ISLAND
TIME
Peter Cunningham’s photography
has taken him around the world, but
Grand Manan is his most enduring subject.
BY KATE WALLACE
PHOTOGRAPHS BY PETER CUNNINGHAM

The trio of boys down the shore, silhouetted by the noon
sun, appear to be holding lobsters.
“Let’s go see,” says the photographer Peter Cunningham,
following his typical curiosity and sociability across the
soggy low-tide beach at Ingalls Head, on Grand Manan.
We had been sitting on bouncing round buoys half-buried
in the sand, watching the tide come in out front of Peter’s
property, a small two-storey home with whitewashed
shingles and red trim built in the 1840s. An American with
a penchant for islands, he splits his time between Grand
Manan and New York’s Greenwich Village and has spent
half his life on this rugged, stunning refuge in the Bay of
Fundy.
Earlier we’d explored Lester Tate’s old fishing shed, circa
1922, where the late fisherman and long-time Cunningham
family friend would split and salt cod, rig lines and mend
lobster traps. Now it’s precarious, its floorboards gapped
and wonky, extending toward the sea via a warping wharf
of similarly silvered boards. Peter is hell-bent, in his quiet
way, on saving it. As he tries to figure out how to get the
aquaculture company that owns the shed to get involved
and fix it, he has propped it up with posts. It’s the same ad
hoc restoration effort he made years ago, trying to rescue

The southwest corner of
Grand Manan Island in a morning fog
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Peter taking photographs in a rising tide on the Ingalls Head
clam flat. Photograph: Ara Fitzgerald
Aerial view of Ingalls Head. Peter’s house is the red-and-white
property in the middle.
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the doomed Grand Harbour Lighthouse. Once visible across the
bay, it was brought down by a 2013 storm. Underneath the wooden
wharf, the palette shifts from grey to brown and green, thanks to
the seaweed, limp and glistening in the fresh air, clinging to the
piles.“My fantasy is to have an art gallery under here,” Peter says
from the cool, salty shade. “We’d have the opening at low tide. A
one-tide-only show. You get all kinds of ideas when you hang out
here.”
He leans on a massive cast-iron buoy he says was used during
World War II, to float U-boat nets in Halifax Harbour to guard
against German submarine attacks.
“This is the low-tide bar,” he says, resting a forearm on the chesthigh ball. “Sometimes we come down here at five and have a glass
of wine.”
Heading down the beach, the silhouettes are confirmed — those
kids have lobsters. As Peter approaches, the local boys, steeped in
island congeniality, introduce themselves.
“I’d shake your hand but…” the tallest one says, brandishing
a pair of wildly clawing lobsters. A few minutes later and $20
poorer, after chatting with them about their trapping technique
and regulations for fishermen under the age of 12, we are heading
back to Peter’s house for a seafood lunch complete with potatoes,
Swiss chard and onions from his garden.
“You leave the house and things happen,” he says.
Peter, his fiancée Ara and I, their guest, gather around the old
wooden table in the kitchen of his house, the second oldest in
Ingalls Head, and revel at the abundance a stone’s throw away,
the unbeatable freshness and flavour of the simple noon feast, the
kind of food upon which generations of Grand Mananers have
dined.
If the morning’s scenes have a sense of timelessness about them,
they are only part of the story of Grand Manan, which Peter sees
as a kind of microcosmic laboratory for the study of change. This
is an abiding interest that has taken on greater importance as its
rate only seems to accelerate, even on a remote, rocky, foggy and
wild island where many people still make a living from the land
and the sea, a place outsiders sometimes mistake as quaint.
Now 70, Peter has seen the evolution from handmade wooden
and woollen fishing gear to factory-made plastic and steel
contraptions, a shift from a hunter-gatherer economy to a
corporate, industrial one. Increasingly, he finds himself implicated
in the change, his Ingalls Head idyll disrupted by development.
“On all three sides we have corporate existence,” he says.
There is the constant hum of a lobster-tank house, a new
multimillion-dollar storage facility that can hold thousands of
the island’s most famous crustacean. Construction at a nearby
shipyard threatens a wild field of fireweed and grasses on the
south side of Peter’s house, and its expansion will see the house
next door — the site of his conception, according to Cunningham
family lore — torn down.

Just off the northeast coast of Grand Manan, sheep run free on Long Island. They feed on the grasses found along the rocks. In the autumn
there are 50 sheep, and after a long winter, 100 can be seen in the springtime.

