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Jay Blakesberg, Warfield Theatre, San Francisco, CA, 1980/2026.
Archival giclée print, 40 ¥ x 26 inches. © Jay Blakesberg / Retro
Photo Archive. Courtesy the artist, Retro Photo Archive, and David
Kordansky Gallery.

To be a Deadhead is to dedicate your life to explaining the unexplainable, thanks both to our evangelistic fervor and
to the music’s demanding, confounding nature. We're “like licorice,” Jerry Garcia said in a 1983 interview with MTV.
“Not everybody likes licorice, but the people who like licorice really like licorice.” A show of rare photographs, up in
expanded form at David Kordansky’s New York gallery after its first showing in Los Angeles, An American Beauty:
Grateful Dead 1965—1995 largely side-steps the Deadhead apologia and ever-appropriated iconography in favor of
the band’s weird, wide cast of characters and the evolution of their relationships —particularly the brotherly bond
of co-leads Garcia and Bob Weir—as the band’s sprawling, unclassifiable take on American music spiraled out of
the Acid Tests and into stadiums around the country over thirty years, ending with Garcia’s death in 1995. For fans
and the unfamiliar, it’s an efficient, thoughtful tribute with a heavy focus on the band’s radical days in the sixties.
For those willing to read between the lines a bit (or those committed to Weir’s posthumous proclamation that this
be a three-hundred, not thirty-year project) there’s something intimate, even moving about these glimpses into a
group of friends, outcasts, and poets as they pushed their financial, technical, and spiritual limits to create a form of
uncompromising, ever-changing, mass-participatory art that to this day is furthered by old-heads and newcomers
alike, transcending the atomization and nihilism of America’s past, present, and future.

Curated by longtime touring photographer Jay Blakesberg and his daughter Ricki, themselves indelible archivists
of both the past and present Dead scenes, the show is a rethinking of a 2024 presentation at the Venetian Resort

in Las Vegas on the occasion of Dead & Company’s “Dead Forever” shows at Sphere. (I was there, man.) Where that
exhibition concentrated on Blakesberg’s crowd-forward photography, going well beyond the nineties, the selections
here are all pre-digital, including a number of up-close portraits and candids from other noted Bay Area scene
photographers. While a handful of these shots are straight-up iconic, the Blakesbergs’s approach is firmly rooted

in the American documentary tradition, with new and recent high-definition prints of the 35 mm originals allowing
the photographers’ more intentional gestures to exist next to run-and-gun snapshots in a manner that’s closer to

a family album than a research project. This is especially true of the experimental 1960s, with shades of Vivian
Maier in the black-and-whites, but the massive jump in quality—like trading an audience tape for a soundboard
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recording —grants each decade its own presence and unitary cohesion. This palpable newness can be felt, lending at
times a primal urgency to these images and, occasionally, a sense of historic detachment not unlike scrolling through
the Blakesbergs’s archival Instagram account.

Ron Rakow, Grateful Dead performing in Golden Gate Park, San Francisco, CA, 1967/2026. Archival giclée print, 26 x 40 % inches. © Ron
Rakow / Retro Photo Archive. Courtesy the artist, Retro Photo Archive, and David Kordansky Gallery.

Taking a sharp left on entry at the earliest point—the gallery is laid out in circular, chronological fashion—we see in
Ron Rakow’s black-and-white Grateful Dead Posing on Potrero Hill, San Francisco, CA (1967/2026) the “founding
five” members: bassist Phil Lesh, keyboardist/vocalist Ron “Pigpen” McKernan, drummer Bill Kreutzmann, Weir,
and Garcia, obviously unsure what to do with themselves in a photoshoot. Lesh is pretending to be an airplane,
while Kreutzmann, who cut his teeth as a session player, puts on his best album-cover stare. Pigpen—at this point
the most famous member of the Grateful Dead —stands with his arms behind him, while Garcia and Weir seem to
cram themselves as far away from the camera as possible. Behind them is the city of San Francisco, with its pre-tech
bustle, density, and sense of opportunity palpable. We stay in 1967 as we head down the wall, with Rakow’s full-color
and black-and-white candids from the band’s shared 710 Ashbury house, Garcia with his longtime partner Mountain
Girl, and various shots of the band’s raucous free concerts in Elysian and Golden Gate Park. It’s not all sunshine and
rainbows, though: Elizabeth Sunflower’s striking Bob Weir in city jail, San Francisco, CA (1967/2025) shows the
band’s youngest and most kicked-out member, only nineteen here, leaning against jail cell bars with a smile after an
infamous SFPD drug bust. More photos introduce us to future second-drummer Mickey Hart and, in Rosie McGee’s
Jerry Garcia and Ken Kesey at Newport Pop Festival, Costa Mesa, CA (1968/2026), the band’s relationship to sixties
counterculture at large.

With the end of the sixties came seismic shifts for the group, beginning with the violence at Altamont (a concert the
Grateful Dead organized but did not play) and a heel-turn to the Americana-inspired folk-rock, which catapulted
the band as close to critical legitimacy as they’d ever get—including this show’s namesake, American Beauty (1970).
Rakow’s Jerry Garcia at the Chateau d Herouville, Hérouville-en-Vexin, France (1971/2026) shows Garcia, who’s
abandoned his somewhat goofy psychedelic looks for denim shirts and an archetypal beard, sitting as the band
prepares to play its first European concert (impromptu, of course). With the death of Pigpen in 1972, the band

had finally wandered away from its bluesy origins and into swirling, lyrical ballads in partnership with poet Robert
Hunter. Keyboardist Keith Godchaux —seen smiling on a date Deadheads will immediately recognize in Rakow’s
delightful Keith Godchaux in Veneta, OR (1972/2025)—and his wife, Donna Jean, join the band as Hart begins a
years-long hiatus after his father embezzled hundreds of thousands of dollars from the group. Weir hires a renegade
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cowboy/poet to draft his lyrics, and their bond quickly grows close (Andy Leonard’s Bob Weir and John Perry Barlow
in Marin County, CA [1972/2025]) as Weir cements himself as both a rhythm guitarist and an iconic lead vocalist.

