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I first encountered Ben Cricchi’s striking photographs in May of 2019
when the Columbia Art Center featured his work in an exhibit called
“Streets of Baltimore.”As I walked around the gallery and stood
before each portrait, I felt like I was meeting the people in the
photographs who were caught in moments of raw honesty. Close-up,
candid shots of men and women who live and work or simply survive
in twenty-first-century Baltimore. Not the people you’d see in the
gleaming lobbies of the Ritz or the quiet elegance of a chic restaurant.
These people were the ones you might pass by as they held signs
asking for help, or who scratched out an existence living in a tent
under the Jones Falls Expressway.And now their faces are preserved
for many to see, but, more importantly, to never forget.

Ben Cricchi was born in 1969 at St. Joseph’s Hospital in
Towson and grew up in Catonsville.As a child, he says he “was very
clever and very fast in thinking and in speech.”He remembers being
able to “run faster than anyone because I poured my soul into it.” He
describes himself as a nice kid who was friendly and “could have
bullied others but chose not to.” Ben explains by saying “I was bullied,
but at different times in my adolescence I was part of the ‘in kids,’ and
they bullied others. I consciously didn’t take part in this and knew that
it was wrong to prey on the vulnerable.” Cricchi attended Catonsville
High School, graduating in 1987. He went on to the University of
Delaware and graduated in 1991 with a degree in photography. For
the past thirty years, Cricchi has worked as a photographer and lived
in Paris, Hong Kong, and Baltimore, and his work has been widely
exhibited in galleries from NewYork to Rome.

Little Patuxent Review (LPR): Was there a defining incident that
cemented your belief in the power of photography?

Ben Cricchi (BC): Yes, during my senior year at Catonsville, I had a
creative writing teacher named Dr. Gary Blankenburg, who gathered a
bunch of us into a writing group. So I got in with all of those
people—it was a very heady experience.There was a real scene
around writing, especially with Dr. Blankenburg, but writing was a
challenge for me, even though I was part of his group.At the same
time, I had an art teacher named Keith Lauer. He was a wiseacre—
never revealing much about himself—and very stoic. Somehow I
found out that he’d witnessed his brother, aVietnam vet, commit
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suicide. I was fooling around with some photos and decided to
combine images of the sun peeking through bare tree branches and
superimpose the face of the Pope over the sun. I turned the page and
repeated the image in a corner, so the final print looked like the Pope
had tentacles coming out of his arms. I showed it to Mr. Lauer and
got a big laugh out of him.He called it “Pope in the sky with
diamonds.” In that moment, I knew that if I could make him laugh I
really had something. I realized how easy it was for me to tell a story
with pictures as opposed to words.

LPR:Was there a significant experience in college that galvanized
you to major in photography?

BC: I was good in math, so when I went to the University of
Delaware I majored in engineering. But by the time I got to my
sophomore year, I was rethinking my direction. Even though I was
doing well in math, I couldn’t imagine taking more and more math
courses. I was also good in English, but I didn’t read fast enough. I
think the turning point came one semester in an English class when
we read The Razor’s Edge byW. Somerset Maugham, a novel about a
man finding meaning after going through tough times.That same
semester, my history professor introduced me to Joseph Campbell’s
work via The Power of Myth videos with Bill Moyers.And all through
that series, Campbell kept repeating “Follow your bliss.”The
connection I made from those experiences was to set out on my own
course, as Campbell urged, and to travel and make photographs no
matter where that choice might lead financially.That’s when I
changed my major to photography.

LPR: When did you start taking pictures of people on the street?

BC: I met a woman after I graduated, and we moved to Paris in 1995.
I remember being inspired by the work of French photographer
Henri Cartier-Bresson, whose work had revolutionized photography
in the 20th century. He did the dance and he wasn’t there.That is to
say, he took photos in such a way as to not draw attention to himself
so he could get candid shots of people. So one day I went out into the
streets of Paris and took some photos of a guy on a bicycle. He was
Tunisian and, as the French say, from the “malgreb” (the former
French colonies of Morocco,Tunisia, and Algeria).Anyway, he saw me
take the pictures, hopped off his bike, and chased me down.He
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grabbed my camera, opened it up, and yanked out all the film.Then
he cornered me and shouted “Never take a picture without
permission again!”

LPR: Ben brought a large portfolio of his work, a mid-sized box of
prints, and a couple of smaller albums.As I leafed through the pages,
he told me the story of each shot.

BC: I took this picture (see figure 1) on the Rue de St. Denis—that’s
where the whores go. I just really liked the look on this madame’s
face, and she didn’t mind that I snapped a shot. But there was a man
nearby who yelled at me, ran me off, and called me a pédé, or pervert.
The cool thing about this photo is that I wound up getting it into a
show that was juried by Amy Arbus, the daughter of famed-
photographer Diane Arbus.

LPR: I turned the page, and Ben had another story.