“All my history is being physically wiped out,” he says. “I’m not complaining. Change is necessary. But it has to be done wisely.”
Change is the central concern of Disappearing Before Our Eyes, a hardcover book of pictures and text documenting Grand Manan’s natural
and social life that Peter published in the Spring. In it, he explores the
universal theme through the particulars of the island.
“Grand Manan is small and isolated enough so one can at least pretend to understand the change,” he writes in the preface. The book features paired photographs that create interesting visual conversations
between the images. The text is minimal, just a few sentences in most
places, guided by powerful section headings with multiple meanings.
“Dead Reckoning,” for instance, isn’t just an old navigational method
but a reference to lost ways of knowing or an embrace of the unknown.
The book is less a documentary project than a metaphor, “a way of
viewing what is a core issue for all of us: the loss of individual independence, and the loss of freedom and liberty which we used to claim as
our highest values,” he writes.
Things change and Peter, a Buddhist, is probably more attuned to impermanence than most. But even a meditative soul has its limits.
“You can have this enlightened attitude, but at the same time, your
particular life is going by and your memory of that field is now paved
over,” he says. “That’s your personal story.”
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FO R P E T E R , P R E S S I N G T H E
SHUTTER IS A MOMENT OF
CO N N EC T I O N — CO M M U N I O N
E V E N — B E T W E E N S U B J EC T
A N D O B J EC T , W H E N
T H E R E ’ S A N I D E N T I F I C AT I O N
B E T W E E N B OT H S I D E S O F
THE CAMERA. THIS FEELING
A N D P H I LO S O P H Y I N FO R M S
ALL HIS WORK, HOWEVER
D I S P A R AT E I T M AY S E E M .

Gannet Rock Lighthouse was built in 1831 and
abandoned in 2010, replaced by GPS.
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But it’s not all gloom. As he notes with trademark openness,
“New realities offer new opportunities. Things don’t always
work out as we expect.”
He gestures toward the expanding boatyard.
“I can go down and talk to the guys,” he says.
And he will. His days on the island are spontaneous and social.
Chats and visits and jaunts are his modus operandi. A day on
Grand Manan with Peter Cunningham has as much activity as
a week — a month? a year? — with anyone else.
His hybridity as both local and come-from-away grants him
unusual access to diverse pockets of island life. He is as easy
with expat artists who summer in architecturally dazzling
oceanfront homes as with the cashier at the convenience store.
They are his neighbours and friends, not just his subjects.
“He’s like an octopus,” says Ara, who has known Peter since
university. “He has tentacles everywhere.”
The diversity and sincerity of his attachments deeply
influence his photographs. He sees himself as a “participant
observer,” a term he learned as an undergraduate student of
anthropology at Wesleyan University in the late 1960s that
seemed apt to his art.
One of his mentors, the late great French photographer Henri
Cartier-Bresson, whom Cunningham assisted in 1975, taught
him to photograph not just with his eyes but his feet.
“Life is always moving,” Cartier-Bresson told him. “You can’t
stand still to make a picture.”
So he moves. This late August morning starts with the launch
of Fog Seeker, the white wooden dory named in memory of Bob
Cunningham, Peter’s late father, an American cloud physicist
who studied Grand Manan’s fog for more than 70 years. Bob’s
ashes are interred at Fog Heaven, the weather station on nearby
Kent Island where he kept daily weather records. His legacy is
celebrated at the Grand Manan Museum, an excellent repository of the island’s history.
As Peter ties the boat to his car hitch, a truck pulls up and the
driver, a middle-aged man Peter knows, leans out to say hello.
“Need a hand?” He gets out to help, leaving the truck parked
in the middle of the dirt road. He helps guide the dory as Peter
drags it behind his car to the shore.
These sorts of encounters occur constantly during two jampacked days of exploring the island. Busy as they are, they
don’t feel rushed.
“Wow! This is good fog,” Peter enthuses as we walk the vast

