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The Seventies
The Impact of American Photography

Over 300 black and white photographs from the 70’s create d by 30 
American artists are on display at the Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
“The BnF holds about 3,000 historical prints that were acquire d or 
generously donated; they were colle cted thanks to the collaboration that 
has been strengthened with each passing year b etween the artists and 
the BnF for nearly 40 years. Today, this rich collection allows us to pay 
homage to a generation of American photographers whose works brok e 
with photography as it was conceive d in the same period. They used their 
talents to serve an inventive and subversive form of aesthetics”, says 
Bruno Racine, President of the BnF.

In 1971, an exhibition devoted to young and little-known American 
photographers was organised at the Bibliothèque Nationale. Their works broke 
with photography as it was conceived in Europe, and with the « humanist » 
trend that prevailed at that time.
Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, Garry Winogrand, and many others initiated, in a 
personal way, unique developments in the art of photography, making the most 
of its many possibilities without any a priori thoughts. Far from pictorialism, 
at a distance from the document in its pure form, they did not break however 
with the rich heritage represented by Walker Evans, Harry Callahan or Aaron 
Siskind, from whom they had sometimes received teaching.

Portraits (20 photographs by Diane Arbus), landscapes (by Paul Caponigro, 
Lewis Baltz or Joe Deal), photographic experiments (by Duane Michals or Leslie 
Krims) on display, find an echo in the street photography by Garry Winogrand, 
William Klein, Bruce Gilden, in Larry Clark’s marginal heroes, the quirky humour 
of Bill Owens and Ken Graves, or Ralph Gibson’s sophisticated style.
The whole is surrounded by a dreamy and fantasized atmosphere, a key-
element in the anglo-saxon heritage represented by Ralph Eugene Meatyard, 
Arthur Tress or Joel Peter Witkin. 

This exhibition aims to disclose the daring aspect and vigour or the artistic 
gesture, and to show the astounding sense of freedom which, at that time, 
swept stereotypes away and keeps influencing the postmodern conception of 
photography. The heirs of this artistic movement are the many photographers 
who claim to be the followers of Diane Arbus, who examined and applied 
William Klein’s aesthetic choices, who try to capture truth through scene shots, 
like Barry Winogrand or Bruce Gilden, or through a research on body shapes, 
like Joel Peter Witkin...
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Louis Faurer
New York City. Accident, Lexington avenue between 51st 
and 52nd street, 1952
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
©Louis Faurer
FORBIDDEN ON WEB PUBLICATION

Jeffrey K. Silverthorne
Ugly Pat, 1972
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la 
photographie
©Jeffrey K. Silverthorne

Mary Ellen Mark
USA. Alabama. Anniston, Woman in 
training, 1977
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la 
photographie
PUBLICATION LIMITED LESS THAN 1/4 
PAGE
©Mary Ellen Mark

Garry Winogrand
USA, New York, 1972
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© The Estate of Garry Winogrand, courtesy Fraenkel 
Gallery, San Francisco

Charles Harbutt
USA. Bride in church basement, 1965
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Charles Harbutt

Garry Winogrand
USA, Californie. Los Angeles,1969
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© The Estate of Garry Winogrand, courtesy 
Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco

Larry Clark
Teenage lust, 1983
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Larry Clark

Larry Fink
Sans titre, 1977
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
©Larry Fink

Bill Owens
Série Suburbia, 1973 
“I enjoy giving Tupperware parties in my home...”
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Bill Owens



Bill Owens
Série Suburbia,  1973 
“We are really happy …”
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Bill Owens

Charles Harbutt
New York. Park Avenue. Corporate buildings, 1970
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Charles Harbutt

Joe Deal
The Fault zone. San Bernardino. California, 1978
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Joe Deal

John R. Gossage
Untitled, 1980
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© John R. Gossage

Lee Friedlander
Tucson. Arizona, 1975
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Lee Friedlander, courtesy Fraenkel Gallery, 
San Francisco

Ralph Gibson
Série Déjà Vu, 1972
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la 
photographie
© Ralph Gibson

Ralph Gibson
Série Déjà Vu, 1972
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Ralph Gibson

Arthur Tress
Série Shadow, 1975
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la photographie
© Arthur Tress

Ralph Eugene Meatyard
Romance  from Ambrose Bierce #3, 1962 
©The Estate of Ralph Eugene Meatyard, 
courtesy Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco

Kenneth Josephson
USA. Wyoming. The Teton range, 
1971
BnF, dpt des Estampes et de la 
photographie
© Kenneth Josephson/Higher 
Pictures courtesy Stephen Datier 
Gallery



The 320 American photographs on display were chosen among a collection counting 
over 3,000 prints produced in the 70’s and kept at the BnF’s Prints and Photographs 
Department. They make up a collection that is still little-known.

