husband Gabor, and we 
would continue these discussions and stories. Yes, we were pretty close friends and the news 
was devastating to my wife and me. Like an earthquake. 
- And her works was so personal... 
- Absolutely. Yes.   
- This kind of personality usually you cannot get from a lot of artists, I must say. 
- I'm glad that you mention this, because when she and I met in 2011, we had lunch with Péter 
Pettendi, and there we began talking about personal stories and how our personal lives lead us 
to make such personal work. At that time my wife and I were struggling to start our family and 
I was making work around that theme. Ildi said she had struggled with the cancer, and a shared 
intimacy, openness, and directness became immediate and so easy between us. These are the 
values that I hold very dear, about being open and honest and making my classroom a safe place 
to reveal such personal things when teaching. 
- I just see behind you in the bookshelf the film Son of Saul. 
- Gabor, Ildi's husband, was the producer, and she brought me the DVD, signed by the actor and 
director. The movie came out when our son was born, and we actually took him to the cinema. 
Like a good baby he luckily slept all the way through... thank goodness; it’s such an intense 
movie. 
- Its not an easy film..Anyway, I would like to talk about your series 'How Can I Help – An Artful 
Dialogue'. In my interpretation this series is about a conversation. 
- I would agree with you. This series of empty chairs, called 'Initial intake' is a real term that 
psychologists use to describe the first meeting. I used this term because I wanted the work first 
to be an introduction to this empty chair and the personality sitting there before my camera and 
I arrive. The work was very well received, but something was missing and I realized that I wanted 
to take the concept further and deeper, to investigate deeper questions for myself. I created the 
'How Can I Help? - An Artful Dialog project to move the photographs towards a stronger 
statement about these spaces and what happens there, and to provoke more questions. I 
wanted to see how this change in my participation might change the interaction for the 
audience, based on several different experiences and values that I hold, including what I said 
before, about the classroom containing such a high degree of interpersonal potential and 
insight, recognizing the depth that my students and I experience in the classroom and, of course, 
while I am not trained about the field in any way, this is what occurs in a psychotherapeutic 
interaction. It was also an experiment. I applied for a grant that provided this small space near 
Port Authority, the main bus terminal in Manhattan, for the project for two weeks. I had no idea 
if anybody would come talk with me, or if there would be no time to rest because lots of people 
would come; I had no idea. It was an experiment to see how the idea would succeed or fail, or 
both, on multiple levels. 
- Looking at the images I just realized that if you put anybody into this chair than it will be boring. 
- Yes. Absolutely.  
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- Because than you are distracted by the person. Instead, the lack of someone starts or initiates so 
many much more interesting conversations. For example, between the viewer and the images; the 
viewer and whomever they expect to sit there; between viewers’ expectations about what the space 
implies or provokes for them and their ideas about mental health and wellness; attitudes and 
expectations towards mental health and the mental health profession, and etc... 
 

 
 

- That relational aspect is so important. When I work I say hello and then sit and observe, and after 
a while, perhaps 10 minutes, then I start to photograph “from the chair” where everyone sits when 
meeting with this person. This detailed point of view is essential to introduce viewers to the same 
perspective as if visiting for “treatment”. Additionally, the photo is square, so there is no left or 
right, no up or down, only as “pure and unbiased” of an aesthetic as possible. The square is very 
democratic and equal, so you are forced to pay attention to this concentrated visual experience.  
- Is it documentary in a way that you didn't modifiy anything? 
- Yes. I didn't move or touch anything. 
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- So if there was litter somewhere you just photographed it? 
- Yes, once there was a dog sitting. It was very important to me to not change anything. People 
asked me: “Do you need to change anything?” And I say “No, I just want to photograph the 
space as you use it, as it looks on any day.”  
- Later you not only exhibited the photos but had conversations with people visiting your 
exhibition. There's a lot of ways you can move on.. 
- Exactly. The photographs became secondary. When I first made the pop-up space, where I 
exhibited the photographs - because I am still first an artist, everything is in the context of my 
photography. So, for How Can I Help? – An Artiful Dialogue I wanted to put the photographs up, 
so they become almost the decoration surrounding the meetings and discussions. The photos are 
there to remind us that the visit is an experience, a collaborative performance of sorts, not a real 
therapeutic interaction. I mean, I'm not a psychologist. I'm not licensed or trained in any way; so 
it's about something else.  
 

