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PREFACE

This thesis is but one of the fruits of several years of
research on Robert Frank. He is considered to be one of the most impor
tant figures in the history of photography, yet surprisingly little is
known about him and his work.

Out of frustration with the lack of

reliable information available, the preliminary bibliographic search
expanded into an exhaustive one.

This included countless interlibrary

loan requests and forays into photographic archives and publishers'
files.

The material, thus gathered, raised many questions.

A search

for answers and a quest for further knowledge initiated a voluminous
correspondence and numerous telephone and personal interviews with
librarians, gallery and museum personnel, historians, critics, Frank's
friends and associates, and Frank himself.

The result is Robert Frank:

A Bibliography, Filmography, and Exhibition Chronology, 1946-1985. Its
2,300 references are fully annotated, indexed, and cross-referenced.
That research tool formed the basis for this study.

Originally inten

ded for this thesis, the bibliography became too large for inclusion.
Fortunately, I was able to make it more widely available.

In the fall

of 1986, the 224-page reference book will be co-published by the Center
for Creative Photography at the University of Arizona and The Museum of
Fine Arts, Houston.

For the student of Frank who wishes to delve

further into the literature and criticism of Frank, this bibliography
is essential.
iv

V

Other spin-offs of this research are, the first detailed Robert
Frank chronology, co-authored with Anne W. Tucker, and a large, selec
ted bibliography—the only such compilation published to date.
are included in Robert Frank:

New York to Nova Scotia.

Both

Edited by

Tucker and Philip Brookman, it was issued by The Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston in 1986.
I want to express my gratitude again to all those people and
institutions listed in the acknowledgments of the published biblio
graphy.

Special thanks to my thesis director Prof. Keith McElroy for

his critical reading of this thesis and for his support.

No amount of

thanks can ever repay Gail Hebda Alexander for all she has given me.
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ABSTRACT

This is a study of the critical reception of Robert Frank's
book of photographs, The Americans, from 1957, when the maquette was
created, until 1985, when the fourth revised edition was printed.

The

development of Frank's reputation from the forties through the sixties
is traced and the importance of the context of presentation of the
photographs made for the book is demonstrated.
An investigation of the controversy over The Americans reveals
that critics disagreed over the implication of the title, the free
handling of the medium, the sophisticated sequencing, the critical
attitude, the use of the commonplace as symbol, and Frank's personal
application of the documentary style.
An examination of the reception of the various subsequent
editions of the book emphasizes that it has meant different things to
different people through time.

But it remains an imposing*work that

has retained its strength and does not look dated.

vii

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Robert Frank's most highly regarded achievement is his book The
Americans.

It is considered to be a major landmark in the history of

photography.

The book resulted from Frank's project to photograph the

United States with the assistance of a Guggenheim fellowship in 1955
and 1956.
today

have

Few works that hold such an exalted position in the medium
aroused

such

criticism as his did.

controversy

and

suffered

as much

harsh

This study is a discussion of the critical

reception of The Americans from 1957, when the maquette for the book
was created, until the end of 1985, when the fourth revised edition was
printed.
Through careful consideration of the evidence, this thesis
attempts to correct some of the myths, misconceptions, and errors that
abound in the literature on Frank and The Americans.

Incorporated is

an account of the development of Frank's reputation from his apprentice
period in the forties, to the attainment of the Guggenheim fellowship
in the fifties, to the status of "master" photographer in the sixties.
Also included is a chapter devoted to the Guggenheim project.

In it

are discussed the various incarnations of that work and the response to
it prior to the publication of Les Americains in 1958.

1

2
Another aim of this study is to try—at least in part—to
explain why and how The Americans earned a place in all of the standard
histories of photography.

This includes descriptions of the various

editions of the book and the critical assessment of each one.

The

discussion concentrates on the essential perceptions of the work and
the changing attitudes toward it.
It should be noted that Robert Frank has made movies for more
years than he made photographs.

His films and the vast literature

about them will not be discussed.

It is a topic that deserves its own

full-length study.

However, a few words about it may be helpful to the

reader.
Frank's most intensive criticism of himself and his photography
occurs in his films.

It is unfortunate that his work in the cinema is

not readily accessible and not better known.

For anyone who seeks a

more thorough understanding of the man and his photography, at least a
familiarity with his films is requisite because numerous insights may
be found there.
Frank's first film, Pull My Daisy, was made in 1959 with Alfred
Leslie.

It is considered to be one of the most important works in the

history of independent cinema in the United States.

The dozen other

movies that he has made are not as well-known, were not distributed as
widely, nor are they regarded as highly as Pull My Daisy.
The field of film criticism is generally more consistent and
more sophisticated than photographic criticism.

When Pull My Daisy was

shown in 1959 and released in 1960, it was reviewed extensively.

3
Mention of it frequently recurs in the literature on film.

Overall,

Frank is most highly esteemed for his personal, hand-held cinemato
graphy.

For example, John Gruen noted "his undisputed genius for

making the [movie] camera an instrument of total, often terrifying
expressiveness."1

He has not received much praise from the film

critics for any other aspects of his filmmaking.
critics discuss Frank's still photography.
great admiration.

Occasionally, movie

Invariably they do so with

Among the few photography critics that are familiar

with his films, most find them—Pull My Daisy included—to be less
successful than his still photography.
It is interesting that some of the first work that Robert Frank
ever did was to make stills for movie productions in the early forties
in Switzerland.

After attracting little praise and much scorn for his

grand effort in photography, he returned to the cinema where the
criticism was more highly developed and his first film better received.
It is ironic that the fame and respect that he had so craved for his
still photography continues to grow to this day, while his films seem
to have faded into obscurity.

1. John Gruen, "The Pop Scene: 'Chappaqua,' the Underground
Movie, Is Slated to Make Cinema History," World Journal Tribune, 24
January 1967, p. 44.

CHAPTER 2

EARLY YEARS

It is well known today that Robert Frank's The Americans
aroused a sizable controversy when it was first published.

But his

career prior to the making of the book is unfamiliar now.

On the

contrary, the writers who so roundly criticized the book knew well the
photographer's reputation and his early work.
understand

the position of

the critics of

In order to better
The Americans, it

necessary to know about Frank's beginning years.

is

His career grew from

a staff position at Harper's Bazaar in 1947 by way of "an enviable
reputation" in 1953 to the achievement of a Guggenheim Fellowship in
1955."''

Included are brief biographical details, an outline of major

professional activities including exhibitions and publications, and
accounts of his growing determination to create a work of lasting signi
ficance.

Incorporated are discussions of points that appear in this

early period for the first time in the critical literature on Frank.
Robert Frank has always been a rebel.
and is perhaps his greatest asset.

It is part of his nature

His defiance is never gratuitous.

There is usually a higher purpose in mind.

If he feels that he is

becoming too complacent with something, he will make a drastic change

1. "Postwar European Photography," U.S. Camera 16 (September
1953), p. 39.
4

5
to avoid stagnation.

For instance, he frequently says that he began to
2

rake films after The Americans because he feared repeating himself.

His rejection of standard attitudes and techniques earned him a place
in the history of photography.
the message of the book was:

In the early seventies he wrote that
"Don't trust the system.

Don't do like

your parents."3
It is not surprising then, that as a rebellious teenager, Frank
balked at his parents' lifestyle.

Born November 9, 1924, into a

cultured, bourgeois Jewish household, he was groomed to take over his
4
father's radio importing company.

He grew up in Zurich, Switzerland,

knowing a comfortable way of life that included servants in the home.
As he matured, he became unhappy there, and he definitely did not want
to assume the family business.

His only thought of escape was to

apprentice himself to a photographer.

Rapidly, he learned all aspects

of the trade, but, ever restless, he worked with four different photog
raphers in as many Swiss cities instead of traditionally remaining with

2.
Eugenia Parry Janis and
Within the Humanities (Danbury, N.H.:
Wellesley College, 1977), p. 53;
Interviewed," Criteria 3 (June 1977),

Wendy MacNeil, eds., Photography
Addison House; Wellesley, Mass.:
Dennis Wheeler, "Robert Frank
p. 6.

3.
Young American Photography, ed. Gary Wolfson (New York:
Lunstrum Press, 1974), inside front cover.
4.
Anne W. Tucker and Stuart Alexander, "Chronology," in
Robert Frank: New York to Nova Scotia, eds. Anne W. Tucker and Philip
Brookman (Houston:
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 1986), p. 8;
William S. Johnson, "Robert Frank" [1985], TS, p. 3, Collection of
William S. Johnson, Belmont, Mass. Most biographical information in
this thesis is from these two sources.
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only one.

