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Above: Avedon’s
photograph of a
stilt walker was
made in Palermo,
Sicily, on
September 2,
1947. Below:
Rehearsing for a
fashion sitting in
Paris, Avedon shot
into a dressing-
room mirror and
recorded three
legends: Harper's
Bazaar editor
Diana Vreeland
(rear), the model
Dovima, and
himself. The date
was July 22,
1955.
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| Avedon’s next book, Evidence, which
American Photo excerpts in this issue, is being
published in March in conjunction with a major
retrospective exhibition at New York's Whitney
Museum. A far-ranging tour of the art and arti-
facts of Avedon’'s career, including everything
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chose this unknown acrobat, recalled from an
Italian summer afternoon long ago, to begin a
book that declares itself an autobiography?

Avedon is not sui generis. No artist can be
(although photography, with its by-the-numbers
technology, allows pure instinct its best shot).
The influences over Avedon have been well doc-
umented: his early duty taking mug shots in the
merchant marine, the women-in-motion fash-
ion photographs of Martin Munkasci, the
demanding tutelage of Harper’s Bazaar art
director Alexey Brodovitch. At a deeper level
there was the childhood culture of his family
portraits, with all their artifice—appropriated
cars and apartment buildings in the back-
oround, borrowed dogs up front. But those
influential parts cannot fully explain the
formidable sum that Avedon has become. He is
one of a handtful of photographers who changed
everything, entering the carefully arranged

household of the medium and rashly (some

along a Manhattan street toward the magazine's
offices, his hands full of still-damp prints to
show Brodovitch. He couldn’t wait for others to
see what he had seen, in just the way he had
seen it. And even now, almost five decades later,
he astonishment and delight (and, yes, horror)
that propelled him still pushes him forward. His
pictures, many recognized as emblems of our
limes, as icons, as Avedons, have an urgency
and newness, a news-ness, as if they were dis-
patches sent from the front by a zealous, prodi-
gally talented correspondent too new at the
game to understand the danger.

Avedon looked at things as if he'd just been
born yesterday, and his amazement and curiosi-
Ly have inspired us to see as we never did before.
Where fashion had been decorous, a reassuring
minuet, Avedon improvised jazz riffs. Where
portraiture had been respectful, a matter of the
photographer taking what was given him by the
subject, Avedon made a bonfire of vanity and
looked for something that had only occasionally

his sitters? Perhaps, but he always remains true
Lo photography. He sabotages politeness and sac-
rifices flattery in order to make pictures that
Lrust nothing but surfaces.
He believes in the abso-
luteness of the surface as a
Franciscan monk might
believe in the essence of
the soul. And if the surface
is wrinkled and old, or
young and vacuous, or
bewildered in the face of
infirmity or death, so be it.

In an old story by the
Russian writer Isaac Babel.
the author’s mother tells
him, “You must know
everything!” The breadth
of the pictures revealed in
An Autobiography and
Evidence can make us
(continued on page 79)

filming The Seven
Year ltch at the

time.
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wisually speaking, modern photographers can
be divided into two camps: those inspired by
the original Life magazine and those inspired
by Harper's Bazaar and Vogue. Avedon, son of
a women’s clothier who owned a store called
Avedon’s Fifth Avenue, grew up with fashion
magazines as a ubiquitous and natural part of
the household. (According to one story, he
papered the walls
of his bedroom
with magazine
fashion photos.)
But the vitality of
photo reportage
also made its
mark on him,
and is especially
evident in his
work from the
1940s and "50s.
His pictures taken
on the streets of
Italian cities and
in Harlem have a
liveliness, a play-
fulness, and an
eye tor the
melancholy side
of happiness—
. qualities that
would later make
their way into his

e |
¥

fashion work.
Wi Although he
M I . knew he was cre-
@b ating a postwar
- 8f.© fantasy of ease
IS et and plenty,
SN Avedon used the
“look™ of reality to liberate his models from
their stationary poses. “Real people move,” he
explained in an early interview. His meteoric
rise at Harper's Bazaar made him newsworthy
while he was still in his 20s, when he was
referred to by fashion insiders as the leading
practitioner of a “New American Vision.”
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*!_——d-_‘l_—.m-iﬂt is difficult to speak of Avedon without
also speaking of Alexey Brodovitch, the fabled |
art director of Harpers Bazaar from 1934 to
1959, By all accounts a difficult but brilliant
man, Brodovitch's influence still permeates
the world of fashion magazines. Even while
Avedon was rocketing to preeminence in his
field, in the late 194.0s, he was studying with
Brodovitch in his famous Design Laboratory
course at the New School for Social Research
in New York (where. as Avedon later revealed,
Brodovitch never complimented him).
According to fashion historian Martin
Harrison, by the time Avedon was chosen to
cover the autumn 1947 collections in Paris,
he was “clearly regarded as the principal pho-
tographer at Harper's Bazaar.”

