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and raised; the United States has not seen 
that phenomenon.

Caldwell pays insuffi  cient attention to 
the variations in ideology among Euro-
pean Muslims, including the secularism 
of some immigrants who have struggled 
into the middle class. But he does ex-
plain deftly why the European and Amer-
ican stories are so diff erent. After World 
War II, Europe recruited unskilled labor 
from predominantly Muslim nations to 

rebuild war-damaged cities and indus-
tries. The host societies lazily and chau-
vinistically assumed that the imported 
workers would return to their homelands 
after a time. Instead, the Muslims settled 
into ethnic enclaves and brought their 
relatives. Why not? Europe’s generous 
welfare systems meant that even when 
jobs became scarcer, Muslim immigrants 
could subsist far better in London or Am-
sterdam than back where they came from.

The United States has enjoyed a more 
ambitious and, on the whole, more suc-
cessful breed of Muslim immigrant. 
Many came to America propelled by mid-
dle-class or professional families seeking 
to send their best and brightest to the 
States to attend university or to establish 
small businesses. Demonstrating a drive 
quite similar to earlier American immi-
grant groups—Catholics and Jews come 
to mind—Muslims succeeded in material 

P h o t o g r a p h s  p r e s e r v e d  a n d  r e s t o r e d  b y  B r u c e  J a c k s o n

 The faces haunt one—eyes gazing back at the lens with a res-

ignation so profound as to have passed beyond caring. These 

are unusual photographic portraits in which “the sitter has no 

interest in the photo, and the photographer has no interest 

in the photo,” says Bruce Jackson. 

“Yet these pictures show someone 

in a very vulnerable situation.” That 

situation is one of incarceration at 

Cummins Prison Farm in Arkansas; 

the portraits are ID photos taken 

of (and by) inmates between 1915 

and 1940. Sixty-two of the pictures 

are of prisoners from the Cummins 

women’s unit. With digital technol-

ogy, Jackson has restored the images 

and published 121 of them in a new 

book, Pictures from a Drawer: Prison 
and the Art of Portraiture (Temple 

University Press).

A well-known photographer, doc-

umentary filmmaker, and ethnogra-

pher, Jackson was a junior fellow at 

Harvard from 1963 to 1967, and is 

now SUNY Distinguished Professor 

and Capen professor of American 

culture at the University at Buffalo, 

State University of New York. One 

thing that makes these prison por-

traits striking, he explains, is that 

they violate certain conventions of 

“how we take photos and how we 

allow photos of ourselves to be taken. Most of us have a 

‘photo face’—women will show their teeth, men will stand up 

straighter. These pictures have a naturalness to them that is 

very difficult to acquire.”

Jackson acquired the pictures themselves quite easily. In 1962, 

he began an extensive body of work on prison as a cultural site, 

done primarily in Texas and Arkansas, that continued until 1979 

and yielded several books, numerous articles, two documentary 

films, plus phonograph albums and CDs. He 

researched African-American work songs in 

Texas prisons, where the commissioner al-

lowed him full access. Later he got similar sup-

port in Arkansas, where the prison system had 

become so dysfunctional that a federal judge 

declared incarceration there unconstitutional, because it repre-

sented cruel and unusual punishment.

In 1975, Jackson was at the Cummins Prison Farm on the last 

of his eight visits when an inmate who took identification pho-

tos motioned him into the room 

where he worked. The prisoner 

opened a drawer containing hun-

dreds of loose prisoner ID pictures. 

“Help yourself,” he said. Jackson did 

as he was told, stuffing photographs 

into his jacket pocket and, as he 

says, “stole” 178 small prints from 

decades past.

The photographs all had patinas 

that  often obscured the image. “Yel-

low, and not the charming yellow 

old photos get,” Jackson reports. He 

had to wait three decades until suf-

ficiently advanced digital technology 

(specifically, the CS2 and CS3 ver-

sions of Photoshop) allowed him to 

restore the images to viewable con-

dition. “Now, I can say: here’s this 

particular color band—let’s take 

it down,” he explains. But he did 

not remove scratches, fold marks, 

and deteriorations in an attempt to 

make the pictures look new. “These 

photos themselves are objects in 

time,” he explains. “Sometimes they 

are stained or ripped. The book 

shows both the prisoner’s face and the life the piece of paper 

itself has had.”

It is safe to say that the inmate photographers had no ego 

investment in their images, but the photographic documents 

they produced nevertheless have a lasting power. “Perhaps they 

didn’t know how to put a filter on a lens, or change the aper-

ture for a sunny or cloudy day,” Jackson says, “but they knew 

how to make a picture in that room.”           �craig lambert
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