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Foreword

Since its settlement in the late 
eighteenth century, the picturesque 
city of San Francisco has inspired 
countless visual artists to capture 
aspects of its dramatic terrain, 
striking architecture, and diverse 
population. 

      

This book is devoted to a recently discovered 
series of photographs made in 1964 by Arthur 
Tress, who was at the time an unknown artist 
at the very beginning of a long and distinguished 
career. Tress arrived at an opportune moment in 
the city’s history, a year marked by civil rights 
demonstrations and political pageantry never 
before seen in this part of the country. With a 
unique sensibility perfectly attuned to this quirky 
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metropolis, he set about to capture the colorful 
spectacle of San Francisco with his camera, 
producing more than nine hundred negatives in 
little more than four months. We are grateful to 
the photographer for allowing James Ganz, curator 
of the Fine Arts Museums’ Achenbach Foundation 
for Graphic Arts, to be the first to sift through his 
contact sheets and make this compelling selection. 
We are also honored to premiere this work at the 
de Young, a museum that has played an important 
role in the history of Bay Area photography.  

      

This exhibition and accompanying catalogue have 
benefited from the expertise of a number of our 
colleagues. Julian Cox, the Museums’ founding 
curator of photography and chief curator at the 
de Young, was an enthusiastic advocate of the 
project from its inception. Thanks are due to 
Colleen Terry and Jamie O’Keefe for their support 
of the Achenbach Foundation’s activities. Debra 
Evans, Victoria Binder, Mark Garrett, and Steven 
Correll made crucial contributions to the care 
and presentation of the prints. The exhibition was 
realized with the participation of Steve Brindmore, 
Krista Brugnara, and Bill White. We are also 
grateful to Sue Grinols, John Anaya, and Rich Rice.   

      

This striking catalogue was overseen by the 
Museums’ director of publications, Karen Levine, 
with the assistance of managing editor Leslie 
Dutcher. We would like to express our thanks 
to Mary DelMonico, Karen Farquhar, and their 
colleagues at Prestel for their vital partnership 
on the publication; Martin Venezky for the apt 
and distinctive graphic design; and Bob Hennessey 
for the volume’s pristine reproductions. The 
catalogue is published with the assistance of 
the Museums’ Andrew W. Mellon Foundation 
Endowment for Publications. 

      

These acknowledgments would not be complete 
without recognizing Dave Archer, Tim Brown, 
Heather David, David Knaus, Steven Rifkin, and 
Eric Smith for their contributions to the project. 
We thank Steven Rifkin and Nicole Browning for 
their substantial gift of photographs from the artist’s 
San Francisco series to the Fine Arts Museums’ 
collection. But our warmest gratitude must go to 
photographer Arthur Tress, whose unique, youthful 
vision of San Francisco provides, nearly fifty years 
after the Goldwater Convention and the Beatles’ 
first American tour, an extraordinarily fresh, 
entertaining, and profound portrait of our City 
by the Bay.

John E. Buchanan, Jr.
Director of Museums

Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco 



This book is dedicated in memory of my 
sister, Madeleine, with heartfelt appreciation 
for all the years of unlimited support and 
careful guidance that helped make me 
the artist I am today.
   Arthur Tress
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I. The City     Nineteen sixty-four 
has been called the “last innocent 
year,” a turning point in US his- 
tory between the optimism of 
Camelot and the tumultuous era 
of social and cultural radicalism 
understood as the “sixties.”1

       

In the wake of the assassination of President John F. 
Kennedy, which had brought Americans together for 
a brief moment in November 1963, the new year 
carried with it an array of conflicts that threatened 
to tear the country apart. Nineteen sixty-four was 
a year in which a number of societal problems 
boiled over at home even as the violent situation in 
Southeast Asia spiraled dangerously out of control. 
It was also a presidential election year rife with 

Through the Lens of 
Arthur Tress: San Francisco 
1964
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political partisanship, especially 
within the ranks of the Republican 
Party. Nineteen sixty-four saw 
the ratification of a sweeping 
Civil Rights Act, the advent of 
Freedom Summer in Mississippi, 
the awarding of the Nobel Peace 
Prize to Reverend Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and the birth of the 
Free Speech Movement on college 
campuses. And, on a lighter note, 
the Beatles’ appearances on The 
Ed Sullivan Show and the launch 
of their first North American tour 
fueled a national teenage epidemic 
of Beatlemania.  