Many of the visual qualities that we think of
as typically Avedonian could be seen as equal-
ly typical of Brodovitch: his love of surreal
visual conjunctions; his predilection for nega-
tive white space in images, and his cinematic
approach to still photographs. If some photog-
raphers were territied by Brodovitch's favorite
exhortation—"Astonish me!”—Avedon appar-
ently took it as a tantalizing creative chal-
lenge., His famous image "Dovima with
Elephants,” taken at Paris’s Cirque d Hiver, is
one obvious example of the way Avedon
repeatedly shook up standard expectations.
“Throughout Avedon’s years at Harper’s
Bazaar,” writes Martin Harrison, “his annual
coverage of the autummn Paris collections was
reserved for a series of dazzling spectaculars,
the photographic events of the season,
responsible for many of the icons of the
genre.” (The animal trainer at right was also
photographed at the Cirque d Hiver in Paris.)
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Donyale Luna, and Penelope Tree vas
expanded the boundaries of female beauty.

in a
ng

e 4

mages of

dels becar

hallmark of fashion in the '60s, a perfect sty-

15 1

the rule-break

anything-goes atmosphere of the era. In his

he harsh light of the

strobe. He also moved back into the studio

eying

of daylight—it was too “romantic,” he told

lates people...they become
jumping, running, grinning mo

is0
sense symbolic of themselves.” H

e *

n the 1960s. Avedon abandoned the use
used in the '50s. His reason, as Janet Malcolm
recorded it in The New Yorker, was that the

space with the Munkacsian movement he’d
pictures, exotic or unconventional models
such as Jean Shrimpton, Twiggy, Veruschka,

Cecil Beaton and photo historian Gail
where he married the spare isolation of that

Buckland—in favor of 1
listic vehicle for conv
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hen New York's prestigious

Mar]borough allery first showed photogra-
phy in 1975, its debut offering was a massive
exhibition of Avedon’s portraits. The pictures
caused a gigantic dust-up that continues
unabated. According to critics, there were too
many photographs in the show (the official

o wee:  checklist says 99), many were
too big (up to eight feet high
and 35 feet wide), and the sub-
jects were too famous (Marilyn
Monroe, Truman Capote, Igor
otravinsky, the Chicago Seven).

But the biggest problem for
the commentators was that the
photographs were just
too...photographic. Avedon
showed every wrinkle and
bump in fine detail, and many
of his sitters did not look at all
happy. What bothered many
critics, it seems, was the notion
that these harsh portraits
hould come from a famous
fashion photographer who usu-
ally trafficked in beauty and
perfection.

Avedon’'s darker vision was
one topic addressed by the
esteemed art critic Harold
Rosenberg, who wrote an essay
for the book Portraits, which
accompanied the Marlborough
exhibition. In his essay,
Rosenberg called Avedon a
“difficult” photographer, which
was meant as a compliment.
{i “Avedon’s camera refuses to

- conter poetry or distinction on
his painters, writers, and other famous per-
sonages, Rosenberg wrote. "It meets each
individual head-on; he is allowed only such
graces as may come through the vacant stare
of the lens.” Few would subject themselves to
such conditions, presumably, if the outcome
was not worth the self-revelation.
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sl e vedon  developed a
strong bond with another pgilted arl director,
Marvin Israel, in the carly 19608 and the
work they did together (nillueneed Avedon’s
subsequent career. lsracl desigined Harper’s
Bazaar from 1901 1o 1964 as well as
Avedon’s 1964 boolk. Nathing Personal,
and his 1978 exhiibition at the
Metropolitan Muscuin ol Art, lsrael was a
like-minded, iconocluntic cohort for
Avedon as anti-fashion lmages began
issuing from the photographer's studio.
“When you work with Dick.” sald Israel,
“you get the feeling Ihul you are working
on something, whalever 1 s, that has
never happened belore ™ Sucli was the
case when the two maoen introduced nadi-
ty into the pages ol lHarper's Bazaar in
Avedon’s then shocking Ivontal shot of
Contessa Christina I"uulozzl, which
resulted in canceled subseriptions and
controversy. (Years laler he was still
courting dissension, willi tinupes like the | | |
1971 shot of Viva al lell und the 1992 , i \
shot of Stephanie Seynionr al right.) il I'.
Then Israel and Avedon burlesgqued the |
hysteria of the Paris collectionns by show-
ing the models Margol Mckendry and
China Machado posing cooly in the midst
of predatory photographers and grasping
editors. But when they staged o lictional
paparazzi scene as a fashion spread, with
model Suzy Parker and comedian and
director Mike Nichols bullling blood-
thirsty photographers, (hey seemed to
have gone too far (espccially in the
penultimate picture, one ol 1 wan Parker
in dark glasses and big hat with ban-
daged wrists—the tormented celebrity
driven to near suicide—being supported
by a nurse). The genie, as (hey say, was
out of the bottle. Avedon has continued
to produce images that shock and alarm,
commenting on the moralily, aesthelics,
and values of the culture in which they
are made and acclaimed. i