Five years after beginning his apprenticeship, he was ready

for a drastic change.
In March 1947, at the age of twenty-two, Robert Frank arrived
in New York City.

Feeling confined by Swiss culture and values, he

came to the New World in search of greater freedom.

In lieu of a

portfolio, he brought with him a book of forty photographs distilled
5

from his years as an apprentice.

Including everything from studio

still-lifes, to reportage, to landscapes, and portraiture, it reflects
his traditional technical training.
rounds to seek employment.

Book in hand, he began making the

The art director, Alexey Brodovitch,

instantly recognized Frank's talents and hired him to photograph for
the magazines Harper's Bazaar and Junior Bazaar.
In the magazine field, what is selected to be published and
where it is published is a form of criticism.

Frank started out photo

graphing for some of the best and more artistically advanced periodi
cals of the day.

Brodovitch was one of the most highly respected,

demanding, and innovative art directors in New York.

Nearly everyone

who came in contact with Brodovitch records his dynamic personality.
He had painted sets for Diaghilev, and he had become a well-known
poster artist and fabric designer in the twenties in Paris.

Everyone

who worked for him was continually challenged to create new ideas.®

5. Robert Frank, R. Frank, 40 Fotos, unique handmade book [ca.
1946-47], Collection of Robert Frank, New York, N.Y.
6. Renee Bruns, "Alexey Brodovitch and His Influence," Popular
Photography 71 (November 1972), p. 190.

7
Thanks to Brodovitch, several respected European photographers whose
work exerted a strong influence on Frank such as Henri Cartier-Bresson,
Brassa'i, Lisette Model, and Bill Brandt had their photographs published
in Harper's Bazaar.

Among Frank's own generation, the wunderkind,

Richard Avedon, worked for both Bazaar magazines.

Thus, Frank was

placed immediately in the ranks of the best of his profession, and he
had only just begun.
Frank's job at Harper's Bazaar was steady, but menial.

He was

required to make numerous simple, record photographs of clothing and
accessories against plain backgrounds.

These pictures were reproduced

no larger than two inches and were used as filler in the magazine.
They demonstrate his skill at wielding large-format view cameras to
create precise studio and still-life photographs.
latitude for creativity in this work.

There was little

Occasionally he was given more

page space and more freedom for creative set-ups.

Frank was never

comfortable photographing fashions."^
Simultaneously, Brodovitch gave Frank assignments for Junior
Bazaar that interested him more and that were better suited to his
talents.

Junior Bazaar, unlike Harper's Bazaar, was directed at a

high-school and college-age audience.

Frank

was sent to create

spirited picture stories about college life in Kansas City, St. Louis,
and Boston.

He made photographic essays that spread across several

7. Janis and MacNeil, p. 65.

8
O

pages in the magazine.
Bazaar before Frank.

Cartier-Bresson did these features in Junior

It is a significant succession that foreshadowed

the unspoken transfer of title, in the fifties, of leading innovator in
35-millimeter photography from Cartier-Bresson to Frank.
After little more than a year of the frantic pace of the commer
cial photographic world in New York, Frank felt the need to escape once
again.

His more "creative" and mostly non-fashion jobs were for Junior

Bazaar.

That publication ceased with the May 1948 issue.

As an

antidote to the superficiality of high fashion photography, he spent
the last half of 1948 in Peru and Bolivia photographing for himself
among the Indians.
The first article about Robert-Frank-the-photographer appeared
9
in January 1949 upon his return to New York.

The article in U.S.

Camera magazine presents four of his photographs of winter scenes—made
before he emigrated to the United States—as an example of "lively"
winter photography.
pictures.

The text is almost entirely tips about making snow

Nothing of substance is discussed, but the author suggests

that one of Frank's photographs is comparable to the perennially
acclaimed "outstanding winter picture . . . 'The Terminal' by the late

8. "Home for the Holidays," Junior Bazaar 4 (March 1948), p.
69; "St. Louis Schools," Junior Bazaar 3 (November 1947), pp. 56-57;
"Boston is their Campus," Junior Bazaar 3 (December 1947), pp. 50-53,
76-77.
9.
42-43.

"Winter Picture Angles," U.S. Camera 12 (January 1949), pp.

9
Alfred Stieglitz.t'"1'0

High praise indeed for a photographer in the

forties just beginning his career.
Frank continued to work on a free-lance basis for Harper's
Bazaar through 1951.
photographed

Sometime in 1949, he returned to Europe where he

in France, Italy, and Spain.

He must have gone to

Lucerne, Switzerland, to show his photographs of the past two years to
his friend Walter Laubli, the editor of Camera magazine.

In the

December 1949 issue of Camera is a portfolio of twenty photographs by
Frank, including one on the front cover."'"''' Laubli's slightly melodrama
tic text stresses Frank's concern

for

ordinary subject matter—a

constant that is noted in nearly every discussion of his work to the
present day:
Robert Frank is a young photographer who, in his thirst for
experience, steps out into the world and challenges life with
his camera. The way in which he takes his photographs from
ordinary everyday subjects, seems to us to be what is most
important. . . . out of the simple commonplace occurrences of
our day, out of the events in the streets, come these photo
graphs, which the photographer has captured so spontaneously
with results so true to life that, in their interpretation,
they could be considered as documentary pictures of our time.
Robert Frank loves truth, the unvarnished fact. However, he
also loves to capture movement and to incorporate it in the
atmosphere of his pictures. We believe that Robert Frank can
teach us how to see, how to capture the subjects we meet with
everyday. . . .
And in the capturing of these subjects as
documentary pictures lies the skill of the creative photo
grapher.

10.

"Winter Picture Angles," p. 42.

11. [Walter] L[aubli], "Robert Frank," Camera 28 (December
1949), pp. 358-71.
12.

L[aubli], p. 360.

10
The following year, Frank began a productive friendship with
Edward Steichen, curator of photography at the Museum of Modern Art,
New York.

Steichen bought some of the young artist's prints for the

museum's collection and exhibited them there in the fall in a group
exhibition titled "51 American Photographers."

As an immediate result,

one of Frank's pictures was published in Art News, and his work was
13
noted by Samuel Grierson, critic for American Photography magazine.
1951 was an important year for Frank.

His byline appeared in

14
several magazines in addition to Harper's Bazaar.

More photographs

were included in group exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art.

In the

spring of that year he exhibited with Ben Schultz and W. Eugene Smith
at the newly created avant-garde Gallery Tibor de Nagy in New York.
Earlier in 1951, Grace Hartigan's first solo exhibition was held there.
Later, such

painters as Alfred Leslie, Jane Freilicher, Fairfield

Porter, and Helen Frankenthaler had their first solo exhibitions there
15
also.

Frank was pleased to have an exhibition in an art gallery, but

he was disappointed by what he felt was excessive attention to the
design of the installation by Ben Schultz and Roberto Mango, the men

13.
Edward Steichen, "The New Selective Lens," Art News 49
(September 1950), p. 25; Samuel Grierson, "Grierson's Word in
Edgewise," American Photography 44 (November 1950), p. 45.
14. Stuart Alexander, Robert Frank: A Bibliography, Filmography, and Exhibition Chronology, 1946-1985 (Tucson: Center for Creat
ive Photography; Houston:
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 1986), pp.
7-8. For further bibliographic information refer to this compilation.
15.
1985.

Telephone interview with Tibor de Nagy, New York, 15 May

11
who invited him to participate in the show."^

Jacob Deschin's review

in the New York Times disenchanted Frank because it failed to say
anything about the photographs except:

"this show occasionally comes

very close to subordinating the picture to the design.

In the main the

picture

17
arrangement."

content

has

been

used

to

determine

the

Meanwhile, Deschin devotes the rest of his review to an enthusiastic,
detailed description of the design of the gallery installation.

That

spring also had a small triumph in store for Frank that must have made
the disappointments of the exhibition seem less significant.
Life was the most important among the large-circulation weekly
magazines in America during the forties and fifties.

It is considered

by many to have reached its peak of excellence for its photography in
the early fifties.

In May 1951, a personal photographic essay by Frank

of eleven pictures of chairs in Paris parks was published in the
18
magazine.

A dream come true.

Photographers Contest."
and

for

"Individual

That fall he entered Life's "Young

There were categories for "Picture Stories"

Pictures."

