
L E I C A  C L A S S I C 

Richard  
Sandler
T H E  EY E S O F  T H E  C I T Y

Equipped with a Leica, he 
has been photographing 
New York City every day for 
over four decades. Now the 
fruit of his labours can be 
found in a new photo book.
Sandler’s pictures offer a di-
rect impression of New York 
City at a time when it was 
still loud, dangerous and full 
of contradictions.

Sign of the times: back in the day, the New York subway was completely covered in graffiti 
offering endless discoveries for the photographer. CC Train, NYC 1985
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Spontaneity and a strong sense of the moment: time and again Richard Sandler captured the contradictions of the city, always taking 
note of the smallest details, like in the picture on the right where the beggar’s Hungry sign is seen opposite the advertisement poster 
where Feed Me has been written across Kate Moss’s stomach. Skybo 7‘8“, 5th Ave., NYC circa 1987; Feed Me/Hungry, E. Village/57th St., 
NYC 1993; Tremont St., Boston, 1978; 5th Ave. & 55th St., NYC 1994; Bloomies Gal, 3rd Ave., NYC 1978 (clockwise from the top)
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Back then everyone 
wanted to go to the 
most famous nightclub 
in the world; founded 
in 1977, Studio 54 still 
remains a glitzy sym-
bol of the eccentric 
and hedonistic life of 
the late seventies and 
eighties: Waiting Line, 
Studio 54, NYC 1981
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Sandler always photographed with Leica cameras. The initial IIIf was exchanged for an M2 in 1978, and in 1983 he added an M4P. 
He still continues to photograph with both cameras to this day, as they always allow him to take both direct and discreet street 
photographs. East Village, NYC 1996; E. 34th St., NYC 1980; Two Faces, 5th Ave., NYC 1989; St. Patrick’s Parade, 5th Ave., NYC 1990 
and Black Nannies/White Tykes, SoHo, NYC 1982 (clockwise from the top left) 
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“When I’m shooting, I’m trying 
to get under the skin of the 
time I’m living in, to make some 
sense of it, and my artist’s role 
in it.” W. 32nd St., NYC 1983 
(left) and Two Dudes, 8th Ave., 
NYC 1989 (right)

You will be searching in vain if you 
look for Richard Sandler’s name in the 
great compendiums of street photog-
raphy. In spite of that, the New York 
photographer is considered one of  
the classic proponents of the genre. 
This makes the first publication of his  
pictures in a great photo book all the 
more noteworthy. Maybe having a 
certain distance from his images was 
the necessary key to rediscovering his 
life’s work. The Eyes of the City brings 
together a collection of photographs 
taken between 1977 and 2001, most  
of them captured in New York, with 
just a few taken in Boston. This is 
appropriate because the photographer 
knows the metropolis like the back of 
his own hand. He was born there in  
1946, grew up in Queens and was 
already exploring the streets of Man-
hattan as a child. “I just loved being 
out on the streets. Everything hap-
pened on the street.” Though he was 
interested in photography at an early 
age, a few decades would pass before 
he acknowledged it as his calling.  
Two encounters were to play a decisive  
role in his development as a photog-
rapher. The first was his meeting with 
Mary McClelland, who not only  

gave him her Leica IIIf in 1977 but  
also showed him how to develop film 
in the darkroom located in the house.  
At that time, Sandler was a lodger in 
the home of Mary and her husband, 
David McClelland, a renowned moti-
vation psychologist and Harvard 
Professor. “And so I hit the streets and 
started shooting,” Sandler remembers. 
It was the perfect start for the talented 
young man: the rent was low and the 
guest list at weekly dinners was like a 
Who’s Who of prominent intellectuals 
from the seventies, from Buckminster 
Fuller and Gregory Bateson to John 
Cage. It is hardly surprising then, that  
Sandler dedicated The Eyes of the City  
to his photographic initiator, Mary 
McClelland. Sandler’s second encoun-
ter was even more significant: “That 
summer, 1977, I took a weekend 
workshop with Garry Winogrand and 
it changed my life. I think I learned 
almost everything I needed to know  
in those three brilliant days with him.” 
Until that time, Sandler had been 
working as a macrobiotic cook and an 
accredited acupuncturist, however, 
“After many years of ‘doing things for 
others’, I wanted to do something just 
for myself. That’s when photography 
became my obsession.”