      

In 1964 the San Francisco Bay Area was the 
epicenter for several key events that made national 
headlines. At campuses such as University of 
California, Berkeley, and San Francisco State 
College (now University), political activism was the 
preferred extracurricular activity of the 1963–1964 
academic year and a powerful component of the 
larger civil rights movement. Starting in the fall 
of 1963, the San Francisco branch of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) combined forces with local 
college students in a series of nonviolent 
demonstrations against the discriminatory hiring 
practices of restaurants, grocery markets, and 
hotels in both the East Bay and the city of San 

Francisco.2 During the spring, attention focused 
on San Francisco’s Auto Row, the portion of Van 
Ness Avenue from Clay to Market Streets where 
all of the major automobile dealerships were then 
concentrated (page 12). Although the car dealers 
welcomed black customers into their showrooms, 
the few African Americans on payroll were 
restricted to janitorial positions. In particular, the 
enormous Cadillac showroom on the corner of 
Van Ness and Myrtle Street (page 43) and the 
Lincoln-Mercury dealership at Van Ness and Sutter 
Street were the sites of picketing, sit-ins, and 
hundreds of arrests in March and April of 1964. 
The protestors scored a victory when the Motor 
Car Dealers Association announced a hiring 
agreement for minority groups on April 18.3  

1
Arthur Tress, Untitled (Two Goldwater 

Supporters, Daly City), 1964; printed 2010.
Selenium-toned gelatin silver print, 

10 x 10 in. (25.4 x 25.4 cm). 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco



15

      

Summer brought an invasion of politicians, 
journalists, and television crews to the City by 
the Bay. With much flag-waving and fanfare, 
President Lyndon B. Johnson made an appearance 
on June 19 to dedicate the new International Style 
Federal Building on Golden Gate Avenue and 
deliver a rousing speech touting the Democratic 
Party’s many accomplishments (pages 54–55, 66).4 
A few weeks later, the twenty-eighth Republican 
National Convention rolled into town. It was one 
of the most contentious in modern times. The 
convention pitted conservative Arizona senator 
Barry Goldwater against moderate Pennsylvania 
governor William Scranton, who stepped in at 
the eleventh hour to replace New York governor 
Nelson Rockefeller, whose campaign had faltered. 

The so-called Goldwater Conven-
tion took place July 13 through 16 
at the San Francisco Cow Palace, 
a vast indoor arena in suburban 
Daly City, but the spectacle of 
political rallies and demonstrations 
spread beyond the main venue to 
besiege the convention hotels in the 
heart of downtown.  

      

Among the influx of convention-
eers clogging the city’s streets that 
summer, the Arizona senator’s 
supporters stood out in the crowds 
(figure  1 ). Reporting for the 

Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Howard Margolis 
poked fun at the slightly ridiculous appearance 
of the California delegation on the night of their 
candidate’s nomination, “all decked out in little 
golden Goldwater sheriff’s badges.” During a 
break, someone passed out ice cream bars. “They 
were sitting there,” Margolis observed, “these 
prosperous looking, middle-aged people wearing 
their golden capes and their cowboy hats and their 
sheriff’s badges, munching on their chocolate-
covered ice cream bars. They were not . . . nuts 
or kooks, but they happened to look pretty odd 
at that moment.”5 In addition to the official dele- 
gates, Goldwater’s supporters included a surprising 
number of young people, many of them mem-
bers of Youth for Goldwater and the conservative 
Young Americans for Freedom, which had chapters 

2
Arthur Tress, Untitled (Ringo for President Rally, 
Union Square), 1964; printed 2010.
Selenium-toned gelatin silver print, 
10 x 10 in. (25.4 x 25.4 cm). 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco
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all over the country. They, 
too, were in evidence at 
the San Francisco rallies, 
wearing political buttons 
declaring “if i were 21 i’d 
vote for barry” (page 60). 
To counter them, groups of 
college students opposing 
Goldwater were bused in 
from Berkeley and outfitted 
with Scranton signs.  