"Individual Pictures" competition.

Frank

won

second

prize

in

the

Three of his photographs and his

portrait were reproduced in Life along with some quotes about his

16.

Personal interview with Robert Frank, Houston, 2 March

1986.
17. Jacob Deschin, "New Design for a Show," New York Times,
29 April 1951, Sec. 2, p. 12.
18.
"Speaking of Pictures:
A Photographer in Paris Finds
Chairs Everywhere," Life, 21 May 1951, pp. 26-28.

12
19
work.

At least the top four winners in both categories also went on

to illustrious careers in photography, including Dennis Stock, Ruth
Orkin, Louis Stettner, and Elliott Erwitt.

Frank revealed his high

standards in a comment printed with his pictures:
have a few good pictures.

"I can be happy if I
20

No one has a very good one very often."

As Frank was gaining support he was also gaining confidence.
was angry that his "Picture Story" entry was rejected.

But, he

He must have

asked himself why they accepted his chairs essay that was over a
year-and-a-half old, and turned down his presentation on the "People
You Don't See."

He believed that his "Picture Story" project about the

residents of 11th Street in New York was better than the winning

21

stories.
and

Because of his cockiness, Frank increased his standards,

his feelings about the magazine became more ambivalent.

He

harbored a growing contempt for Life, yet at the same time he longed
for the audience, the money, and the prestige that bylines in that
magazine brought the photographer.

He became even more determined to

do something that he thought was good and that Life could not refuse.
Frank said:

"Obviously I had to make an effort to produce something

19.
"Life Announces the Winners of the Young Photographers
Contest," Life, 26 November 1951, pp. 15, 21.
20.

"Life Announces the Winners," p. 21.

21. Johnson, TS, p. 13.

13
that could

stand up to any of those [Life] stories but not be like

To top off

the year's publications, Frank

had a six-page

portfolio of his photographs appear in the December issue of the
23
short-lived periodical Photo Arts.

Byron Dobell, who is today

Editor-in-Chief of American Heritage, had just graduated from Columbia
University when he accepted a job to prepare articles on photographers
for Photo Arts.

Dobell met Frank, selected eight images, designed the

24
layout, and wrote the text.

In his essay, Dobell unconvincingly

describes what he believes is the difference between American and
European photography by using Frank's work as an example:
There seems to exist among photographers some tacit recognition
that American and European picture making differs. But in what
ways? ... A study of the photography of Robert Frank
indicates some answers . . . changes of locale are reflected in
Frank's work. . . . Stated plainly, the European approach
seems to be one of creation and construction, usually in terms
of precise composition, whereas the ^merican is of recording,
with mood and tempo the desired ends.
From the limited sample of reproductions presented in the portfolio,
Dobell's thesis is essentially correct.

From what is known of Frank's

total oeuvre today, and even from a survey of what was published at

22.
William S. Johnson, "Public Statements/Private Views,"
Untitled, No. 35 (1984), p. 90.
23. [Byron Dobell], "Robert Frank:
1 (December 1951), pp. 594-99.
24.

Swiss Mister," Photo Arts

Telephone interview with Byron Dobell, New York, 9 July

1985.
25. [Dobell], Photo Arts, pp. 594, 597, 599.

14
that time, the opposite appears to be true.
generally more concerned with mood.

The European work is

Laubli, in Camera, had noted that

Frank "loves to capture movement and to incorporate it in the atmosphere of his pictures."

26

Dobell goes further and comments on Frank's

ability to convey the transitoriness of life:

"There seems to be the

27
air of it could never happen again about these pictures."

Such

remarks are sometimes made about the work of nearly every photographer
who tries to stop life in action.

Frank's success rate is attested to

by the frequent recurrence of similar observations.
than what

More • important

Dobell wrote is the fact that a portfolio of Frank's

photographs was issued, and the author made a serious attempt to
discuss them.

Dobell later did other articles on Frank and was a

co-founder of Gamma, the picture agency with which Frank worked during
his Guggenheim period.
Sometime in the second half of 1951, Frank returned to Europe
where he became known as a Life prizewinner.
the spring of 1953.

28

He remained there until

During that time, he exhibited in Switzerland and

New York, and he had photographs published in the United States,
France, and Switzerland.

26.

His intentions were to freelance and to

L[aubli], p. 360.

27. [Dobell], Photo Arts, p. 599.
28. Max Albert Wyss, "Great Names in Photography," Camera 31
(June/July 1952), p. 237.

15
devote some time to personal projects.

Later, he was able to sell some

of the stories that he had done for himself.
For Frank's growing reputation the most important publication
of the period was an entire issue of Neuf, devoted to the photographs
29
of Peru and Bolivia.

Robert Delpire of Paris, the publisher of Neuf,

selected and arranged the portfolio.
fast friends.

Frank and Delpire quickly became

It is a relationship that has lasted over thirty years

to the present day.

Delpire has published several of Frank's books,

and he remains an ardent promoter of his work. The issue of Neuf was—
with reproductions of twenty-eight photographs spread across thirty-six
pages—the

largest

publication

reportage of a single theme.

to

that

date

of

Frank's

personal

It was a boost to his determination to

create, in his own words, "a more sustained visual [expression]."

30

Fortunately for his artistic ambitions, Frank had gained the
support of Edward Steichen.

In 1952, Steichen selected one of Frank's

pictures for reproduction on the front cover of the Museum of Modern
31
Art Bulletin.

That fall, Steichen travelled to Europe, where Frank

introduced him to many of the leading European photographers.

This was

one of the ways that he helped Steichen to collect prints for the

29.
Robert Frank and Georges Arnaud, "Indiens des HautsPlateaux," Neuf, No. 8 (December 1952), pp. 1-36.
30.

Johnson, Untitled, p. 90.

31.
"Photography at the Museum of Modern Art," Museum of
Modern Art Bulletin 19 (1952), p. 1.
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"Post-War European Photography" exhibition in 1953 and for "The Family
of Man" exhibition in 1955."^
Frank's return to New York in the spring of 1953 was triumph
antly marked by the inclusion of a panel of twenty-two photographs in
the "Post-War European Photography" exhibition at the Museum of Modern
Art.

Jacob Deschin noted

that Frank's was "the

most

extensive

cross-section of a single photographer's output in the show."

33

In a

later review that appeared in September, he is described as "a young
34
photographer who has gained an enviable reputation in New York."
Frank's career was really taking off in 1953 and 1954, but it
was escalating to the point where he would have to make a drastic
change.
1954.

He was married in 1950, had a son in 1951, and a daughter in
As he was getting further support for his personal photographs

and making all the right connections, he was also being forced to do
more commercial work to provide for his growing family.

As a result,

he became increasingly restless, frustrated, and ever more determined
to create something important.
But Frank did not despair.
and his friends.

32.

He was inspired by his neighbors

The Franks lived in neighborhoods where many of the

Tucker and Alexander, p. 9.

33. Jacob Deschin, "European Pictures," New York Times, 31 May
1953, Sec. 2, p. 13.
34.

"Postwar," U.S. Camera, p. 39.
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first and second generation abstract expressionist painters lived and
worked.

Mary Frank is a sculptor who had studied with Max Beckmann and

35
Hans Hoffman.

Among their friends were Miles and Barbara Forst,

Alfred Leslie, Franz Kline, and Willem deKooning.

Frank felt more

closely related to the artists in spirit than to most of the people he
encountered in photography.

He was impressed that these painters and

36
sculptors lived in total devotion to their art.

Many of them had no

money and no fame, but that did not deter them from believing in them
selves and in their artwork.

Meyer Schapiro, the Columbia University

art historian, was one of the people who frequented the same circles.
Schapiro had faith in Frank's abilities and in his promise as an
artist.

Later, he recommended his young photographer friend for a

Guggenheim Fellowship.

37

Frank maintained a frantic pace and continued to win acclaim in
1953 and 1954.

38
He was photographing for Life, Look, and McCall's.

He won more prizes for his pictures in a contest, this time sponsored
by

Popular

Photography

39
magazine.

He exhibited

at

Helen Gee's

celebrated Limelight Gallery in New York—the meeting place of the

35. Eleanor Munro, "Mary Frank," Originals:
Artists (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979), p. 299.

American Women

36. Janis and MacNeil, p. 61.
37.

Tucker and Alexander, p. 9.

38.

Alexander, Robert Frank, pp. 10-12.