 
 
- I'm sure you had amazing conversations. 
- Absolutely. I had incredible conversations. And because my mother and father and sister are all 
psychologists, I could talk to them about my experience, recognizing that I was experiencing every 
kind of interaction that they might have professionally. I found out that this was not about 
photography. Hardly anyone asked questions about me or the photographs. Rather, everyone sat 
down and immediately starts to talk intimately about money, love, family, college, what to study, 
aging parents, changing careers, getting older, health and illness... It was absolutely incredible. 
For me personally, it was really an honor to be in contact with people, to interact in such trust 
with absolute strangers about the personal and private challenges in their lives. 
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- Maybe this is the worst question ever, but did you gave good advise or did you just sat and 
listen to them? 
- This is really important and in many ways is the key question. My job was not to tell people 
what to do, although as an artist I can; it would be very tempting. But a real psychologist doesn't 
tell people what to do so directly. He or she helps them to see their challenges more clearly and 
to navigate their life in new ways. To be better, more enriching, more positive, less dangerous, 
to find different ways to change and improve their lives. I believe the strength of this my role in 
this project, my job, was to observe as much as possible in our 15-20 minutes together, and to 
help them step back and to more easily reflect back on their lives by sharing some ideas and 
asking pointed questions. So if somebody talks to me about a struggle, I would ask: Why do you 
think this is happening? How do you think you might be contributing to this issue? Why does 
someone or something threaten you in a certain way? There are so many different questions, 
such as about money: Have you thought about opening a separate account so you can save more 
money? If you are thinking about college, what would you like or not like to study? I am offering 
more questions than answers, to help visitors find their answers rather than saying, “Balazs, this 
is what you must do and then you will be a great artist.. 
 

 
 

I can't and should not make such an interpretation about someone's life in 15-20 minutes. 
Because it's not an hour and we will not be meeting again. It's not comfortable for me, nor 
professionally appropriate, to tell visitors what to do. And the response from more than 90 % 
was really positive. Again, I had no idea if this experiment would be good or bad, if people would 
say, “You are crazy!” and leave; so I was amazed when people told me that the time and 
discussion were actually helpful, and often very insightful. I mean, what the heck do I know? 
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I am just an artist who cares about people and being better people in this complicated world. I 
had one meeting that was incredible, with a young man, maybe 18, who was depressed. I was 
SO nervous because suddenly I really felt that I knew nothing about how to help him, and his 
struggle was very real and I don’t want to make a mistake because this is about his life, not 
some vanity art project. He told me that a comment I just made was exactly what his best friend 
would say. At that moment I changed from being so uncomfortable and unsure about myself 
to feeling that something almost magical had just happened, because I was actually helping 
him in ways I would never imagine that could positively affect someone else’s life. That was 
the most memorable interaction of over 150 conversations. 
 

 
 