      

The gravity of the Republican convention was 
alleviated by the seeming omnipresence of 
yet another contingent of young people: flocks 
of fanatical teenage girls carrying out their own 
whimsical campaign for “Ringo for President” 
(figure  2 ), inspired by Rolf Harris’s novelty pop 
single of that title. Their San Francisco rallies 
were not spontaneous grassroots events but appear 
to have been choreographed strategically by the 
Beatles’ promoters to take advantage of the media 
crush surrounding the convention, as evidenced by 
the commercially printed posters that supplemented 
their homemade banners and signs. At one point, 
in Union Square, a throng of Beatlemaniacs 
collided with a Scranton rally, producing a chaotic 
scene that disrupted a marching band’s best efforts 
to carry on with its performance (page 61). It is 
perhaps one of the most striking coincidences of 
this tumultuous era that the Beatles’ first US tour 
would commence little more than one month later  

 
at ground zero for the Goldwater Revolution, the 
San Francisco Cow Palace.  

      

“There is another clash at the convention,” reported 
Russell Baker on page one of the New York Times. 
“It is between the scent of fresh roses on the street 
corners and the smell of dead cigars in the hotel 
lobbies. This is an esthetic clash between the 
baroque of the old nineteenth-century convention 
form with its excesses of emotion, shouting, 
overstatement and farce, and the gossamer beauty 
of a city that exalts taste, beauty, serenity, and 
restraint.”6 Baker’s description of San Francisco 
as a fundamentally tranquil metropolis might seem 
at odds with its reputation in sixties culture as a 
hotbed of radical beatniks and hippies, but in 
1964 the Beats had largely relocated to New York 
and the Summer of Love was still three years 

 
3

“Homosexuality in America,” 
Life 56, no. 26 (june 26, 1964), 

featuring a photograph by 
Bill Eppridge
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away. Writing for the National Observer in April 
1964, Hunter S. Thompson lamented the exodus 
of the beatniks: “Things have never been the same. 
Life is more peaceful in San Francisco, but infinitely 
duller. . . . The action has gone East, and the 
only people who really seem to mourn it are the 
reporters, who never lacked a good story, and a 
small handful of those who lived with it and had 
a few good laughs for awhile.”7  

      

In the summer of 1964, the reputation of San 
Francisco as an oasis of (relative) gay tolerance 
was announced to the more than eight million 
readers of the weekly news magazine Life. The 
cover of the June 26 issue featured the beaming 
face of candidate William Scranton in a story on 
his uphill battle for his party’s nomination. Inside, 
nestled uneasily amid colorful advertisements for 
Betty Crocker cake mix and the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica was a groundbreaking two-part feature 
titled “Homosexuality in America.”8 The section 
opens with Bill Eppridge’s shadowy black-and-
white photograph of a group of men hanging 
out at the Tool Box, a leather bar at Fourth and 
Harrison Streets in the South of Market neighbor-
hood (figure  3 ). “Because of its reputation for 
easy hospitality,” journalist Paul Welch explained, 
“California has a special appeal. . . . In the city 
of San Francisco, which rates as the ‘gay capital,’ 
there are more than 30 bars which cater exclu- 
sively to a homosexual clientele.”9 Although the 
overall tone of the Life article was far from 

enlightened (gays were characterized throughout 
as suffering from a social disorder), its appearance 
in a mainstream periodical found in barbershops, 
doctors’ waiting rooms, and living rooms has 
been credited with helping lift the veil from what 
was largely a hidden world. If nothing else, it 
encouraged countless gay and lesbian individuals in 
other parts of the country to contemplate a move 
to the culturally, racially, and sexually diverse city 
of San Francisco. 

      

II. The Photographer   
Arthur Tress was a twenty-three-
year-old world traveler when 
he arrived in San Francisco in 
April 1964. He had been born 
and raised a New Yorker, the 
youngest of three children in a 
Brooklyn household. 