BC: I nicknamed this picture “The Hat Guy” (see figure 2). His name
is Alexander Phillips, and my photo of him was featured in two shows
in Brooklyn, where I won first in show. I felt really great when this
shot was selected by the judge, Elizabeth Biondi, the head of visuals at
the NewYorker for fifteen years.Anyway, the man in the photo was
standing on the corner of North Avenue and Charles Street in
Baltimore. Biondi wanted me to tell a story about him, but I didn’t
have one. She was kind of exasperated with me because she said that
“The Hat Guy”was the anchor of the show.

LPR:You say this in your artist statement:“Society’s strata and the
remnants of an American apartheid still seethe below the surface of
Baltimore. Huge sections of the city still lie in rubble over fifty years
after the riots that ignited after Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination.
Baltimore consistently ranks as one of the most violent cities in
America. Like so many other ‘rustbelt’ cities, Baltimore lacks good
middle-class jobs that left the city when factory and union jobs left
Baltimore.This history is the story of late twentieth century America
with jobs shipped overseas where workers will work for pennies on
the dollar.”

As a photographer, what do you hope to add to the discussion
about how to help the people of Baltimore in more meaningful ways?
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Figure 1
Rue St. Denis, 1995
Silver halide negative and pigment print, 6" × 9"
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Figure 2
Alexander Phillips, 2014
Silver halide negative and pigment print, 7" × 9"
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BC: I want to humanize them. It’s so easy to vilify people, but if you
see the humanity in people, that’s a moral choice.That’s what God
wants from us. I’m sure of it.

LPR: Which of your photos most clearly illustrates that moral choice
for you?

BC: Here’s Lonnie (see figure 3)—and as you can see, he has a goiter
[enlargement of the thyroid gland]. He had some college education,
but he ended up living under Route 40 where it goes over Martin
Luther King Jr. Boulevard. I haven’t seen him around for over a year,
but it was his mental illness—probably schizophrenia—that was
responsible for him winding up homeless. He never got treatment.

LPR: Some of your work reminds me of Dorothea Lange’s images of
people during the Depression. Did she inspire you?

BC: Oh, yes, she was wonderful. I was actually thinking of her when I
took that photograph of the young mother holding her child at the
EdmondsonVillage Carnival (see figure 4).

LPR: What’s your process in taking the photos? How do you go
about getting such intimate, personal photos?

BC: It’s basically very simple what I do. I walk from corner to corner
asking for portraits. If someone says no, I just move on. I have a Hong
Kong story, a Baltimore story, and a France story.Mostly it’s me
greeting people respectfully asking for their portrait generally
unfettered. I’m good at it. I have the skill set.And it seems easier as I
age, as I think I’m less of a threat.

LPR: When I looked at your collection of images on the website
Social Documentary Network, the picture called “Marcel” (see figure
5) jumped out at me.What can you tell me about him?

BC: I was living in SoWeBo [Southwest Baltimore] at the time and
visitingThe Gypsy Café, a coffee shop on the corner of Arlington and
Hollins Streets.Marcel was a neighborhood boy who was always
getting into trouble with the shopkeepers. One day he came up to me
in the coffee shop and asked me if I could help him make a card for a
girl in his class who he liked. He was eight years old and didn’t know
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Figure 3
Lonnie, 2018
Silver halide negative and pigment print, 7" × 9"
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Figure 4
Mother and Child, 2006
Silver halide negative and pigment print, 11" × 15"
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how to write “I love you.”You can draw your own conclusion about
him—wherever he slept at night, his situation probably wasn’t the
best. It’s good that he trusted me.

LPR: What makes you decide to photograph one person over
another?

BC: I’m drawn to certain people who have something I want to
photograph.When I watched theWoody Allen movie Annie Hall, I
remember a scene where Allen’s character looks out the window and
sees a bunch of people partying at his neighbor’s house and then
decides to take Annie to bed.That scene encapsulated an aspect of the
human condition for me—we don’t want to be by ourselves.

LPR: I was particularly struck by this quote from your exhibition
extract at the Social Documentary Network:“I thirst for reflection
and deep contemplation.These pictures are an attempt to bridge the
gap of my heart and soul as an artist with who and what I see on the
streets of Baltimore today.” Can you say more about this quote? How
do you engage an audience with your photographs of the many
challenges that Baltimore is facing?

BC: I think about the author of The Last Temptation of Christ,
originally a book written by Nikos Kazantzakis. Paul Schrader
adapted the book to a screenplay, and then Martin Scorsese turned it
into a movie.The movie opens with this quote from the novel, where
Kazantzakis says,

the yearning, so human,
so superhuman, of man to attain God . . .
has always been a deep
inscrutable mystery to me.
My principle anguish and source
of all my joys and sorrows
from my youth onward
has been the incessant,
merciless battle between the spirit and the flesh . . .
My desire to be good, my desire to be bad,
and the battleground it’s fought on is my soul.
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I don’t have grandiose dreams, and I’m not a careerist. But I know
that if I follow my bliss my work can have meaning.
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Figure 5
Marcel, 1994
Silver halide negative and pigment print, 9" × 7"