Since 1851, when the first photograph entered the Department, the collection had 
been closely centered around works created by French artists. It already included 
several million pictures when photography became obviously a universal medium; 
then, it was necessary to open up the collection to foreign artistic creation. Between 
1851 and 1968, the majority of works kept at the Department were created by French 
photographs or artists living in France; on the contrary, the 70’s decade was marked by 
the opening to foreign artists, especially American artists. Actually, from the mid-60’s, 
both American specialists and the general public realise « the passion » they might 
have, as Gilles Mora says, for American photography. The birth of a new generation of 
photographers acted decisively on the fact that photography became one of the most 
popular forms of artistic expression in the 70’s decade. These artists are now famous: 
Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander or Garry Winogrand who will be, according to John 
Szarkowski, the influential curator of the MOMA (New York), « the main photographer 
of his generation ».

In 1969, the first photographs by Diane Arbus, that had been printed by the artist 
herself, were partly acquired by the BnF; however, the majority of pieces was donated 
by the artist. In June 1971, the exhibition set up at the MOMA by John Szarkowski 
and entitled « New Documents » was presented at the photo gallery (located at 
that time 61, rue de Richelieu), under the title “Nouvelle photographie des U SA”. 
It was the opportunity to discover not only the works by Diane Arbus but also the 
ones by Lee Friedlander, Garry Winogrand, Jerry N. Uelsmann, Paul Caponigro... The 
relationships between the BnF and the artists strengthened over the years and 3,000 
prints covering this period of time were added to Diane Arbus’s twenty prints that had 
originally entered the Department. The collection did not only open up to American 
photographers but also to the works by artists from all over the world. As a result, it 
includes the works by very different artists such as Mario Giacomelli, Manuel Alvarez 
Bravo, Eikoh Hosoe, Martin Chambi...

Until then, the collection had been enlarged in a one-dimensional and ethno-centered 
way; from then on, it became widely opened to foreign countries’ artistic forms of 
expression. As early as the 17th century, prints from foreign artists had entered the 
Department; so, the enlargement of the photographs’ collection embodied a long-
anchored wish for diversity. It seemed essential to become aware of the free flow of 
artistic forms and currents, but also to consider the enlargement of collections from a 
multi-dimensional point of view. Then, it is easier to understand stylistic transformations, 
the break-up of depicting codes, the decay of pictorial or humanist subjects: visitors 
just need to consider the whole collection of photographs collected.

The BnF’s Collection of American Photographs



Exhibition path

The exhibition is divided into six major sections. In some cases, the sections might 
include subdivisions; they also follow one another and reply to each other.

20 portraits are presented that were printed and chosen by Diane Arbus to be part 
of the collection, as well as landscapes by Paul Caponigro, Lee Friedlander, Lewis 
Baltz or Joe Deal, and photographic experiments by Duane Michals or Leslie Krims. 
These works echo to the « street photography » by Garry Winogrand, William Klein 
or Bruce Gilden, to Larry Clark’s fringe heroes and Bill Owens’s unconventional view 
of average people, but also to the humour of Larry Fink and Ken Graves or to Ralph 
Gibson’s graphic research. The exhibition is surrounded by a dreamy and fantasized 
atmosphere, a key-element in the Anglo-Saxon heritage represented by Ralph Eugene 
Meatyard, Arthur Tress or Joel Peter Witkin.

Section 1 – Some pioneers
Harry Callahan, Walker Evans, Louis Faurer, Robert Frank
The publication of « The Americans » made Robert Frank a pivotal figure in the 
development of a new approach to photography connected with unfettered aesthetic 
choices. However, Harry Callahan and Louis Faurer had earlier begun to develop 
some new photographic effects through anarchic layouts, the use of an exaggerated 
grain, fuzziness, complex spaces, subjective points of view... This section allows to 
grasp the notions of break and continuity existing between the canonical model as 
seen by Walker Evans and the same type of topics treated by Robert Frank, Louis 
Faurer and William Klein. These works are included in the « street life » section.

Section 2 – Snapshot influence
« I believe that, in the future, photography will develop far beyond the works inherited 
from the most famous photographers, whether it be Edward Weston, Cartier-Bresson 
or any other photographer » declared John Szarkowski in 1962, expressing a point of 
view that will be shared by 60’s photographers.
They will focus on everyday reality and borrow with genius the awkward effects 
used in snapshots: ambient light, spontaneous choice of topics, unfettered framing, 
unconventional layout, and above all, a new concern for topics and characters 
belonging to ordinary life.

Portraits
Diane Arbus, Mary Ellen Mark, Jeffrey K. Silverthorne
20 photographs printed and chosen by Diane Arbus herself to be part of the BnF’s 
Prints and Photographs Department constitute the core of the section. They fully 
reveal her privileged relationships with subjects, her open-mindedness and her skill 
in producing bewilderment through the use of square formats.
Jeffrey Silverthorne, like Larry Clark, takes an interest in people on the fringe of 
society. The work he achieved at New York mortuary is, in many respects, the one of 
a pioneer and was often imitated without being referred to.

Street life
Bruce Gilden, Charles Harbutt, William Klein, Leonard Freed, Lee Friedlander, Burk 
Uzzle, Garry Winogrand
William Klein’s creative and rough manner in a series devoted to New York finds an 
echo in disrupted layouts by Garry Winogrand who obsessionally focuses on the 
confrontation with reality in megalopolises. This theme was also a favourite one for 
photoreporters among whom Bruce Gilden, Leonard Freed or Charles Harbutt who 
were members of the Magnum Agency.