      

His formative years were spent shuttling between his 
divorced parents, including interludes in Forest Hills, 
Sands Point, Brighton Beach, and Manhattan.10 
His siblings had a close relationship with their kid 
brother and indulged his early interest in filmmaking 
and photography; his brother, David, gave him his 
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first 35mm camera in 1952 after serving in the 
Marine Corps in Korea, and his sister, Madeleine 
(figure 4), presented him with a 2-1/4-inch Rolleicord 
when as a teenager he visited her at Georgetown 
University.   

      

In her unpublished memoir, Madeleine described 
Arthur as a “boy of wonder — that is, a person so 
different and unusual that he is a phenomenon to 
behold.” She recalled a colorful life growing up in 
“an upward striving Brooklyn Jewish neighborhood 
with the Catholic kids across the parkway meeting 
on the hills of the Brooklyn Museum with the aim 
of beating up the ‘Christ killers.’ In those days 
Sundays were hell. Arthur, as the tiniest, found 
refuge within the walls of the Museum and Brooklyn 
Public Library — better to be in those sheltered 
environments than to play New York street games 
and marbles with the big boys. Instead I played with 
the boys and learned my athleticism. Arthur did not. 
Even then he’d rather be reading. Because he was 
born at the beginning of WWII, I would beat him 

up, pretend that I was the Gestapo 
and beat on his face to punish him 
for being Jewish. (This was a hell 
of a way to learn what we were 
fighting for.) It is no wonder that 
he turned inward. He also turned 
outward toward Coney Island and 
began taking photographs.”11  

      

Tress’s artistic tendencies and his 
technical skills in photography were enriched at 
Abraham Lincoln High School in Brighton Beach and 
at Bard College in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York, 
where he studied from 1958 through 1962. A letter 
from his student years gives insight into his early 
ideas about the potential applications of photography. 
On October 17, 1959, he wrote to Madeleine, who 
had recently moved to San Francisco: “My major 
conference — an hour conference with a professor 
— revolves around the use of photography in sociol-
ogy and as a creative method of social criticism. 
I will probably do some sort of senior project on 
a topic like ‘the sense of evil & sexual and social 
abnormalities in these United States.’ Something 
like a photographic essay parallel to Nathanael 
West’s method of social satire on the perversity of 
American mores. I hope to do much of my research 
out in S.F.”12 Tress’s studies at Bard included tutori-
als in cultural philosophy with the charismatic 
professor Heinrich Blücher, husband of the noted 
political theorist Hannah Arendt, as well as course-
work in art history and painting, and it was there 

4
Arthur Tress, Untitled (Madeline Tress [Right] 
with Her Life Partner, Jan Sibley [Left], 
Stinson Beach, California) (detail), 1964.
Gelatin silver print, 10-1/2 x 13 in. (26.5 x 33 cm). 
Collection of the artist 
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that he developed a special interest in ethnography 
that would carry over into his early photographic 
work.  

      

Growing up and attending college in the environs 
of New York City, Tress was well aware of the 
contemporary photography scene. During high 
school he regularly attended special exhibitions 
at the Whitney Museum of American Art and 
the Museum of Modern Art, including Edward 
Steichen’s monumental Family of Man of 1955. 
He was a voracious reader and worked in Bard’s art 
history library, where he pored over books on the 
historical masters of photography as well as recent 
monographs. He was drawn to chroniclers of urban 
street life and was particularly impressed with the 
early twentieth-century Parisian views of Eugène 
Atget, including his mysterious images of shop 
window displays, as well as the more recent photo-
journalism of Henri Cartier-Bresson. Tress could 
not escape the influence of Robert Frank’s seminal 
photographic book The Americans (1959) and 
William Klein’s New York 1954.55 (1956). He 
understood photography’s potential as a fine art 
medium, suitable for display in a museum or com-
mercial gallery. At the same time, he recognized that 
in order to make a living, a photographer might need 
to break into the glossy pages of Life or National 
Geographic. Later, in the 1960s, Tress would consign 
his work to Photo Researchers, Inc., the Manhattan-
based stock photography agency, and to Magnum 
Photos, founded by his idol Cartier-Bresson in 1947.  

