Comunicato stampa n. 3, 17 Ottobre 2003

David Lees 

L’Italia nelle fotografie di LIFE

Firenze, Galleria degli Uffizi, Reali Poste, 19 ottobre – 30 novembre 2003

by Dorothy Seiberling

(former senior editor and art editor of  LIFE Magazine)

The end of World War II was, for David Lees, the beginning of a long and productive association with LIFE Magazine. By 1945 LIFE was the magazine of America, with a weekly readership of 22 million. Its photographic coverage throughout the war had made it indispensable to Americans, but even before Japan had capitulated, LIFE's editors had begun arrangements for a new "campaign" - photographing in color the famed frescoes of Benozzo Gozzoli in the tiny Medici Riccardi Chapel in Florence.

At that time, David had just returned to his home in Florence after eight years of military service and internment in Switzerland. Already a published photographer, David was recommended to assist the LIFE photographer, Fernand Bourges, in the laborious process of copying the paintings which, for every shot, required making separate exposures with four different color filters.

David quickly proved to be more than a photography assistant. He became translator, trouble- shooter, smoother, jokester. After the great success of the Gozzoli frescoes which filled 16 pages in LIFE's Christmas issue, David was asked to help in the photographing of Piero della Francesca's frescoes in Arezzo. By 1950, when he assisted the noted LIFE photographer, Dmitri Kessel, in covering the Biennale, he had become accomplished in the process of copying paintings and would often provide the images that were increasingly in demand as LIFE expanded its worldwide coverage of art and artists.

But David is a man o fheart, deeply responsive to the world around him. By 1951, LIFE tapped into his special talents, assigning him to cover the wedding of a girl in Passiano whose wartime American boyfriend "really came back for her." A simple story, but David's coverage ran for five heart-warming pages.

From then on, far the next two decades, David was kept busy covering Italian fashions, parties, elections, archeology, disasters, celebrities, the latest news and the timeless. His assignments were sometimes risky, notably when he accompanied a dare-devil American flyer who tried to land his sea-plane, loaded with his family, on the Red Sea. They were gunned down by Saudi Arabian forces but luckily escaped serious injury.

David was the photographer of choice when it came to gaining access to notable-and often elusive-residents of Italy. Re charmed scholars (Bernard Berenson), poets (Ezra Pound), artists (Manzù), and he became a familiar presence to a succession of popes: Pius XII, John XXIII, Paul VI, John Paul II. Whenever Paul VI encountered him, the pope would hail him in English, labeling him "the Florentine Englishman."

But David was more Florentine than English as was movingly demonstrated in his coverage of the flood that devastated the city in 1966. Though suffering from an illness, he rushed from Pisa in a military helicopter to record the overwhelming "drama" which, he felt, ~'could only be told by Dante." His memorable photographs were published in two major stories in LIFE and subsequently were circulated around the world by CRIA, the committee far the salvation of Italian art, as 

stunning evidence of the need far funds far the vast job of restoration. This was especially meaningful and gratifying to David who later wrote: "Florence is my city, and under the mud of that flood there is a large piece ofmy heart."

Fortunately, David's work was not limited to Italy. For LIFE's massive issue on the Bible, December 1964, David retraced the fabled steps of Abraham and Moses. He travelled to the vast and barren stretches of ancient Mesopotamia near Haran (now in Turkey) where Abraham had dwelled with his wife Sarah. To David it seemed like "the end of the world. There was nothing-and there was everything." Re caught tbis dichotomy in a dimly glowing landscape where shadowy figures engaged in their age-old tasks by the light of dawn-or the setting sun. Then for the climactic encounter of Moses with God, David trekked to the Sinai mountains and spent several nights waiting, kneeling behind a rock to catch the first rays of the sun as they burst from a peak like a mighty voice from the heavens.

In addition to his work far LIFE, David received many assignments from LIFE en Espanol, LIFE International, and Time-Life Books. His photographs of Iran and Greece are among his most monumental. But the project he undertook on his own-Spain and the poetry of Garcia Lorca-produced some of his finest and most imaginative works. These images, capturing that land of "violent contrasts," of fierce passions and disarming sweetness, were masterfully attuned to the vibrant words of the great revolutionary poet. This photo-essay was published in both the Spanish and international editions of LIFE and subsequently in publications all over Europe.

By 1972 when the mighty publication LIFE carne to an end, done in by the flashing screens of te1evision, David's work had appeared in more than 100 issues of the national and international editions of the magazine. He was a prized member of the photographic team. And, especially, he was beloved for his engaging, simpatico, passionate and gentle spirit. His mother, Dorothy Nevile Lees, described him well in the delightful poetic saga she wrote about the filming of the Benozzo Gozzoli frescoes in 1945:

"Then there's David; there's a boy…

Knows the people, knows the town;

Gets things done and smoothes things down…

Keen to work and glad to play,

Always knows and finds a way.

Serious, merry, full of fun;

Gets things going, gets them done.

Lots of heart and lots of brain;

A1ways eager to attain.

Artist born and artist bred,

Uses both his hands and head."

What a wonderful ambassador for LIFE to the world!
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