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BRYAN GRIGSBY

PARTING SHOT

Zen Clarity in Vietnam
BY BRYAN GRIGSBY

O

n May 6, 1968, as a 24-year-old U.S. Army photographer,
I experienced a moment of Zen-like clarity that galvanized
my choice of the camera as my brush, film as my canvas,
and all of life around me as subject matter.
While standing in the middle of a hot, dusty street in Gia Dinh,
a suburb of Saigon, I took a picture of a burning Shell Oil station,
which had just been the scene of a fierce battle between Communist
forces and soldiers of the Army of South Vietnam, three months
after Tet.
The building was engulfed in smoke and flames. The tall station
sign was partly destroyed—the “S” burned away, leaving only the
word “hell” surrounded in a dark field of billowing smoke.
The irony of that telling detail was not lost on me, and I took
the picture. It was as if a voice from another world had reached out
and said: “Look at me.”
From that moment on I was hooked. Since then, I have devoted
my photographic life to following that voice and the kinds of visual
manifestations it heralds.
Three hundred years ago Japanese Zen master Hakuin wrote a
koan—a kind of riddle—about the sound of the Single Hand, or
the Sound of One Hand Clapping. I believe he wrote it as an instrument to help his students cleanse their minds of traditional, linear thinking—and as a way of removing their sense of self when
approaching the world around them.
The problem is, the human mind is much too uptight and busy
with all that “Monkey Mind” business—labeling, classifying, judging
the world around it. Looking but never seeing. Listening but never
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hearing. Part of my search as a photographer has been to learn to hear
that one hand clapping and use the lessons it holds for my craft.
All this work eventually became a part of my personal twist on
recording “reality.” I learned that the camera had its own unique take
on the world, and that this small box that I held in my hands was
not always a faithful witness to the “facts” it was supposed to record.
Photographer Garry Winogrand said it best when he wrote, “I
photograph things not for what they look like, but for what they look
like photographed.” That simple statement really put the hook in me.
Early on I preferred using the wide-angle lens. This perspective
drew me in close to the action, and gradually my ideas about what
was the center of interest in the frame became more complex. Foreground and background became equally important and I became
aware that my visual reactions to situations were sometimes pivoting off a “something” that I was not always fully conscious of.
My contact sheets became little surprise packages, and I’d ask
myself: “Did I really see that? Where the hell did that come from?”
Fifty-plus years later, I am retired from a fulfilling career in photojournalism, one that took me to newspapers in Florida, Missouri,
and then to The Philadelphia Inquirer.
Occasionally, while photographing, I experienced bursts of creative excitement, flashes of insight and recognition when you know
you have captured something significant. Those moments have always sent a chill up my spine—the same chill I first experienced
many years ago on that hot, dusty street in Vietnam.Ω
For more about Bryan Grigsby and his work, see “Shooters: The
U.S. Army Special Photographic Office in Vietnam, 1962-74,” by
Xande Anderer, in the November/December 2018 issue. Pay special
attention to the issue’s cover. It’s Grigsby’s photo.