      

Tress’s stock photography derived from a six-year 
period of travel that he undertook after receiving 
his BFA in painting in 1962. Equally motivated by 
a desire to see the world and to avoid the draft, his 
odyssey, financed by his father and brother, included 
a prolonged stay in Mexico starting in October 
1963. He enrolled in an art school at San Miguel 
de Allende, an old university town in the state 
of Guanajuato in central Mexico, and during the 
course of six months used his Rollei to photograph 
everything from Maya rituals to shop windows and 
museum displays in Mexico City (figure  5 ), all the 
while eagerly devouring Octavio Paz’s Labyrinth 
of Solitude, a collection of essays that had just 
appeared in an English edition. Photographs taken 
by an artist friend at the time show Tress as a clean-
cut young painter at his easel, earnestly translating 
the landscape into bold abstract forms (page 100). 
In January 1964 he exhibited a selection of his recent 
photographs at El Patio, a restaurant in San Miguel.  

      

“I almost definitely will be coming to San Francisco 
in either March or April,” wrote Tress to Madeleine 
on February 4. In the interim, he was planning an 
excursion to Yucatán: “I am going to shoot the life 
there if it is interesting enough,” he reported. “I see 
my photos as part of a larger series of three parts: 
1. Ancient Indian Mexico / 2. Colonial-Christian / 
3. Revolutionary-Modern.” In effect, Tress had 
wandered into a career as a cultural anthropologist 
using the medium of photography, a project that 
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would continue in San Francisco and eventually led 
to a 1966 commission from a Swedish publisher of 
educational books and filmstrips to record African 
tribal cultures.  

      

Shortly after arriving in the Bay Area at the beginning 
of April, Tress wrote a letter to his family back east 
to record his initial impressions of San Francisco 
(page 6): “The city itself and especially Oakland is 
very clean and monotonous. Hundreds of little clean 
houses covering every square inch of ground in every 
direction. There once was a nice artists colony here 
at Sausalito but it has become like the village full of 
apartments and gift shops. There are still some curi-
ous bookstores and coffeehouses which have space 
for little photo shows. I am going to bring some of my 
pictures for the owners to see. Madeleine has a good 
basement that could be made into a darkroom or 
I will try and rent a place from another photographer. 
. . . For the next few days I am just walking around 
town taking pictures and visiting different places and 
parks and museums.”  

      

With a fresh infusion of funds from his father, Tress 
was able to move into the Bachelor’s Quarters, a 
boardinghouse for men on Grant Avenue at Vallejo 
Street, where he rented a small front room with a 
cupola overlooking the bustling neighborhood. The 
hotel was strategically located in the heart of North 
Beach, not far from City Lights Books, Caffè Trieste, 
and numerous nightclubs offering everything from 

jazz and flamenco to stand-up and strippers. While 
staying at the Bachelor’s Quarters, Tress took advan-
tage of the San Francisco Photography Center’s 
public darkroom in Duboce Park. There he spent 
long hours processing hundreds of negatives, print-
ing contact sheets, and making enlargements of 
pictures from his earlier travels in Mexico as well 
as his latest outings in San Francisco.  

      

On May 11 Tress wrote to his father with great 
excitement, having returned from a weekend trip 
with his sister to Mendocino, some 160 miles north 
of San Francisco. An article published a few months 
earlier in the Los Angeles Times had proclaimed 
Mendocino the “newest art colony” in the United 
States,13 and Tress was immediately attracted to its 
lively scene. He also ventured just up the coast to 
the small nineteenth-century lumber town of Caspar, 

5
Arthur Tress, Untitled (Girl with Butterflies, 
Mexico City), 1964; printed 1995.
Gelatin silver print, 10 x 13 in. (25.4 x 33 cm). 
Collection of the artist 