Sandler’s photographs are direct 
and ruthless. They have the ability to 
draw the viewer back to the  ! 
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THE EYES OF THE CITY

RICHARD SANDLER
FOREWORD BY DAVE ISAY     AFTERWORD BY JONATHAN AMES

final decades of the 20th century.  
“The photographs depict a crazy time 
that’s still in limbo: too young to rep-
resent a historical record of the fuzzy 
past, and way too old to resemble 
contemporary culture, now moving 
at warp speed. They reveal a time just 
before the proliferation of computers, 
cell phones, pods, pads, digital cameras 
and the internet: there was no way to 
filter the realities of the broken city, 
and there was no refuge in virtual space.  
For better and for worse one was sim-
ply ‘on the street’ in public space.” 
Even to this day, the energy that drove 
the photographer can be felt when 
viewing his photos. He stepped right 
into the middle of the lives of everyday 
people, revealing all the societal and 
social contrasts that clashed on the 
streets of New York City. He looked 
into the tired faces of people on the 
subway at a time when the carriages 
were still completely covered in graf-
fiti. He saw the beggar just as clearly  
as the lady on a shopping spree, show-
ing o! her fur coat. “Crime and crack 
were on the rise, rents were cheap, 
and tourists didn’t come here. Times 
Square and East Village streets were 
drugged-out and dangerous, but they 
were also home to thousands of artists 
and dozens of art galleries and music 
clubs. In mid-town the gaudy rich 
wore furs in unprecedented numbers, 
Ronald Reagan was president and, like 
now, ‘greed was good’. To some, the 
New York City of the recent past was  
a hell on earth, yet to others it was one 
of New York’s most fertile artistic peri-
ods. For me, the eighties streets were a 
photographic celebration and I danced 
with the city’s ghosts. I shot 4–5 rolls  
of film nearly every day.”

With the distance created by sev-
eral decades, the photographer takes 
a new look at his work and considers 
the delay in publication was a positive 
thing. “I’m glad I took this long. All  
the projects in my life have taken a long 
time. The longer a project takes,  

the deeper it gets.” It was not easy 
to make selections for the recently 
completed book because of the sheer 
number of pictures to review com-
bined with the need to find the right 
tone and a certain rhythm for the flow 
of the images. Working with editor 
Régina Monfort, who developed the 
sequence with Sandler, was decisive. 
Asked what he feels when he looks at 
his work today, his judgement is rather 
critical and melancholic. “What moves 
me especially, looking at my book now, 
is the fact that in those days people  
on the streets were present and awake: 
like it or not they/we had to bathe in 
the comforts and terrors of the ‘human 
sea’.” Mobile phones – which give the 
impression that nearly every pedes-
trian is remotely controlled – had not 
yet put in an appearance. From the 
photographer’s perspective, the streets 
of New York have become consider-
ably less interesting.

The publication of the book coin-
cides with Sandler’s decision to leave 
the city. “The book was my epitaph 
to my New York life: to the NYC of 
old, and eventually to myself. I’m just 
happy to get out, to be in nature more, 
and to be in the mountains,” the pho-
tographer says. He currently lives in 
the Catskills about two hours drive 
from Manhattan. Yet referring to it as 
an epitaph is probably a bit too mel-
ancholic; after all, the photographer is 
on the go now just as much as he ever 
was. Consequently, he quickly cor-
rects himself and says he would prefer 
the book to be seen as a eulogy to the 
life he led back then, which includes 
sweetness as well as sadness. “I don’t 
miss NYC because it has fundamen-
tally changed: nowadays, it’s all about 
money, and only rich people and their 
children can live there, and those peo-
ple are dull and boring. Street life in 
NYC has lost its ‘juice’ and is actually 
not so interesting any more. Sure, one 
can still take pictures on the street that 
reflect this time, but for me it’s a case 
of ‘been there, done that’ and I don’t 
want to repeat myself. These days I’m 
primarily a film maker anyway, though 
I still carry around my Leicas and take 
photos every day.” ULRICH RÜTER

R I C H A R D SA N D L E R
Born in 1946, Sandler grew 
up in Forest Hills. Before  
discovering photography,  
he studied acupuncture from 
1971 to 1973 in Kenilworth, 
England, with the renowned 
teacher J.R. Worsley. 
Prior to that he worked as  
a macrobiotic chef in Boston, 
Massachusetts, and he was 
part of an initiative promot-
ing the distribution of organ-
ic produce in the USA. 
As of 1977 he began to work 
as a self-taught street pho-
tographer. Since then he has 
documented life in New York 
City, not only photographi-
cally but also as an independ-
ent filmmaker. Today he  
lives in the Catskills in New  
York State. The Eyes of the 
City is his first comprehen-
sive monograph.

THE EYES OF THE CITY 

180 pages, 116 black and white pictures; 
with a foreword by Dave Isay and an  
afterword by Jonathan Ames; published  
by powerHouse Books

EXHIBITION ! In October 2017, the Leica 
Store in New York City is presenting a  
selection of works by Richard Sandler. 

RICHARDSANDLER.COM
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