- Do you plan to continue this? 
- I was commissioned to go to New Orleans in 2015, 2016, and 2017. 2015 was research, '16 
was to photograph, and '17 was the exhibition and pop-up office. I was invited to collaborate 
with a non-profit organization that was amazing. I found and photographed 13 different places 
where mental health and healing take place and for the exhibition we invited providers from 
the agencies, the people who do this important work all week long, to sit in the space and offer 
their services for free introducing themselves and their style of work to new audiences. I would 
love to find more partners to continue the project in other cities, but have to find somebody 
interested who can help fund raise to support it. So I have to think about what that looks like 
going forward. 
- I'm not an expert in the therapist world... 
- Me neither... 
- But at least you have the background in your family.. 
- Yes, I learned so many valuable things from them; and there is a tendency in my family 
towards this sensitivity. You have two kids, so you know there are new qualities that we bring 
to everything. 
- Do you think people need this kind of conversation that you created? 
- Yes. You mean a discussion with a therapist or a discussion with me? 
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- That's two good questions but I was thinking about you. 
- With me, yes, people always get a lot out of the meetings, and it gets more complex. In New 
Orleans it was the first time I / we invited the service providers to meet visitors for free. But 
there were two opportunities for people to meet myself during the opening weekend and at the 
end, with another artist in the exhibition / pop-up space, with the licensed people available on 
the other weekends during the exhibition cycle. We, the two artists, were booked completely 
full and everyone else was much less subscribed, or people made appointments and cancelled 
or didn't show up. Analyzing everything later, it became clear to my collaborator and me that 
visitors are much more interested in speaking with an artist and having a different experience 
that could turn into a very valuable personal interaction. People come, it's free, it's short, and in 
so many ways it's not intimidating or making people nervous, and they get something that is 
unique and amazing. As I mentioned before almost every person sits down and starts talking 
about the most intimate and private events in their lives. Incredible! In Photoville, which is a 
very big festival every September in Brooklyn which houses exhibitions in shipping containers. 
There were thousands of people everywhere, coming and going, looking in and signing up for 
sessions with myself or other artists. 8-10 hours a day. I had a rope that I would draw across the 
space, indicating that this is my office. On the walls there are pictures everywhere. People sit 
down, I pull the rope across, we face each other and start talking. What I always do, so to seem 
like I am protecting, a little bit, the identity of my visitors, is that they face the back so I am the 
one who looks at everyone and everything, while they only see me and aren’t distracted by the 
constant “show” behind us. This allows them to forget that we are in a circus ring of sorts, 
because all around us there are so many people, literally 10,000 visitors come through every 
day. In New York, I mean this is NOT a small town, but for a few minutes they forget comfortably 
that somebody might be listening while walking around what is approximately a 3x8 meter 
space. That was amazing and I hope to create that again, maybe somehow in Budapest? I can 
only imagine the discussions going on these days in your amazing country, after so long under 
Orban. 
The project is about bringing attention to the need for positive mental health, which is 
stigmatized so much that we forget it is equally important to our physical health. You don't have 
to see a psychologist, you can just talk to friends. And I'm very interested in equal relationships 
no matter who you talk to, but I also believe the world is in a terrible state of disorganization, 
chaos, and dangerous in many ways, so people are very anxious. There are so many problems 
and some people are helping and some are doing nothing. I find the idea of talking with people 
and realizing that art holds such incredible potential, that it can help us better realize that we 
can do something with our lives to help others who are less fortunate than us. Because we all 
live on one planet and need to find a balance between loving and accepting and taking care of 
yourself. 
- Lets talk now about your new series. You just sent me some pictures... In my interpretation they 
are more about the materials. 
- Yes, but not exclusively. The Chemical Peels are very much about surface and material 
properties, and what happens when they are not treated in the "correct way" you should work 
with Chromogenic paper. They are going to change over time, which is integral to the work and 
thesis. That thesis is rooted in loss and unity, failure, risk, change, growth, and experimenting 
with new ideas until I reach an outcome that is more exciting and durable than a few lucky 
mistakes. The darkroom work is physical and active, especially with the larger pieces (75x40 in / 
190x82 cm) because I am actively investigating cause and effect. The best results are meditative, 
restorative, sublimely abstract and transformative, while still pointing to the attraction I have to 
loss, unity, failure, and latent potential. 
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While making "Where's My Happy Ending?" I stopped worrying about things being perfect and 
the perfection of the print and print surface. You are also a photographer who respects those 
surfaces while at the same time wishing to confound them, so you know this tension and pressure. 
During most of my studies the attitude was mostly the same: you MUST keep everything in its 
place, developer, stop, fixer, first wash, clearing agent, second wash, flat surfaces, clean and 
perfect borders, etc. I was tired of the mindset and finally stopped caring so much. My images 
weren't functioning like I wanted, and neither was I. Nothing was working out in the ways I wished. 