39. "The 1953 Contest—How It Was Judged," [Popular] Photog
raphy 33 (December 1953), pp. 143, 212.
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photographic community.
40
Sweden.

At least one critic there, Kurt Bergengren, continued as a

loyal supporter.
41
1982.

His work was also beginning to gain notice in

His most recent article about Frank appeared in

Frank did some jobs for the art director of Vogue, the painter

42
Alexander Lieberman.

Most important, Frank found his mentor in

43
photographer and Fortune magazine editor, Walker Evans.

Of all the

publications in the years 1953 and 1954, three are worthy of further
discussion:

a small portfolio in Leica Photography, a photographic

essay in U.S. Camera 1955, and another article by Byron Dobell in U.S.
44
Camera.
Four of Frank's photographs were published in Leica Photography
45
in the spring of 1954.

The brief accompanying remarks mention an

aspect of his work that went completely unnoticed before.

It is a

perception that does not appear again in the literature until the late

40. Kurt Bergengren, "Hemmakvall i varldsvimlet," Aftonbladet,
21 January 1954, n.p.
41.
Kurt Bergengren, "Bilder
Aftonbladet, 24 March 1982, p. 4.

av

om

och

omkring

oss,"

42.
"Abbe Dimnet Writes a Letter to an American Friend
Planning to Send Her Daughter to Paris," Vogue 123 (15 February 1954),
pp. 104-105, 124.
43. Tucker and Alexander, p. 9.
44.
"Robert Frank," Leica Photography 7 (Spring 1954), pp.
15-18; "Robert Frank: Ben James: Story of a Welsh Miner," in U.S.
Camera 1955, ed. Tom Maloney (New York: U.S. Camera, 1954), pp. 82-93;
Byron Dobell, "Robert Frank . . . The Photographer as Poet," U.S.
Camera 17 (September 1954), pp. 77-84.
45.

"Robert Frank," Leica Photography, pp. 15-18.
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sixties.

That neglected content is a surrealistic quality detectable

in some of his images.

The text reads:

"To look through this

portfolio is to step into a world that is at once real and fantastic,
46
mundane yet dream-like."

In contrast, the majority of published

comments dwell on Frank's fascination with reality.

But this unknown

author sees beyond the surface.
Late in 1954, U.S. Camera 1955 included a photographic essay on
the Welsh miner, Ben James, whom Frank shadowed in the late winter of
47
1953.

It

is

a

large

considerable attention.

presentation

that

must

have

attracted

Sixteen photographs take up twelve pages.

The

pictures and text are arranged to follow Ben through a day in his life.
Frank is quoted once, so it appears that the captioning is by the
editors and not by him.

The layout is an excellent example of classic

photographic-essay-style with pictures of varying sizes arranged on the
page with blocks of text.

Because the configuration is so linear, it

was probably done by the annual's editors.
to be Frank's style.

He said:

The design does not appear

"I hated those goddamned [picture]

48
stories with a beginning and a middle and an end."

It is not known

what he thought of this layout; nevertheless, he was proud of these
photographs, even though they were over a year-and-a-half old.

Because

this essay was an example of skillfully executed, traditional photo-

46.

"Robert Frank," Leica photography, p. 15.

47.

"Robert Frank," U.S. Camera 1955, p. 82-93.

48. Johnson, Untitled, p. 90.
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journalism, it must have gained for him the respect of the conservative
photographic establishment.
The article that is most sensitive to, and indicative of
Frank's then current state of mind, was written by Byron Dobell and is
titled "Robert Frank . . . The Photographer as Poet."
Photo Arts for

Dobell left

U.S. Camera, where this article appeared

49
September 1954 issue.
graphs and a portrait.

in

the

Included are fifteen reproductions of photo
The article stresses the importance to Frank's

development of freedom from commercial pressures.

Dobell reveals that

Frank had finally reached an impasse—he had to do something to satisfy
his creative urge.
Now 28 years old, father of two, and one who earns his living
by taking pictures for almost every national magazine, Robert
Frank looks back on his work with a certain pride mixed with
resignation.
He feels that it has become more and more
difficult to continue to work independently "in both the
materialistic and spiritual sense." Magazines very rarely want
photographs strongly stylized by a man with his own ideas. And
yet he realizes that the element in his photographs that
attracts editors and earns him assignments has been just that
unusual approach and strength of personal vision that has given
him difficulty and brought him admonitions that he is too
different, too surprising. He does not intend to change and he
hopes he will not be made to change.
Then

looking

continues:

to what

would

be almost

five years

ahead, Dobell

"In any case he is at present investigating a field that

49. Dobell, U.S. Camera, pp. 77-84.
50. Dobell, U.S. Camera, p. 84.
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seems to him to be the next logical step—movies."
at length in this article.

51

Frank is quoted

He says:

One gets good results so very quickly with the small camera.
You can't miss taking passable pictures once you learn the
simple knobs and levers, the knack of pre-setting—it's really
brainless. But most people stop at the technical stage. To do
good work you need a further intelligence. And you can't just
imitate a famous 35mm photographer.
Cartier-Bresson won't
help, wide angle lenses won't help either. . . . You must go
your own way as in any creative field. Otherwise you may be
successful in your ability to grind out exposures but you will
only be an imitator . . . the photographer must have an
attitude towards the things around him.
It is easy to detect that he was anxious to spend more time going his
"own way" to see what would result.
That fall, Walker Evans convinced Frank to apply for a Guggen
heim fellowship that would allow him some freedom to pursue his goal of
expressing

"an

attitude towards

the things around

him."

Edward

Steichen, Meyer Schapiro, Alexander Lieberman, and Alexey Brodovitch
53
wrote letters of recommendation.

Dobell's article could have served

as the perfect supporting documentation for Frank's application.
The fellowship paid only about $3,000.

That low stipend plus

the needs of his family required Frank to do occasional jobs for Life,
54
McCall's, and Fortune.

On some of these assignments he made variant

photographs for himself that ended up in The Americans.

Frank was

51. Dobell, U.S. Camera, p. 84.
52. Dobell, U.S. Camera, p. 77.
53. Tucker and Alexander, p. 9.
54.
12-13.

Tucker and Alexander, p. 9; Alexander, Robert Frank, pp.
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appointed to a few of these tasks by the newly formed photographic
agency, Gamma.

The ubiquitous Byron Dobell joined Edna Bennett to

co-found the company.

It is not related in any way to the present

Paris-based agency, Gamma/Liaison.

Frank also left with Gamma many of

his earlier photographs to be sold to publications interested in using
pictures already in existence rather than commissioning new work.

55

Edward Steichen selected some of Frank's photographs for his
rr

large theme exhibition and

book

"The Family

of

Man"

in 1955.

Enormously popular, it had one of the highest attendance records of any
57
exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, New York.
impact, too, because

it

versions for several years.

travelled

around

It had a broad

the world

in different

Certainly, the exhibition was designed to

express Steichen's sentimental theme and not to showcase the talents of
individuals.
pictures.

But people in the field paid attention to who made what

Simply to be represented by one image in that show bestowed

some prestige to the photographer.

With seven included, Frank had an

unusually large number of photographs by a single person.

But, nearly

all of his pictures were chosen from 1951 or earlier, and are not
representative of the style he had achieved by the mid-fifties.

55.

Telephone interview with Byron Dobell, New York, 9 July

1985.
56. The Family of Man, ed. and introd. Edward Steichen (New
York: Maco Magazine for Museum of Modern Art, 1955), pp. 20-21, 91,
143, 145, 155, 155.
57. Jonathan Green, American Photography (New York:
Abrams, 1984), p. 48.

Harry N.
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Other older images by Frank were also gaining wider exposure.
Robert Delpire selected fourteen of his pictures, from the forties, of
Peru and Bolivia, from the special issue of Neuf to complement a larger
group of photographs by Werner Bischof and Pierre Verger for a book on
South American Indians.

This compilation was published in Paris in

58
1956 as Indiens pas morts.

Variant editions were released that year

in London, New York, and Zurich.

59

1957 and in Barcelona in 1959.60

Other versions appeared in Milan in
Also in 1956, some of Frank's

creative efforts from the early fifties were featured in Leica camera
advertisements that appeared in the major photography magazines.

fil

The critics were not fully prepared by the literature for the
more rebellious Frank of the late fifties.

Nearly all of his personal

photographs that were published in articles about him prior to 1957,
were made before his return to the United States in early 1953.