(continued from page 47) think that once upon a
time Avedon’s mother might have demanded.
“You must see everything!” For him, as for all
the great photographers, seeing is knowing. Bult
what raises Avedon above so many others is a
flaring energy—an unslakable, sometimes
unseemly lust—that has driven him throughout
his career always to see more and to know more.
Somehow, he transmits that energy and desire
to everything and everyone he photographs.

Of all the subjects that have drawn him (and
which he has so deftly drawn), Avedon's most
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Trastevere
Rome, 1946

Llarlem, 1919

Elise Daniels, model
Paris, 1948

Avedon (far right)
with the YMHA
Camera Club

New York City, 1935

Veronica Compton, model
New York City, 1949

L L
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true interest. The intensity ot his atterntion reassured that the end seems nowhere in sight, on ¢
might seem only a flatterer’s ploy, but it's a As he has with disconcerting regularity, Avedon shote
quality that Avedon probably can’t turn off even recently reinvented himself yet again, becoming |

Obsery

the first staff photographer in the long, camera-
less history of The New Yorker magazine. As his
images energize the staid journal's
pages, the possibilities offered by the

if he wants to. For all his strategizing, he 1s a
man pulled through life by his eyes. In a fine
introduction to Evidence, Adam Gopnik, the art
critic of The New Yorker, describes a classic

i) é Avedon happening: “Once, in a taxi going job draw him onward at the same
nEE . 4% 2 "_‘E'ﬁ 4 ”."_r;'. | . P . i, . L b IL o
et r oo ay sy o O : prse uptown, he saw a woman in her 50s crossin time as his books brilliantly sum up
(EII-OMI (‘r’l(’)b! ql.mb J: ean P alchett, Wedding oj C.oco Chanel Margot McKendry and P : ; S - _ Y !
Avedon’s 20th Betsy Pickering, and Mr. and Mrs. Paris, 1958 China Machado, models Park Avenue with what seemed to him the per- what has gone before.

anriversary with
Harper’s Bazaar

Marilyn Amborse, 1958

H.E. Kennedy
Harper’s Bazaar

New York Cily, 1961

Paris, 1961 fect, the necessary. mixture ol grace, purpose, Time moves on, inexorably, but

April 1965
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aplomb. and eccentricity. ‘I jumped out of the
cab and ran after her, Avedon said later, “but I
lost her. T wanted so badly to go up to her and
say, “Now let me tell you what 1've just seen,”
and describe her to herselt.””

Perhaps because he was an unfulfilled poet
instead of a frustrated painter, Avedon has never
bhelieved that the camera offers an immutable,
objective truth. This is a painful realization for

A o ﬁlﬂﬁ-l-nrr-mnﬁlﬂn'vlr‘ ﬂ'l-'II‘] ‘el Gl =" C‘l‘"‘;-'-l ﬂﬁTﬁTDT"F'I'I].ITF

lection he’s described touchingly in many inter-
views). Whatever, the notion that truth was not
relevant represented real freedom. He could
approach photography as the making of pictures,
not the taking of pictures, and go from there.
It’s no accident that for the 1971 book he did of
André Gregory’s production of Alice in
Wonderland, Avedon made some of the best the-

can’t seem to outrace him. He is like
the Red Queen in Through the
Looking Glass, who was always run-
ning but took the landscape with
her as she went. As Avedon's period-
ic self-measuring self-portraits begin
to resemble the haunted, haunting
faces of others he has photographed
over the years, he still continues to

Aamrala 11e with hie faotunrle BRiit 1im an interyviiew

sage of so much time, of so many enthusiasms,
such a range of experience....It’s just amazing to
me how quickly it all happened.”