I wanted and needed to try something else, to take greater risks with myself, and with my work 
and process. While meditating on the ways in which I felt so stifled and stuck, I quickly recognized 
that in order to reach a deeper level of interaction and expression with my work I also needed to 
step out of my usual experience of safety and security, because that part of my life was not 
working at all. 
 "Where's My Happy Ending?" is my response to my wife not getting pregnant, and my 
relationship to that struggle. The idea to intervene directly into my images started during an office 
visit to open Susan's tubes, when I was told to sit outside during the procedure. While waiting I 
began drawing open fallopian tubes, healthy, receptive, ready for my sperm to make babies. I was 
thinking very positively about them opening and that she would now get pregnant like a normal 
couple does. So, I'm making these drawings, "sending positive vibes" with great intention, and all 
that sort of New Age stuff, when the doctor invites me back and tells us that he has opened 
Susan's tubes and good luck. We were so excited because we had been told they could never be 
opened. In reality, I have no idea if I had anything to do with this outcome, but I love magical 
realism and exploring the allure and tension that exists between believing and not believing that 
our actions and thoughts can have such a profound influence in our lives. 
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- - Was there an aesthetic value in the tube drawing? 
- Yes, of course, drawings are always aesthetic vehicles. These just happen to be rooted in deeper 
questions about how we respond to extremely challenging situations in our lives? My drawings 
and Scratch Drawings became a way to take back some of the control and intelligence that we 
are expected to give up immediately to specialists. Because the specialists always look at my wife 
and other women from the perspective of "her eggs and body are the problem". And unless the 
man's sperm is bad, the industry focuses very quickly and critically on the women's bodies and 
eggs. By critically I mean that the industry of infertility has language and attitudes which focus 
on the woman and her body as not being good enough, with an implication of "What did you do 
wrong to bring this upon yourself?" The whole landscape is quite oppressive and it is very easy 
to feel badly because, regardless of decades of Feminism and women's liberation, I think we still 
judge women more by how good of a mother they might be than we would ever judge a man to 
be a good father. In fact, being a sensitive and caring father is not always seen or discussed as an 
asset. 
 The "White Light Meditation" pieces also stem from these same ideas about sitting, thinking, 
and drawing as a conscious act and action to effect a change in response to challenging situations 
in our lives. I became friends with a therapist I met during "Initial Intake", who I later told about 
our fertility struggles, and she suggested that I practice focusing what physicists and progressive 
doctors working with cancer patients call "White Light Energy" on the situation. She told me that 
in numerous studies, cancer patients achieved very positive results from meditating and that 
directing their attention as White Light Energy on the affected part(s) of their bodies was actually 
eliminating the cancer and healing them. Like the open tube drawings! It's totally magical and 
amazing.... and it's been proven scientifically.  
 The latest pieces, currently untitled, are a direct extension of my interest in these questions 
about and struggles with fertility, making babies, and masculinity. What I'm doing is very basic 
and physical: I take sheets of unexposed Chromogenic Paper 20x16 inches (50x40 cm), and stick 
them on a wall of my parents shed, which is in the countryside north of San Francisco. Then I 
throw a raw egg at the paper. There is impact, of course, and the shell and parts of the egg stick 
to the surface; and I let them hang outside for several months, through rain and sun and fog and 
wind. Then, I process them in traditional photo chemistry (C-41) and they are as archival as a 
regular C Print. 
 - I always wondering how many ways can we put something on a photographic paper.. 
 - Right? And, while the outcome is not a baby, it is the product of fertility and creativity, and a 
physically exciting dynamic and aesthetic outcome. The process is also very masculine, throwing 
something so fragile and precarious, but with grace and sensitive attention to "hitting my target." 
Also, there is anger, because there were so many times during the fertility struggles when you 
feel so incredibly angry, because you are not getting what you want or expect and deserve as a 
member of the Human Race. The whole experience is crazy and crazy making, because the 
experts don't always have as many of the answers as you and they want you to believe, until, 
finally they discover this small and extremely significant thing... they find a real new problem and 
there is some medication or whatever the solution will be, and boom! Susan got pregnant. She 
knew it immediately, and 10 months later we have our happy ending. 
 Now, you have two children, so you know, that is the most beautiful and incredible experience. 
 - We also had a try on the first baby, which was not successful, so I can imagine a small part of 
your frustration. For people like us, it's so natural to have a baby, but there are a lot of artists 
who don't want one. Probably that's the normal model, I thinking now Robert Capa, he never 
wanted a baby, and for making art, you have to concentrate hard. 
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- Many people don't want children or family, because this pulls so much at your creativity and 
everything else. You have two kids, two beautiful projects that are constantly changing and 
demanding something from you. 
 - How can you find time for your artistic projects? 
 - I have been thinking about this ever since Theodore was born and the dynamic switched a bit 
when I recognized two things. On one side of the equation are the extreme and constant 