Clockwise from top left:
Miles Davis at The Bottom Line, New York in 1975
Dolly Parton at The Bottom Line, New York in 1977
Leonard Cohen at The Bottom Line, New York in 1974
Bruce Springsteen at Max’s, Kansas City in 1973
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beach at Ox Head, a quick detour before jumping into his old
Subaru wagon, pockets bulging with periwinkles and seaweed.
We’re making tracks for Dark Harbour, a dramatic cove on the
western coast where 100-metre-high cliffs cup a saltwater pond
sheltered by a massive, natural stone seawall. We are meeting
his friend Carly, a thirtysomething islander whose perfectly picturesque silver-shingled cabin is accessible by road only at low
tide.
Even in this wild pocket, things have changed. Up until the
1970s, it was more of a living community, with thriving industries
in herring, forestry and dulse, its world-famous product. Now
it’s mostly a place of seasonal summer camps and cabins.
But Dark Harbour still feels very removed from the hurlyburly of modern life. The clearest sense of time comes from the
tide, which covers the bumpy road when high. From the deck of
Carly’s off-grid cabin is a view of the sea.
The dulsers are coming in, the bottoms of their wooden dories
filled with damp burlap sacks of seaweed, including dulse and
nori that they’ve harvested down the coast. They winch the boats
up slipways on the seawall, hauling them over the brink and onto
the downslope where, once a vessel has gathered momentum,
the dulsers jump like sledders onto a toboggan, riding the dory
downhill before it slips into the clean, cold green water of the
pond at the bottom.
Over the next two days, the tour continues, to the dizzying cliffs
and lighthouse at South Head and to the seaside property of
friends whose garden — bounded by hand-built rock walls and
lush with fruits, vegetables and flowers — Peter calls “Tuscany
on Grand Manan.” There’s a trip up the road to see housing
being built for aquaculture workers and a stop where rockweed
is being unloaded from boats into an open-top transport truck
on the dock.
One of the most striking and special stops is Seal Cove, a fishing
village where Peter’s late friend the wealthy American eccentric
Michael Johannes der Baptist Karl Maximilian Heinrich Hugo
Zimmer turned a clutch of fish-smoking sheds into The Sardine
Museum and Herring Hall of Fame, a creative compound that
paid homage to the village’s history. A Harvard-trained architect
of hardy European intellectual stock, Zimmer barely worked in
that field, instead making an art of living well and creatively, his
experiments financed by the sale of a Picasso self-portrait and
royalties from his Austrian grandfather’s opera librettos.
When he died in 2008, Zimmer’s obituary in the New York
Times called The Sardine Museum and Herring Hall of Fame his
“last great project — a poetic environment, part museum, part
curiosity cabinet, part living memory.”
Grand Manan was a global sardine hub in its heyday, producing
some 80 percent of the world’s supply at its peak. At the height
of the industry, which used to involve the labour of almost every
man, woman and child in Seal Cove — and many other Grand
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Manan villages besides — there were more than one hundred
of these sheds across the island, where raw herring were transformed by smoke into delicious preserved food. In the several
smokehouses he owned, Michael’s approach was more playful
than preservationist, unconstrained by strict restorative concerns.
Peter wants to continue his late friend’s passion for preserving
the shingled buildings, not as frozen-in-time placeholders but
as historically significant sites that celebrate the past as their
uses evolve. He has visions of an artist’s studio or a writer’s
residency and is working with a group of locals and expats to
dream a new future for the site.
In the meantime, he has been busy getting ready for a couple
of Fall exhibitions of his early images of rock-and-roll and
jazz icons, including Madonna, Mariah Carey and Thelonious
Monk. Peter started making pictures in the early 1970s after
dropping out of Wesleyan in 1968 to follow his girlfriend, the
singer Janis Ian, on tour. They had met at a Vietnam War protest in Washington. He did the lighting, the first step down the
unpredictable path he has gladly kept to ever since.
In 1973 a buddy got him a job at Columbia Records, which
needed a photographer for a new in-house magazine. His first
assignment: the first publicity images of a then-unknown Jersey
boy. Peter was paid $25 for his pictures of Bruce Springsteen —
skinny, hoodie-clad and sparsely bearded at 19.
In October Peter’s work was part of a two-day anniversary
celebration of The Bottom Line, the landmark Greenwich
Village club where so many jazz and rock stars played. Hosted
by Paul Shaffer at New York’s Schimmel Center, the event
featured many of Peter’s images from the 1970s, a long list of
artists including Miles Davis, Dolly Parton, Roberta Flack and
James Taylor. “I had great passion for the subject,” he says. “At
the moment I was photographing them, I was in love with them.
I think these pictures have a sense of soul or love.”
For Peter, pressing the shutter is a moment of connection —
communion even — between subject and object, when there’s
an identification between both sides of the camera. This feeling
and philosophy informs all his work, however disparate it may
seem.
“My project has generally been about connecting my interior
life and these artifacts I make of my exterior life,” he says.
He doesn’t think of it as taking a picture.
“Take is the wrong verb,” he says. “I don’t capture moments or
scenes; rather it’s that the moment captures me.”
He’s not dazzled by fame or money, or hungry for either. Never
has been. His version of success is to not miss a meal and do
what he loves — and to be respected by people he respects.
“I’ve always swum with giants,” he says, and he could be referring to Cartier-Bresson, the rock icons he photographed in
their beautiful primes, the Zen masters he has met, the late

50

PETER CUNNINGHAM

Left top to bottom: Madonna in Soho, New York, 1982; Marvin Gaye at Radio City Music Hall, New York, 1983; Aretha Franklin at
The Grammy Awards, New York City, 1975. Right: Billy Joel in Jersey City, 1974

friend who saw art in a herring shed, or the late Grand Manan fishermen
who were like gods to him as a boy.
While going through early prints recently, he came across an old, signed
black-and-white headshot of Bob Dylan from Manny’s, the famous New
York music store. “Keep one eye closed at all cost,” Dylan had written.
“At first I just thought, ‘Oh, that’s a clever way to sign a picture,’” Peter
says. “And then it struck me: that’s a pretty good philosophy of what I’m
doing. It’s easy to stay on the surface; the overt content of a photograph is
the surface of things. But when I’m making a picture, I’m doing what Dylan
says: looking out and simultaneously looking in at what resonates within
myself. How does the outside connect to the inside?”
For Peter, his photographs are not isolated or static.
“Every moment is packed in the context of history,” he says.
Community, continuity and temporality are persistent, if sometimes subtle, concerns in his work. As are spontaneity, surprise, delight and openness.
“One of the solutions to wringing our hands about change is to be present to the reality of constant change,” he says. “ To act from a position
of fully realized presence is an empowering way to move through this
complicated world.”

Disappearing Before Our Eyes: Stories
from Grand Manan Island
by Peter Cunningham is available now.
Spirit In the Night: Photographs
of Performing Artists
by Peter Cunningham is currently
on exhibition in New York City.
petercunninghamphotography.com
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