6
Arthur Tress, poster for the exhibition 
The Last of Caspar, 1964.
Gelatin silver print mounted on board with 
colored crayon. 14 x 11 in. (35.5 x 28 cm). 
Collection of the artist
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where he rented an old company 
cabin for ten dollars a month to 
use as a painting studio. Tress wrote 
again from Caspar on May 20: 
“Even though I came back from 
Mexico because I was tired of living 
in the country, here I am again in 
the country, but even more so.” 
He added a diagram of the tiny 
coastal village, indicating his studio, 
a twenty-by-twenty-five-foot cliff-
side shack that had electricity but 
no running water. Although he was 
ensconced in Ansel Adams territory, 
Tress had no interest in pure land-
scape photography; he focused instead on the 
indigenous population of rural laborers and their 
children. To satisfy the draft board, he registered 
as a summer student at the Mendocino Art 
Center, which counted among its faculty the painter-
printmaker Dorr Bothwell, though he never showed 
up for any classes. Initially Tress commuted back 
and forth to his room in San Francisco every few 
weeks by Greyhound bus, but as the summer wore 
on he spent more time in Mendocino. Eventually 
he vacated his cabin for a studio and living space 
on the second floor of the Mendocino Laundromat, 
where in a stairwell he installed an exhibition of his 
photographs called The Last of Caspar (figure  6 ).14  

      

The subject matter of the more than nine hundred 
negatives made by Tress in San Francisco during 

the spring and summer of 1964 breaks down into 
three broad categories: public gatherings, including 
civil rights and political rallies; portrait studies of 
San Franciscans (figure  7 ); and views of shop win-
dows, commercial signs, and architectural fragments. 
Often these categories overlap. In photographing 
events such as the Auto Row demonstrations, 
Tress was interested in recording passive bystanders 
as well as active participants. His candid images 
of spectators lining the streets of San Francisco, 
whether isolated or in groups, capture the distinctive 
fashions, expressions, and body language of the era. 
The frequent incursions of commercial logos and 
signage add to the contemporary flavor of the photo-
graphs, effectively fixing time and place.  

      

Although some of Tress’s street photographs could 
pass as documentary in nature, his artistic aspirations 

7
Arthur Tress, Untitled (Man Holding a Cat in 

the Bachelor’s Quarters), 1964; printed 2010.
Selenium-toned gelatin silver print, 

10 x 10 in. (25.4 x 25.4 cm). 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco 

8
Garry Winogrand, San Francisco, 1964, 1964.

Gelatin silver print, 11 x 14 in. (27.9 x 35.6 cm). 
Collection Center for Creative Photography
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often led him to disregard the strict rules of photo-
journalism. Tress freely crossed the threshold from 
documentarian to director, engaging with his subjects 
and instructing them to pose for the camera. For 
instance, at Coit Tower he directed a young woman 
wearing dark sunglasses to sit alongside a coin-
operated telescope that he carefully positioned to 
emphasize its humanoid characteristics (page 8). At 
the Legion of Honor museum, he staged a dreamlike 
scene by draping a musician friend, Joan Benson, in 
an oversize garment and having her kneel at the center 
of a classical colonnade (page 79). Outside City Hall 
he photographed a teenage boy holding up his draw-
ing of a hammer and sickle for the camera (page 68). 
Time and again, Tress indulged in capturing — and 
more often creating — visual non sequiturs, setting 
up offbeat juxtapositions of people and inanimate 
objects in a manner that prefigured his fully staged 
surrealist work of the 1970s and beyond.  

      

It is remarkable that Tress was able to capture 
so much of the flavor of San Francisco without 
directing his lens at any of its familiar monuments. 
His approach to the city was idiosyncratic, generally 
avoiding popular tourist sites (including clichéd 
photogenic attractions such as the Golden Gate Bridge 
and Chinatown) while favoring mundane locales like 
laundromats and coffee shops. Tress’s contact sheets 
reveal campaigns of roaming the city’s neighborhoods 
and photographing its material culture, the curious 
contents of shop windows and odd signage that 
caught his attention along the way. Tress fancied the 
irony of a dilapidated sign painted with an unappetiz-
ing doughnut and the word FRESH (page 86), the 
stridency of giant heads of square-jawed politicians 
smiling down from billboards (pages  28, 97 ), and the 
profound weirdness of a shop window displaying an 
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