The Things He Gave Me
and The Things 1 Took



The Things He Gave Me and The Things I Took is Ann Fessler’s artist’s book/memoir about her adoptive
father, Cliff. It is a story about loss and things left behind, from Cliftf’s unfulfilled dreams to the
humble possessions he treasured and passed on to Ann for safekeeping. It is a book about generational
legacy, keepsakes as a reflection of our values and identity, photographs that serve to both remember
and reconstruct our past, and vernacular books as containers of family and cultural history.

The book uses the story of Cliff’s life to address broader questions including:
* By what yardstick do we measure the life of an ordinary man?
* What is the impact of a parent’s unfulfilled dreams on the lives of their children?
* What role do photographs play in the stories we tell ourselves about who we are, or were?
* Whose stories are worthy of being recorded and preserved in archives/museums?
* What might amateur photographs contribute to the historic record?
* What is the difference between an object and a photograph in relation to memory and history?
* What is our responsibility for a parent’s treasured possessions after they pass away?



The Things He Gave Me
and The Things I Took

Ann Fessler

The book weaves together Ann’s writing about growing up with Cliff, photographs she made
of his possessions, photographs Cliff made throughout his life, pages from books passed
down within the family, and pages from Cliff’s hand-written financial logbooks, where he
obsessively recorded every penny he made, spent, invested, and saved.

Like many working-class men before him, Cliff was intent on giving his children what he
did not have himself, a college education. But ultimately, it was not his savings but a tragic

accident, that paid for Ann’s education in the visual arts.

Each book is housed in a unique clamshell box, designed to hold Cliff’s treasured objects.

Fessler Hreak
Count,




For a farm family, land and family are indivisible. Cliff was an all-state
track-and-field star in high school and was offered a full athletic scholar-
ship to attend college, but his parents wouldn’t let him go. They needed
him on the farm.

With his education cut short, he cultivated an interest in photography and
began making pictures of his father, mother, brother Vernon, and their life
on the farm.

He documented the draft horses and the sequence of tractors that ultimately
replaced them. Photography suited him. He was not a man of generalities.
He liked documentation and facts. He wanted to keep track of things and he
needed to see them on paper.

Cliff stayed on the farm for a year or two after high school and then he left
Iowa, his parents, and his brother, and headed west, taking jobs along the
way to pay for his travels. He wanted to see the country.

He would return to Iowa regularly to help with seasonal work, but he never
moved back to the farm.
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When Cliff settled down in Ohio, he began a life of responsibility like his parents before
him. He started keeping detailed logbooks where he would record his earnings, expenses,
savings, and investments. He would sit with paper and pencil and calculate his interest

way into the future.

When he bought a car he paid cash. Then he bought a logbook to keep track of the car.

When he married Hazel on January 1, 1944, he started a new, bigger logbook.
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One evening my brother and I were at a movie theater and an usher found us
with his flashlight and called us by name. He said there was an emergency.
When we got to the lobby my mother was waiting for us. By the look on her
face, I thought my father was dead.

As it turned out, through someone’s negligence at work, a tiny piece of metal
flew across the factory floor and lodged in my father’s right eye. When he
went to the hospital, they tried to pull it out with a magnet but it drove the
metal deeper into his eye so they replaced it with one made of glass. The
insurance company paid him a little money for “loss of a body part” and he
put it in a special savings account for my college education.

Years later, I was able to do what he was unable to do — go to college. And
though it must have seemed like a frivolous decision to him, he continued to
support me when I decided to major in art.



Long after I had moved away, on one of my infrequent trips home, my father
called me into their bedroom where he had an array of books and boxes
spread out on the bed. I recognized the items on display. They were the
things that meant the most to him, objects he had saved and treasured for
forty years. He gestured towards the bed and with very few words he gave
me my inheritance:

* Two rattlesnake skins from snakes he shot in 1935 while herding
sheep on horseback in the west

* A box with 9 rattlesnake rattles
* A shoe box containing petrified wood from his travels in Arizona
* An arrowhead he found along the way

* Four oversize leather-bound volumes of Shakspere’s Works: Comedies,
Tragedies, and Histories, and a volume illustrating the plays

* His mother’s German hymnal

* His mother’s Bible with funeral cards, obituaries of dead relatives,
pressed flowers, and newspaper clippings of Cliff’s athletic triumphs,
tucked between the pages

* His track and field medals

* A flag with 48 stars

* His father’s gold pocket watch



Cliff had always planned to travel when he retired, but his knees began to give
out. He was afraid that he wouldn’t be able to properly maintain the house and
land, so they moved to a condo, and that did him in.

He never had the opportunity to be alone. There was no field to plow, no bikes
to fix, nothing to be responsible for. He spent his days watching the news and
cursing at the TV. Near the end, he was moved to a nursing home where he did
more of the same.

As he grew old, the disappointments of his life increasingly filled the spaces

in him that had formerly been occupied by the traveler, the pilot, the inventor,
the photographer, the gardener, and the farmer. I think that’s why he saved the
things he gave me. They were proof of the man he once was. Maybe he favored
me because he knew I could still see that man in him.

I don’t know whether it ever occurred to Cliff that the loss of his eye made it
possible for me to learn to see. I know that’s not what he meant when he said,
“One day you’ll see. When you’re my age you’ll see.”

But here I am at his age, and it turns out he was right. The education that he
enabled taught me to see, and my belated gift to him is to use what I learned
to document and preserve my inheritance from him.
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Ann Fessler Biography

Ann Fessler is a non-fiction author, artist, and educator, with a wide-ranging practice that
includes photography, film, audio and video installations, and artist’s books. Her work brings
the untold stories of ordinary people into the public sphere where they can contribute to a
more expansive and inclusive understanding of history. The majority of her work over the last
30 years has addressed feminist issues and themes of family and adoption.

Fessler is Professor Emerita at Rhode Island School of Design, where she taught for 24 years
and served as both the Head of the Photography Department and the Director of the Graduate
Program in Photography. She is the recipient of numerous grants and fellowships including an
Artist’s Fellowship from National Endowment for the Arts, and a Radcliffe Fellowship from
the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard.

Her non-fiction book, The Girls Who Went Away (2006, Penguin Press), was chosen as one of
the top five non-fiction books of the year by the National Book Critics Circle, and was the
recipient of the Ballard Book Prize. She has produced numerous audio and video installations,
and three independent documentary films including A Girl Like Her (2011, Women Make
Movies, NY), which has been screened widely at colleges and film festivals and was subtitled
in five languages.

Fessler has produced seven previous artist’s books, including two unique bookworks, Michele’s
Prayer (1981), and Alphabetical Index: Descriptions of Rape Paintings from the History of Art (1994),
a 12-volume set. Her offset multiples include Guide to Coloring Hair (1982, Tyler Offset Press);
First Aid for the Wounded (1987); Water Safety (1989, Visual Studies Workshop Press); Genetics
Lesson (1992, Nexus Press); and A. H. Fessler’s Art History Lesson (1991), first published as an
insert in American Art (Fall 1991), a journal published by the National Museum of American
Art, Smithsonian Institution. All of Fessler’s artist’s books make reference to existing book
forms that are intended to educate, such as manuals, textbooks, and reference books.

Fessler’s books are in more than one hundred university and museum artist’s book colletions
in the United States and abroad, including the Museum of Modern Art, the Metropolitan
Museum, and the Whitney Museum in New York; the Tate Britain and Victoria and Albert
Museum in London.