They

are images that are filled with mood and atmosphere. They often depict

58. Werner Bischof, Robert Frank, and Pierre Verger, Indiens
pas morts, text Georges Arnaud (Paris: Robert Delpire, 1956).
59. Werner Bischof, Robert Frank, and Pierre Verger, Incas to
Indians, introd. Manuel Tunon de Lara (London: Photography Magazine,
1956); Werner Bischof, Robert Frank, and Pierre Verger, From Incas to
Indios, introd. Manuel Tunon de Lara (New York: Universe Books, 1956);
Werner Bischof, Robert Frank, and Pierre Verger, Indios, introd. Manuel
Tunon de Lara ([Zurich]: Manesse, 1956).
60.
Werner Bischof, Robert Frank, and Pierre Verger, Dagli
Incas agli Indios, introd. Manuel Tunon de Lara (Milan: Feltrinelli,
1957); Werner Bischof, Robert Frank, and Pierre Verger, Alto Peru
(Barcelona: Artco, 1959).
61. "Out of the Shadows . . . Into the Light," Modern Photo
graphy 20 (February 1956), p. 11; "For Capturing the Perfect Moment . .
. There's Nothing Like a Leica," U.S. Camera 19 (June 1956), p. 5.
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tender moments.
efforts.

Mostly, they are less opinionated than his later

Thus, in 1957, when Frank's Guggenheim photographs began to

appear, his best-known, non-commercial work was five to nine years old.
His reputation was that of a hard-working, commercial photographer and
a photojournalist with a somewhat gentle and poetic, albeit sometimes
"different" sensibility.

After 1957, at least the word "gentle" would

no longer be used to describe his vision, and after The Americans was
issued, the language would become even more harsh.

CHAPTER 3

THE GUGGENHEIM PROJECT

The Americans was regarded as "the most controversial photo
graphic book of the year" by Popular Photography magazine's editors
when the book appeared in I960."'"

It would be interesting to look at

what happened between the time the photographs were made in 1955 and
1956, and the time the book was published.

Today the popular notion is

that Robert Frank's Guggenheim effort went totally unknown in this
country until its publication as The Americans in 1959.
entirely false.
sample

of

There were several opportunities to view a significant

that work

prior

to

its publication

in France

2
Americains in mid-1958 and as The Americans in January 1960.
these

That is

photographs

were

exhibited

and

others

were

as

Les

Some of

published

in

3
portfolios in Camera magazine and in the U.S. Camera Annual in 1957.
Perhaps the largest

public ever

to

view these pictures was the

1. "Books of the Year," in Photography Annual 1961, ed. Bruce
Downes (New York): Ziff-Davis, 1960), p. 198.
2. Robert Frank, Les Americains, ed. Alain Bosquet, Encyclo
pedic Essentielle, No. 5 (Paris: Robert Delpire, 1958); Robert Frank,
The Americans, introd. Jack Kerouac (New York: Grove Press, 1959).
Actually issued January 15, 1960.
3. Gotthard Schuh, "Robert Frank," Camera 36 (August 1957),
pp. 339-56; "Robert Frank," in U.S. Camera 1958, ed. Tom Maloney (New
York: U.S. Camera, 1957), pp. 91-114.
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26
readership of Pageant magazine in April 1958.^

No controversy was

aroused about Frank's Guggenheim photographs as they were published
then.

Each of these presentations includes a text by a friend and

supporter of Frank who understands his art and is able to explicate its
strongpoints and to identify its vulnerabilities.

The authors attempt

in their own way to allay the severity of the impending attacks on his
work.

But, the anticipated assault did not occur.

There is almost no

recorded response to Frank's Guggenheim pictures as presented in these
articles.

The shock was delayed until The Americans appeared in 1960.

The only remark we have by a critic not involved with Frank in some way
5
is that of Minor White.

His positive comments leave one totally

unprepared for his scathing review of Les Americains and The Americans
a couple of years later.

It is necessary then, to describe the Guggen

heim project in greater detail and to discuss the first appearances of
this work prior to its publication in book form.
In the middle of October 1954, just short of his thirtieth
birthday, several factors convinced Robert Frank to apply for a John
Simon Guggenheim Memorial Fellowship. Only a year-and-a-half after his
return to the United States from Europe he had grown tired of the
commercial photographic world.

He felt that his fellow photographers

4.
[Byron Dobell], "One Man's U.S.A.," Pageant 13 (April
1958), pp. 24-35.
5.

[Minor White], "Three 1958 Annuals," Aperture 5 (1957),

p. 173.
6. [Minor White], "Book Reviews:
(1959 [actually issued I960]), p. 127.

Les Americains," Aperture 7
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lacked spirit, and he believed that the only thing that interested them
7

was to earn more money.
financially so.

Frank was always ambitious but never

Cranking out photographs for the magazines as he had

been doing was far from his ideals.

He wanted to have more time, free

from assignments, to allow him to push his work further—to develop a
O

more personal style and a more significant expression.

Perhaps most

of all, he wished to be recognized as an artist, and he believed that
the

Guggenheim

Fellowship
9

photographic artist.

was

the

only

honor

available

to

the

It is reported that Walker Evans feared that

Frank would give up and return to Europe forever if he did not receive
some kind of strong positive support."^ Evans convinced Frank to apply
for the fellowship and he served as a sponsor.

There were also recom

mendations from Alexey Brodovitch, Alexander Lieberman, Meyer Schapiro,
and Edward Steichen, all prominent figures with impressive artistic
credentials."'""'' This list of backers alone clearly indicates that Frank
had already gained the respect and support of the majority within the
artistic photographic community.

7.

Janis and MacNeil, p. 61.

8.

Johnson, Untitled, p. 90.

9.
Edna Bennett, "Black and White Are the Colors of Robert
Frank," Aperture 9 (1961), p. 22.
10. Tod Papageorge, Walker Evans and Robert Frank: An Essay
on Influence (New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery, 1980), p. 3.
11.

Tucker and Alexander, p. 9.
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The text of Frank's proposal for the Guggenheim Fellowship was
12

recently published.

This document reveals his plans and ambitions.

He proposed to continue his personal work, to expand his vision, and to
apply these efforts toward creating a contemporary document of America.
He writes that his project "is only partly documentary in nature:

one

13
of its aims is more artistic than the word documentary implies."
While admitting that it

is an ambitious goal, he qualifies his

statements by saying that he will take the unique and personal vantage
point of a naturalized citizen to record what "signifies the kind of
14
civilization born here and spreading elsewhere."

He stresses that

because he is a foreigner he may offer a new perspective and plans to
photograph and to interpret commonplace America:
I speak of the things that are there, anywhere and everywhere—
easily found, not easily selected and interpreted.
A small
catalog comes to the mind's eye: a town at night, a parking
lot, a supermarket, a highway, the man who owns three cars and
the man who owns none, the farmer and his children, a new house
and a warped clapboard house, the dictation of taste, the dream
of grandeur, advertising, neon lights, the faces of the leaders
and the fapes of the followers, gas tanks and postoffices and
backyards.
Frank writes that he would create a picture file for a collection such
as the Library of Congress.

Finally, he reports in this proposal that

12. Anne W. Tucker and Philip Brookman, eds., Robert Frank:
New York to Nova Scotia (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston,
1986), p. 20.
13. Tucker and Brookman, p. 20.
14. Tucker and Brookman, p. 20.
15.

Tucker and Brookman, p. 20.
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Robert Delpire agreed to publish a book of his American photographs and
that the Swiss magazine Du was willing to devote an entire issue to his
Guggenheim project.
The Guggenheim Fellowship was awarded to Frank in the last week
of April 1955."^

He began to photograph immediately in New York, where

he remained until October of that year, continuing to freelance for
various magazines.

Between jobs, and sometimes even while shooting a

job, he was able to photograph for his project.
trips out of the city.

He made several brief

In July he went to Detroit to photograph,

especially in the factories.

In October he travelled alone down the

East coast and across the southeast in a used automobile.

His family

joined him in Texas, and together they continued west to Hollywood,
California, where they remained for several weeks.

When Frank was not

out shooting in the Los Angeles area, he was developing his film and
printing contact sheets."^

By the first of February 1956 he applied

for, and soon after, received an extension of his fellowship for

18

another year'.
returned

to

In the spring of 1956, Mary Frank and the children

New York.