demands of being parents. Like you said, it's not usually 24 hours a day, but 16-18 is plenty and 
it IS SO physically exhausting when they are young. We devote so much of our life to enjoying 
and nourishing and stewarding this being into the world. And on the other side of the equation, 
everything is SO incredibly beautiful and rewarding and you don't want to miss very much. I 
mean, at first, even being awake at 03:00 can be beautiful. Life is suddenly full of new 
experiences, emotions, and depth; more than I ever imagined. But, when you try to put these 
two parts together to find or make a whole, it just doesn't fit. The beautiful doesn't nurture 
enough to replace lost sleep. So, you have to find new ways to put a little time aside as often as 
possible for your creativity. 
 - Tell me about your teaching experience. Teaching at ICP must be interesting. 
 - Yes, very. I currently teach at 3 schools here. At ICP I used to teach technical classes, like black 
and white darkroom, and more recently taught several thematic classes, such as professional 
development and communication, like at Mai Mano Haz, and a class about intimacy and 
relationship dynamics which was very popular and successful. At ICP and NYFA (NY Film 
Academy) I have been teaching thesis project courses, working with students to create their final 
projects, introducing them to new ideas and artists, as well as writing their statements, CVs, and 
Bios; so they exit the programs as ready as possible for whatever might come next. At ICP I just 
finished producing a half-day program for their one-year full-time students, 100 students from 3 
programs, about professional development; like at Mai Mano Haz. At the end of the year I 
arrange presentations from artists, editors, art directors, curators, publishers, etc. I also work at 
their museum, introducing different groups to the collections and visual literacy concepts, which 
is extremely interesting and fun because I meet a lot of people and our job is to introduce visitors 
to visual literacy through photographs and photographic concepts, especially how to look at, 
appreciate, and interpret what they see. The work is really important, especially with young 
school kids. 
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- What is more important: teaching to students something that they didn't know, or meeting with 
inspirational people? 
 - I think both (laughter). Sorry, if we were in my office I would ask you to answer that question 
personally. I strive to teach students as many new things as possible while making suggestions 
and asking questions that stimulate them to push themselves and their creative work further. I 
want them to become comfortable working hard with intrinsically driven motivations and 
desires, and to be comfortable when they are uncomfortable in new places with their work. All 
of which I believe makes it easier for any of us to formulate stronger images and better ideas. 
This is the daily grind of the motivated artist, reach, reach, reach; then reach harder, and by all 
means, know your history... 
 - You know, in Europe we are concentrating so much on the base knowledge. You have to know 
everything but we never talk about meeting with people. 
 - I think you need to find a balance. You can't make strong images without a strong 
understanding of exposure, composition, and history. I mean you shouldn't strive to work only in 
Automatic mode and to not pay attention to the work and ideas that happened before and are 
happening now around you. And I think we shouldn't be in the classroom without talking about 
ourselves and our ideas and motivations, failures and successes, and why we make what we make 
as photographers. At the level I usually teach, which is more of a graduate school approach, I 
expect my students to have enough of the technical to move onto other stuff quickly. So I can 
guide and move with the students into other realms with confidence. 
 As far as meeting people, how else are we going to create exchanges that inspire us? This is 
integral to being a good artist and an overall intelligent and global person. When you don't 
interact with other people and their ideas, you are subscribing to a very old school, patriarchal, 
and selfish way of thinking and working in a vacuum. I believe this attitude is an attitude of fear 
rather than of open-mindedness and is a great disservice to yourself and your work. There is a 
world of great people to meet or learn about, with amazing ideas, and it is inspiring to learn from 
and think about them. So, dear reader, get out, go to openings and lectures, talk to strangers, to 
friends, to colleagues, and never underestimate the potential those interactions have to change 
our lives, and the lives of those we meet. 
 - What was your favorite exhibition from last year? 
 - There were two exhibitions in the last couple of months, which were really inspiring and 
impactful for me. One was 'Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power', which presented the 
work of Black artists in painting, drawing, video, and photography, from 1963-1983, which was 
phenomenal, at the Brooklyn Museum. I learned so much and was so inspired and my mind was 
opened to some great ideas by artists who never get enough attention from the main stream art 
world and marketplace. The other was the exhibition, 'David Bowie is', which was coincidentally 
at the same museum. David Bowie was an artist who made music in such a wholistic way, while 
maintaining control of the totality of everything. Seeing him live or watching his videos is like 
attending an opera, with so much detail to appreciate: the costumes, the sets, the camera work, 
and of course, his lyrics and music, all presented so poetically. Every component is as strong and 
integral as the music. I have been a fan of his work for decades and seeing the show, and bringing 
Theodore through it, because we listen and dance to his music sometimes, left me in awe and 
with such an appreciation for how much integrity he had and held himself accountable to 
maintain. Since everybody knows his music, you and your readers will have an understanding of 
what I mean about this potential and the total experience I derive from his music. It is so inspiring 

Kuli 
 

 
 
 