Wild side
Larry Clark
The photographic work by Larry Clark whose films disclose a fascination for teenage 
years, is above all a photographic autobiography. He takes pictures of the close friends 
with whom he shares an unfettered life. Even though the publication of his book 
« Tulsa » (1971) first seemed to be shocking, it was above all the vibrant and sincere 
story of young people adrift in a small and peaceful city in the American Middle-West. 
The power of pictures comes from his personal commitment to the marginal life that is 
portrayed without any documentary alibi or compromise. The impact of « Tulsa » might 
be compared to the one of « The Americans » by Robert Frank.

Parties
Larry Fink, Leonard Freed, Charles Harbutt, Garry Winogrand
Larry Fink’s and Garry Winogrand’s behaviors consist in wrecking the organisation of 
futile social whirls. Infiltrating cocktail and society parties, they take flash photos and 
capture the moment when social stereotypes fail, unveiling human nature behind the 
masks. Rather than a rough description, the photographic gesture becomes an ethical 
responsibility.

Average people
Ken Graves, Leslie Krims, Bill Owens, Burk Uzzle
Bill Owens focuses on the living conditions and way of life of the American lower 
middle-class, avoiding caustic criticism. Amateur photography, combined with a quirky 
humour, is always implicitly referred to without any contempt. The interviews that 
accompany Bill Owens’s pictures recall the life of average people depicted in the short 
stories by Raymond Carver.
In the series entitled « Deerslayers », it seems that Leslie Krims chooses the 
documentary genre. However, his tendency to provoke reactions will lead him to act 
as a director, organising photographic situations. The average cultural and ideological 
stereotypes feed his satirical point of view, being an opportunity to ruin systematically 
the image of the American way of life.
To these photographers, oddness emerges from ordinary life, which makes it all the 
more disturbing.

Section 3 – Geometry and space
Tom Drysdale, Charles Harbutt, Burk Uzzle
Towers, window panes, concrete, steel, scriptural signs or pictograms: in Uzzle and 
Harbutt, the structure of American cities or megalopolises is an opportunity for a formal 
research that leads to a rhetoric about the urban space. Drysdale explores the same 
field, using an even more unadorned style.

Section 4 - Landscapes
Minimal landscapes
Lewis Baltz, Joe Deal, Ed Ruscha
Landscape photos as seen by the « new topographers » disclose a style that combines 
the following distinguishing features: frontality, seriality, promotion of vernacular 
subjects in place of mannered effects. In Lewis Baltz or Joe Deal, landscape 
photography goes hand-in-hand with a critical analysis about environmental changes 
and the obvious ecological impact connected with the development of urban housing. 
Walker Evans had earlier laid stress on the notion of « stylistic anonymity » that these 
photographers make their own. Ed Rusha had made the most of it in the « Twenty six 
gasoline stations », clearly adopting the most ordinary technical and referential point 
of view.



Nature and gardens
Paul Caponigro, Lee Friedlander, John R. Gossage
These three artists, who focus on landscape photography, free themselves from Weston’s 
heritage. The untidiness of the natural environment is presented as a whole: the interweaving of 
different backgrounds, the volumes, the entanglement of plants and minerals are shown in an 
apparently surrounding disorder; this is an opportunity to create a geometrical and structural 
organisation that is purely photographic. Friedlander who admired both Atget and Walker Evans 
founds a new way of considering landscapes, which is plainly expressed in his portfolio, « The 
American monument ».

Section 5 – Material and form
Mark Feldstein, Ralph Gibson, Ken Josephson, Ray K. Metzker
Ralph Gibson’s work is a continuation of the main innovative points of view in the field, also 
known as the « New Perception » or Bauhaus. In Europe, some distinguishing features made 
it rapidly identified such as the careful attention devoted to graphic details and printing, and 
the always underlying intellectual references. The research and experiments achieved by Ken 
Josephson or Mark Feldstein also convey the artists’ desire to question the medium and refuse 
the illusion of realism. 

Section 6 – A dark mirror
Ralph Eugene Meatyard, Nancy Rexroth, Ken Ruth, Arthur Tress, Jerry N. Uelsmann, Joel Peter 
Witkin
The tradition of documentary photography is undoubtedly ruined by photographers who, 
following Clarence John Laughlin, explore their imaginary world, combining some kind of 
surrealism inherited from the European artistic current with the gothic tradition. Meatyard’s 
work is created far from the whirl of the fashion world, at the heart of Kentucky. His photographs 
disclose a mental world which is both gloomy, fruitful and completely fabricated. In this world, 
friends and close relations are portrayed in parodical and disturbing situations. The other artists 
presented in the section are also far from documentary photography: actually, they apply direct 
shots and basic technical processes (Rexroth), construct complex presentations (Tress) or use 
personal techniques employed with brio a long time before the digital era (Uelsmann, Witkin).
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