Robert drove north to San Francisco and

continued his voyage back across the northern midwest to New York.
When he was not working in the darkroom, he continued to make brief

16. Jacob Deschin, "Project Awards: Guggenheim Fellowships
for Frank and Webb," New York Times, 1 May 1955, Sect. 2, p. 17.
17.
Personal interview with Todd Walker, Tucson, 28 April
1980; Tucker and Alexander, p. 9.
18. John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Fellows—1956 (New York:
John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, 1956), n.p.
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photographic trips out of the city and out into the streets, through
the remainder of 1956 and early 1957.

It is reported that he exposed

19
nearly eight hundred rolls of film on the project in those years.
In 1971, Frank briefly explained his method of working on the
20

Guggenheim project.

He said that he made contact sheets during his

trip whenever he had the opportunity.

"I looked at them when I printed

them but I didn't choose any photographs.

I just looked at them and

saw that there were recurring images, like the juke box or the cars or
the flag."

21

Between printing sessions he made more photographs.

He

continues:
Then I came back to New York and I enlarged all the pictures
that I liked—maybe two hundred, put them up on the wall and
then eliminated the one's I didn't like.
Then I put them
together [into book form] in three sections. I started each
section with an American flag, and2^ach section began with no
people and then came to the people.
In an earlier interview in 1967 he said he made about five hundred
prints and it took about three or four months to edit and sequence

19.
"Robert Frank:
Les Inedits," Photo [Paris], No. 143
(August 1979), p. 108. 28,000 exposures equals close to 800 rolls of
36 exposures each.
20.
"Walker Evans on Robert Frank/Robert Frank on Walker
Evans," in Still/3 (New Haven: Yale University, 1971), p. 3.
21.

"Walker Evans," Still/3, p. 3.

22.

"Walker Evans," Still/3, p. 3.
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them.^
memory

The book was actually divided into four sections.^
is never

entirely

reliable.

His

remarks

Frank's

are frequently

inconsistent and even contradictory.
The culmination of the Guggenheim project was the creation of a
maquette

for

Americans.

the book

of

photographs that

eventually

became The

25
Frank had completed this maquette by the summer of 1957.

At some point, it is not certain exactly when, Frank tried to find a
publisher for the book in New York and to interest magazines to use
selections of the work.
have some luck.

He did not have complete success, but he did

Life magazine went so far as to make some layouts but,
26

unfortunately, they did not use any of them.

Evergreen Review wanted

to use a photograph on their front cover, and U.S. Camera Annual agreed
to include a portfolio.
hoped to receive.

This was not as great a response as he had

27
No one was willing to publish his book in America.

In June 1957, he took the maquette and several other prints
from the project to Europe, where there had previously been some

23. Robert Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, George Eastman
House (August 3-31, 1967), recorded 17-18 August 1967, George Eastman
House, Rochester, N.Y. (7-1/2 ips., 7" reel).
24. Robert Frank, Maquette for The Americans, ca. 1957, Collec
tion of The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.
25. Schuh, p. 339.
26. Johnson, Untitled, p. 90.
27.
Jonas Mekas, "New York Letter:
Towards a Spontaneous
Cinema," Sight and Sound 28 (Summer/Autumn 1959), p. 120.
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interest in his work.

Robert Delpire, in Paris, agreed to issue the

book, but he would first have to make some changes.

28

Arnold Kiibler,

the editor of Du, and his entire staff resigned from the magazine
29
effective with the December 1957 issue.

The discontinuity caused by

that staff turnover is probably the reason why Du did not devote an
entire number to the Guggenheim project as they had promised earlier.
Camera magazine in Lucerne, Switzerland, wanted to reproduce some of
Frank's Guggenheim efforts along with some of his earlier European
work.

Back in New York in early 1958, Pageant magazine decided to

present a selection of his American photographs.
By 1958, and with only the following exceptions, Frank achieved
virtually everything that he had set out to accomplish four years
earlier when he applied for the Guggenheim fellowship.

To date, he has

not attempted to establish in a public collection, as he proposed, any
kind of systematic picture file from that period.

Nor at that time did

he feel that as a photographer he was getting the respect that he
believed a artist deserves, such as the tolerance of his unique view
point and considerate treatment by galleries and museums.

To the rest

of the world he was still nothing more than a simple photographer.

And

by 1960 much of the photographic establishment regarded him as a photo
grapher that deserved little, if any respect.

28.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.
29. Arnold Kubler, "Frohliche Weihnachten alien unsern Leserinnen and Lesern!" Du 17 (December 1957), p. 18.
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Before The Americans appeared at the beginning of 1960 the
earliest wave of response to Frank's Guggenheim project was largely
positive and prophetic.

At least two of the critics predicted that his

pictures would not be readily accepted.

Most of the people who first

commented publicly on his work were friends or they were people who
were predisposed to, and who appreciated the kind of photography that
he did.

Many of them saw a much larger selection of images than the

eighty-five to ninety-five that were in the maquette.

Evidently,

magazine editors could make their own selection out of hundreds of
30
prints.

Nor was there the stigma that came with the title, "The

Americans," that was added later.

These initial responses will be

discussed in the approximate order of their appearance.
The first of the Guggenheim photographs to be published and to
be discussed in print were in the article "Robert Frank," in the August
31
1957 issue of Camera magazine.

Frank had shown the maquette of his

Guggenheim work to his friend, the Swiss photographer Gotthard Schuh.
Either Schuh, or the magazine's editor, Romeo Martinez selected a
portfolio of seventeen images for the magazine.
from the Guggenheim project.
included in The Americans.

Eleven of them are

Of these eleven, six were eventually

The others are from Frank's earlier career.

The text that accompanies this portfolio is in the form of a letter
from Schuh to Frank.

Aside from its being the first published response

30. [Dobell], Pageant, p. 25.
31.

Schuh, p. 339.

34
to Frank's Guggenheim photographs, it is also one of his favorite texts
about himself and his work.

He chose to have it reprinted in at least

32
three retrospective monographs.
Schuh's letter is about his reaction to seeing the maquette for
the book.

In the first half of the letter, he discusses with obvious

delight, earlier pictures made by his younger friend.

In the second

half he expresses his dismay for what has become of American society
based on the evidence supplied in the maquette.

Schuh begins:

"My

dear Robert Frank, your new pictures, just received, have left us
shocked and haunted.

It will take us a considerable time to separate

the impression made on us by the world depicted in these photos from
our respect for your remarkable performance."

33

In this last sentence

Schuh immediately identifies one of the major problems that hinders
much of the subsequent criticism of Frank's Guggenheim work.

Many

critics were so blinded by their own reactions to the subject matter
that they were incapable of fairly evaluating the photographs.

This is

a common fault in the criticism of a medium in which subject matter
frequently dominates and in which the image is often mistaken for
reality.

This kind of confusion is even greater when the subject

matter itself is controversial.

Frank's critics frequently confounded

32. Robert Frank, The Lines of My Hand (Tokyo: Yugensha, Kazuhiko Motomura, 1972), pp. 115-16; Vicent Todoli, ed., Robert Frank:
Fotograffas/Films 1948/1984, Collecion Imagen No. 2 (Valencia, Spain:
Sala Parpallo/Institucio Alfons el Magnanim, 1985), pp. 20-21; Tucker
and Brookman, p. 32.
33.

Schuh, p. 339.
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his photographs of overlooked Americana with the world that they
depict.

Indeed, Schuh's words proved to be prophetic.

The following

excerpt is from the second to last paragraph of the letter:

"Your book

is sure to be unfairly judged in that the power of its imagery will be
34
forgotten in the heat of discussion."

Schuh also noted that Frank

was not afraid to express his opinion about what he photographed.
Schuh wrote:

"How far your work lies from complacent irony."

35

It is significant but not entirely surprising that Camera
magazine reproduced Frank's Guggenheim photographs before any other
periodical did.

Camera also published the first portfolio ever of his

36
personal work in the January 1949 issue.

The magazine remained in

the forefront of the photographic avant-garde from the post-war period
until it ceased publication in 1982.

Similarly, it might have been

expected that Gotthard Schuh would understand and promote his fellow
countryman.
editor

of

In addition to being a photographer he was also picture
Frank's venerable

hometown newspaper, the Neue Zurcher

37
Zeitung, from 1941 to 1960.

Schuh had already selected four of

38
Frank's photographs for publication in that newspaper in 1952.
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evidently learned a great deal from Schuh.
fit

into

the

European

tradition

of

tradition epitomized by Schuh's work.
depict intimate encounters.