By 1974 —a year to which most of the back wall is devoted —we see what many argue is both the peak of the Dead’s
technical prowess and its technical excess, with a look (in Kirk West’s Grateful Dead performing at the lowa State
Fairgrounds, Des Moines [1974/2026]) at the band’s custom thirty-six-foot-tall sound system, dubbed the “Wall of
Sound,” which simultaneously produced the world’s highest quality concert audio and nearly killed the Grateful Dead
for good. (Pick up a copy of Brian Anderson’s Loud and Clear [2025] for the many reasons why.) Beside it, Rakow’s
Phil Lesh performing at the Hollywood Bowl, Los Angeles, CA (1974/2025) is the coolest the composer/bassist ever
looked, the Wall towering behind him. My favorite image in the whole show is of Garcia playing with a film camera
shoved in his face— Leonard’s Grateful Dead filming The Grateful Dead Movie, Winterland Arena, San Francisco,
CA (1974/2025)—the results of which stand as both one of the greatest concert movies of all time and one of the
band’s costliest, lengthiest endeavors. Created to make money during the band’s post-Wall of Sound exhaustion
hiatus, Garcia—not a trained filmmaker—took on editing the hundred-thousand feet of film comprising 7%e
Grateful Dead Movie himself. For obvious reasons, the film did not release until three years later, when the band had
already reformed and was back on the road.

The last wall sprints through the late seventies and
into the eighties and nineties. Jon Sievert’s iconic
Jerry Garcia performing in Golden Gate Park, San
Francisco, CA (1975/2026) captures a rare moment
while the band was still technically on hiatus, while
Greg Gaar’s Grateful Dead performing at Winterland
Arena, San Francisco, CA (1977/2026) and Adrian
Boot’s haunting Gratefu! Dead performing at the
Great Pyramids, Egypt (1978/2026) highlight what
many Deadheads consider the band’s most potent live
periods. Blakesberg’s shots from the band’s fifteen
Warfield Theatre shows in 1980 are not to be missed,
particularly his exterior shot, Warfield Theatre,

San Francisco, CA (1980/2026), with a quote from
promoter Bill Graham: “They’re not the best at what
they do; they’re the only ones that do what they do.”  Jay Blakesberg, Deadhead at the Oakland Civic Auditorium, Oakland, CA,
‘We move to another wide Blakesberg stadium shot 1979/2025. Archival giclée print, 26 x 40 ¥ inches; edition of 3, with 1 AP
from 1982, before taste.fully skipping over the drl.lg- g’: é tsg : ﬁc‘m’ffﬁ%’:\%/ Kl?)?ér:nzxté ergrhyi_"e' Courtesy the artist, Retro
laden (and poor-sounding) years that led to Garcia’s

diabetic coma in 1986. By 1987, the band returns

in fine, sell-out form—including a tour with their personal hero, Bob Dylan—as seen in Bob Minkin’s Gratefu/
Dead performing at Giants Stadium, East Rutherford, NJ (1987/2026) and a lovely solo picture from Blakesberg of
keyboardist Brent Mydland, who was brought in to replace Godchaux and similarly burned as brightly. The nineties
get little representation beyond a Garcia-Weir action shot from the Shoreline Amphitheater, a hazy yet dazzling
stage photo from the Oakland Coliseum in 1991, and Blakesberg’s iconic portrait, Jerry Garcia in San Rafael, CA
(1991/2026) —to me a tasteful choice, given Garcia’s physical decline in the years leading up to his death in 1995.

For Deadheads, this is an obvious must-see, with the understanding you’ll have some general gripes (to name a few:
we don’t actually start in 1965, no Hunter, no Tom Constanten, no Vince Welnick), but still, it’s a voluminous and
enthralling look at a scrappy group of teens and twenty-somethings figuring it out in real time as they grow and
evolve into a technically sophisticated, stadium-filling group of forty-somethings—still somehow figuring it out in
real time. As mentioned earlier, I was particularly struck by what Jay and Ricki Blakesberg have done with images of
Garcia and Weir. To many, Garcia is both the band’s ringleader and mascot, Captain Trips. But for a new generation
of Deadheads—those who, like me, were born after the Garcia era— Weir has become the character I've felt more
kinship with. After Garcia’s death in 1995, old-school Deadheads took on “I saw them with Jerry” as a kind of mantra.
With the death of Weir in 2026, a new phrase has taken hold: “I saw them with Bobby.” Here, you can walk in endless
circles and watch these two men grow, together, into the legendary figures they’d become: Garcia, the folk-obsessive
turned music teacher turned guitar god, a kind of older brother for the band; and Weir, the baby-faced teen runaway
turned rollicking frontman turned cowboy mystic, who was always in Garcia’s shadow until he suddenly wasn’t. It
was in thinking about this that I encountered my one personal gripe: a small part of me, the part that knows the
story didn’t end in 1995, wished for a picture of an older Weir at the helm of Dead & Company (2015-25) as he finally
took ownership of the lead role and cemented himself as the band and community’s torchbearer. With Garcia, Weir,
and Lesh (whose presence is also felt throughout the show) gone—only drummers Kreutzmann and Hart remain—
that task now falls to the collective. Thankfully, Az American Beauty serves less as a comprehensive nostalgia

trip and more as a blueprint for how we might do just that. In that way, whether you’re on the bus or not, there’s
something here for anyone who believes in the life-changing power of art to glean. What a long, strange trip it’s
been, and will be.