Clearly it hasn’t all happened yet. In a letter
to a friend shortly after his 70th birthday,
Avedon wrote about the hectic pace of his life
and the new work being done. “If this is what
70 is like,” he wrote, “I can’t wait to be 80.”

W A M i b e
AL 5 i ke e s 2
N - SR s ] H

EECRE e €3 ) <
e T— .
. e iy i
e paiirer

James Kimberlin, (-eorge Wallace with Brandenburg Gate Viva, actress
drifter valet Jimimy Dallas New Year’s Fve New York City, 1971
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o MR . SRR atrical photographs ever. For him, every picture, Amen, Maestro, Amen. 5]
Stephanie Seymour

New York City, 1992









Avedon meets
with members of
his class. Standing
from left to right:
Julie Genser,
Mark Lyon, Barry
Munger, Kevin
Funabashi.
Seated: Susan
Oken, Avedon,
Nina Drapacz,
Billy Cunningham,
Jill Graham,
Eileen Travell,
Maxine
Henryson, Nelson
Bakerman.
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THE MASTER CLASS:
Inspired Instruction

For the lucky 16 people who made the
final cut, Avedon’s master class has
been an invaluable photographic boost.
't’s not that the photographer’s cachet
has netted them bigger and better
assignments, though many have been
doing extracurricular shooting for The
New Yorker magazine under his
direction. Rather, the experience has
changed the way they think about—and
go about—their work. “| felt I'd hit a
wall with what I'd been doing in the
1980s,” says Chris Callis, a class
member and respected photographer in
his own right, “But through this process
with Avedon, | came back to what first
excited me about photography.”

‘He taught as much by example as
by instruction,” says Amy Arbus,
daughter of Diane Arbus and
contributor to publications such as The
Village Voice. “He's just amazing to be
around. He's absolutely tireless. And
whatever he’s doing at the moment is
the most important thing in his life. He
took the class so seriously, it made us
all want to do the same thing.”

Sponsored last year by the
International Center of Photography In
New York, the master class revolved
around six Avedon assignments given
over the course of six long weekends,

s
o T

once a month. (Avedon chose his
students from several hundred
portfolios submitted for admission.)

Perhaps inspired by Avedon’s own
1945 workshop experience with the
great Alexey Brodovitch, the class’s
teaching method centered on
critiques—by Avedon and by fellow
students. “| worked incredibly hard on
the first assignment,” says Callis. “| did
four pictures, with big constructions that
each took a week to make. And when |
brought them in, instead of criticizing
them directly, Avedon told me that in his
experience the more production a shoot
requires, the more the photograph really
takes itself—and makes him feel left out,
In creative terms. Other people were
more direct; they said the images were
boring, and that | should have a drink
and loosen up.”

Callis himself was unhappy with the
results of the next assignment, to shoot
New York’s St. Patrick’s Day parade.
But Avedon’s third assignment was the
perfect antidote to Callis’s studied,
technical approach: to make family
snapshots. “It was a sort of revelation,”
says Callis. “It brought me back 1o
photos I'd shot of my frat brothers in
1963. Those pictures had a life to them,
a joy, and these new images had the
same feeling.”

Callis has since returned to catch-as-
catch-can street shooting, and
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MAGGIE STEBER

Avedon'’s injunction to get loose has
had an effect on other class members
as well. “The trick is to be able to let it
go,” says Amy Arbus. “You should
know what you want going into a
photograph, but sometimes you
become so stuck on getting what you
want that you miss what's there.”

Since the last assignment—an
Avedon-dubbed “portrait hootenanny”
held at the photographer’s Montauk
home, in which participants
photographed each other—the class
has continued to meet informally, with
and without its famous teacher.
Members now call on one another freely
for advice. But what remains with them,
above all, is the example of the master.
“What you go away with is that he’s an
extremely brave guy,” says Chris Callis.
“A lot of photographers are stopped by
their fears, but nothing will hold Avedon
pback from making a photograph. He'll
do whatever it takes to fulfill his vision.”
Says Amy Arbus, “Avedon made us
realize that you can't dilly-dally with this
thing you love. You have to push it to a
new level. He made every one of us feel
we had a responsibility to be not just a
good photographer, but a great one.”

Alas, the class was a one-time affal.
The good news: One of Avedon’s
upcoming books will be based on his
teachings. That's how-io knowledge
from the top. i1}
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