Frank's earlier photographs

humanistic

photojournalism—a

His lyrical photographs often

They attempt to convey a mood or an

atmosphere rather than the details of a specific, significant event.
In his letter, Schuh writes that he believes he could have drawn an
accurate portrait of Frank just before his Guggenheim project:
I would probably have described you as follows: A photographer
who is master of forms; an eye sensitive to the delicacy of
light and the heaviness of shadows; a man more inclined towards
static than dynamic expression, cautious in his restraint-, more
interested in his fellow-men than in the landscape.g and
receptive to the personal radiations from any individual.
This description would also be appropriate for the Guggenheim and
post-Guggenheim Frank except that more of his newer images incline
toward "dynamic expression" and his work exhibits less restraint than
in his pre-Guggenheim period.

Frank combined the European tradition

with something of Walker Evans's incisive portrayal of the American
commonplace to form his own mature style.

The transformation of his

style in the mid-fifties is not as drastic as many believe.

The major

differences in the new work are the inclusion of more broad cultural
symbols; his subject matter became strictly American; and he was more
likely to express an overt personal opinion toward the subjects he
photographed, even disapproval.
to the people he photographed.

39.
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But ultimately, he remained sensitive

37
Below, where Schuh refers to Frank's "previous work," he means
photographs from 1953 and earlier.

Nearly all of them were made in

Europe, where Frank found life to be more relaxed and more beautiful
than in America.

Also, most of the critics were familiar with this

work- when the Guggenheim photographs began to appear.
were surprised.

Naturally they

Frank's vision had developed over a few years.

His

new pictures were of things American, and they portrayed a more hectic
lifestyle than did the European pictures.

Schuh writes:

I should never have thought that I could be so dismayed by your
latest achievement, the fruits of your two-year stay in
America. . . . How little remains in these views of what we
knew and loved in your previous work! No smile, no flower, no
vegetation, no beauty, but only tormented, stolid human faces.
... I do not know America, but your pictures frighten me on
account of the visionary watchfulness with which you depict
things that concern us all.
Schuh ends the letter with the following:
widened, but not changed.

"My impression of you has

Whoever accuses you of arrogance, overlooks

your deep love of your fellow-men and your grief at witnessing their
transformation into an anonymous welter of mass humanity."^

Schuh

gauged the work accurately and sensed that other critics would not be
as perceptive and might even accuse Frank of arrogance.

He understood

this "visionary" witness to his time who showed an unfortunate aspect
of "the kind of civilisation born here [in America] and spreading
elsewhere" to quote Frank from his proposal.42

40. Schuh, p. 340.
41. Schuh, p. 340.
42. Tucker and Brookman, p. 20.

Schuh's assessment was

38
perhaps the greatest compliment that Frank could hope to get.

Frank

has frequently repeated that he wishes to create works that are a
43
personal expression "of our time."

He believes that many artists are

not sufficiently attuned to themselves or sensitive to their environ
ment, and as a result their creations are not adequate as expressions
of their time.

To emphasize his belief in this principle and to

illustrate his response to Schuh's letter, the following discussion is
included.
In a rare instance of the artist responding to his critic,
Frank was asked by Camera editor, Allan Porter, to write a letter to
Gotthard Schuh for a portfolio of Schuh's photographs in the March 1968
44
issue of that magazine.
1957.

Frank said he had reread Schuh's letter of

He observes that his older friend's work reflects a life that

has been "good," "normal," and "tranquil."

And he continues, "I write

you this from New York where I am finishing my first feature (length)
film . . . and the world which surrounds me is rather sad and
45
violent."

The film referred to is Me and My Brother that is,

similarly, often sad, sometimes violent, and certainly not normal.
is obvious that he appreciated what Schuh wrote.

It

Frank also says that

although their work looks completely different, their viewpoints are

43.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
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equally valid as reflections of the very different worlds they each
inhabit.

To read between the lines, we may infer that Frank has

learned from the cruel, narrow-minded criticism of his own photography
that it is better to try to understand the viewpoint of the artist than
to rail against him for being different.
A photograph from Frank's maquette appeared in 1957 on the
front cover of the fourth issue of a new avant-garde literary journal
46
published by Grove Press called Evergreen Review.

This too was

prophetic because Barney Rosset, founder of Grove Press, agreed in 1958
47
to publish The Americans.

Evergreen Review's readership was broader

based, generally more liberal, and potentially more sympathetic to what
Frank had to say than was the photographic audience.

Thus Frank's work

was placed

in the context of the Beat writers and

underground

whose

works

were

published

in

the

the cultural

quarterly.

The

photograph itself, Newburgh, New York, is of a leather-jacketed young
black man and a similarly garbed young white man astride a motorcycle.
It depicts what had become a symbol of disaffected youth in the
mid-fifties.

Until 1960 this was the most frequently reproduced of all

48
the photographs from the Guggenheim project.

This photograph is a

fair summary of at least part of Frank's The Americans.

46.
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early rumbling of the burgeoning social unrest among blacks and the
youth of America—a fitting cover for this radical periodical.
Also near the end of 1957 the popular annual U.S. Camera 1958
49
appeared with a special portfolio section devoted to Robert Frank.
This portfolio incorporates a unique innovation in format to accommo
date the thirty-three reproductions from his Guggenheim project.

The

portfolio pages are 11" x 6" while the rest of the pages in the book
are 11" x 8-3/8".

The editor explains that "the vertical prints were

this size rather than the more common page size, so the pages were made
50
to suit the pictures, rather than vice versa."

On the last of the

full-size pages is a portrait of Frank that remains visible when
leafing through the smaller pages of the portfolio. This was the only
time the annual ever made such a change.

Also included are Frank's

primary statement about his photography and an acute appreciation of
51
Frank's work by Walker Evans.

There are also comments about the

photographs by the annual's editor, Tom Maloney.

Frank's contribu

tions to the annual are briefly discussed in reviews by two important
52
critics, Minor White and Jacob Deschin.
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Edward Steichen was a close friend to Tom Maloney, and they had
co-edited earlier volumes of the U.S. Camera Annual.

Even when

Steichen's name is not on the title page, his influence is evident.
Steichen,

rather

than

Maloney, seems

existence of this portfolio.

to

be

responsible for

the

He had long been a supporter of Frank's

efforts, and his recommending Frank for a Guggenheim suggests that he
may have convinced Maloney to publish the young man's work in this
volume.

Maloney's own comments in the introduction to the portfolio

indicate his lack of a full understanding of Frank's photography and
his dependence on Steichen's judgment:
As eminent a critic as Edward Steichen, feels that it [Frank's
Guggenheim work] is excellent work—he'll perhaps go further
and call it super extra (superlative). . . . Robert Frank's
vision of America certainly isn't everyone's picture of the
country we live in. This is hardly the inspirational school of
photography. It also is not a new school, but a throwback to
the documentary that was so important to photography in the
thirties. To Robert Frank it's important now.
Maloney, like several later critics, was unable to see Frank's photo
graphy as something new.

They thought of it as a "throwback" to the

photography of the thirties.

The choice of words such as "hardly the

inspirational school," and "throwback" seem a bit harsh.

The tone is

somewhat condescending as a result of saying that Frank's type of work
was something that was "important to photography in the thirties" but
now it is only important to Robert Frank as though he were nearly

53. [Tom Maloney], "Guggenheim Fellows in Photography," in
U.S. Camera 1958, ed. Tom Maloney (New York:
U.S. Camera, 1957),
p. 89.
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thirty years behind the times.

Like nearly every critic of his work,

Maloney acknowledges that Frank is a fine photographer. He also recog
nizes that Frank's great strength is in groups of pictures.
Walker Evans's appreciation of Frank's Guggenheim work is on
the page following

54
Maloney's opening comments.

This text was

presented with the maquette to prospective publishers as a possible
introduction for the book.

The original manuscript has the words "In

55
America" written on it.
Fortunately for Frank, the title used in the
annual that also serves as the title for the portfolio is "Robert
Frank."

The importance of the effect of titles on the perceptions of

the viewing public will be discussed later.
As Frank's mentor and advocate, Evans attempts to explain why
Frank's photographs are special. He anticipates several of the charges
that would be made against Frank's work and he tries to offset the
inevitable harsh criticism.

Evans's literary style, like his photo

graphs, is somewhat spare, yet elegant.
concise prelude for the article:

The first sentence is a

"Assuredly, the gods who sent Robert

Frank, so heavily armed, across the United States did so with a certain
56
smile."

In this sentence, that also serves as the first paragraph,

Evans suggests that Frank's talent is a mysterious, divine gift.

The

choice of the words "heavily armed" hints of politics and a concern for
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gritty reality.

Finally, "with a certain smile," points to Frank's

humanity.
The first thing that Evans discusses in the second paragraph
and puts to rest in the third paragraph is the notion of the "decisive
moment"—the idea that there is a precise moment in time when all the
elements align in a meaningful geometry that tells all there is to tell
about that episode.

This concept and term had attained great currency

by the mid-fifties because of the photographs and writings of the then
57
seemingly indomitable Henri Cartier-Bresson.

Frank was impressed by

Cartier-Bresson's work in 1947, but by 1954 he strived to go beyond the
58
perfect singular picture.

Regarding the "decisive moment," Frank

later said, "I don't want that in photography.

The world moves very

59
rapidly and not necessarily in perfect images."

It is true that

Frank's photographs of fleeting moments depend on gesture more often
than on geometry.

They also provoke enough mystery, often induced by

figures that are obscured or cut-off at the edges of the frame, to give
the impression that all there is to tell about an episode is not being
told.

However, no matter how much Frank may have wanted to and tried

to get away from it, some of his pictures cannot be called anything

57.
Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Decisive Moment (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1952).
58.
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other than "decisive moment" photographs.

Evans, ever the diplomat,

deals with the subject generically, never mentioning either the "deci
sive moment" or Cartier-Bresson.

In the following passages he cites

examples of Frank's mastery of the style, and he indicates that Frank
uses it most often when he wishes to make a trenchant censure of his
subject:

"Photographers are often surprised at some of the images they

find on their films.

But is it an accident that Frank snapped just as

those politicians in high silk hats were exuding the utmost fatuity
that even a small officer-seeker can exhibit.In the original
manuscript this was followed by this sentence about Backyard—Venice
West, California:

"Or that he came upon, somewhere in California, that

triumph of comic insanity, that howling travesty of all order, that is
his picture of a gentlemen [sic] sitting in his garden, vacating -his
consciousness in the celebrated sunlight of that region?"^

Evans then

says that the consistent attainment of such pictures, by experts like
Frank, are not accidents, yet the phenomenon remains enigmatic.

Any

rational explanation is simply not satisfactory. He continues:
Such strikes are not purely fortuitous.
They happen
consistently for expert practitioners. Still, there remains
something mysterious about their occurrence, for which an
analytical
onlooker
can merely
manufacture some such
nonsensical phrase as "the artist's crucial choice of
action."
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In

the

next

photographs.
positive

to

less

judgmental

Evans,

interpretations.
viewer

Evans

gets

to

the

essence

of

Frank's

He begins by saying that Frank's work is generally more

and

According

paragraph,

most

of

than

the

Frank's

examples
work

just

allows

for

described.
multiple

The variety of significance depends on what the

brings to the work.

Evans suggests that harsh realities

possibly come to mind most readily.
Evans realized that Frank's vision would be compared unfavor
ably to the monumental, sentimental, and enormously popular "Family of
Man" exhibition that was still travelling two years after it had opened
at the Museum of Modern Art, New York.

In an attempt to defuse the

impending invective, Evans calls attention to Frank's compassion and
his amazement at what he found in America.

Evans states that Frank's

compassion is combined with irony instead of sentiment. He writes:
That Frank has responded to America with many tears, some hope,
and his own brand of fascination, you can see in looking over
the rest of his pictures of people, of roadside landscapes and
urban cauldrons and of semi-divine, semi-satanic children. He
shows high irony towards a nation that generally speaking has
it not; adult detachment towards the more-or-less juvenile
section of the population that came into his view.
This
bracing, almost stinging manner is seldom seen in a sustained
collection of photographs.
In a mildly veiled swipe at "The Family of Man" exhibition, Evans
contrasts the "bracing, almost stinging manner" of Frank's photographs
to the tone of that exhibition and to the flood of popular, sentimental

63.

Evans, U.S. Camera 1958, p. 90.

46
64
imagery that the exhibition and its accompanying book spawned.

Evans

remarks that Frank's photography "is a far cry from all the wooly,
successful 'photo-sentiments' about human familyhood; from the mindless
pictorial salestalk around fashionable, guilty and therefore bogus
heartfeeling.
Evans goes on to say that as an artist-critic Frank combines
irony and detachment with inspiration.

He says that the social critic

and the United States are not likely to accept Frank's message due to
myopia and a lack of imagination.

But, as Evans points out, far uglier

and meaner-spirited criticism than Frank's appears everyday in the form
of the daily newspaper.

This piece ends with a quote about the United

States from George Santayana that Evans says might be equivalent to the
message of Frank's photographs.

That is the hope that America may

"breed beauty out of love."
The portfolio of thirty-three reproductions includes eighteen
that were published later in The Americans.

That is a sufficient

sample of the body of work that prompted a great uproar when it
appeared.

Of the remaining fifteen images, several are equally criti

cal of America.

Certainly more people saw this portfolio than saw the

first edition of The Americans.

But we have only the comments of the

critics, Jacob Deschin and Minor White, to gauge the reaction to this
work.

The unique format drew attention to Frank's portfolio, but we
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know almost nothing about its acceptance.

Deschin's review of U.S.

Camera 1958 in the New York Times noted only that Frank's portfolio
presented "an adequate sampling of what he found."®®
there.

No controversy

Minor White spent the largest portion of his review of the

annual discussing Frank's portfolio.
the annual.

He said little about the rest of

White comments:

An innovation in layout was given to Guggenheim Fellow, Robert
Frank, and the narrow pages permitted a portrait of the photo
grapher to appear beside each picture—decidedly effective.
Furthermore, the over 25 pictures give a cross section of
American life such as was the subject of the Fellowship. Documentarian, and rarely heard from, Walker Evans, obviously in
sympathy to the Frank approach (pun intended) wrote a foreword,
extolling the appearance of irony in photography again. And
certainly the objectivity of the FSA photographers has been
long absent. We hope that Mr. Evans will champion more of the
same.
It is difficult to determine what White means by his comment regarding
the effectiveness of Frank's portrait next to each picture.
insinuating vanity?

Is he

Or is he only suggesting that the portrait empha

sizes that these are personal pictures?

Clearly, White understands

that the pictures are ironic and not a "throwback" to the "objectivity"
of the thirties.

It is interesting that White is supportive of Frank's

photographs

presented

as

in

this

portfolio

because

he

severely

criticized The Americans in his review of the book a couple of years
later.

One can venture that White appreciated Frank's work in the

66. Deschin, "Picture Annuals," New York Times, p. 21.
67. [White], "Three 1958," Aperture, p. 173.
68.
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context of this annual because he considers it superior to the general
contents of the annual that he refers to in this review as exhibiting
"U.S. Camera Annual's customary eye for the juke box level of American
taste."

This is a peculiar choice of words because in White's review

of The Americans he uses the juke box metaphor again.
he decided to use "juke box."

There is one photograph of a juke box in

the annual and that is in Frank's portfolio.
unusual for

One wonders why

The simple layout,

the U.S. Camera Annual and more akin to White's own

Aperture, may have favorably influenced his reaction.

The presentation

of Frank's portfolio as simply the work of an individual artist rather
than as "America Today," or some other thematic format may have helped,
too.

White was in sympathy with Frank in his desire for photographs to

be treated as art and the photographer to be considered an artist.

The

framing texts by Evans and by Frank may also have facilitated White's
acceptance of the work.

Both are intelligent essays that articulate

concerns that White shared as well.

Frank's justification for his

photography is convincing, and particularly so in the context of such a
popular annual for which the standards are generally so low.
Following the portfolio, Frank himself is given the privilege
of the last word.

The text titled "A Statement. . ."is his primary

69
formal statement about his Guggenheim work.
all of his still photography.
simply.

It applies as well to

In this declaration he states his goals

Reading it, we learn that he wants to react immediately and
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intuitively to his environment. Previsualization, a concept popular at
the time, is entirely out of the question.

Frank realizes that in

order for his viewpoint to be valid it must be intelligent and entirely
personal. Despite his acknowledgment that the public is stubborn about
accepting a personal opinion, Frank still hopes to make some impact on
his audience:

"My photographs are not planned or composed in advance

and I do not anticipate that the on-looker will share my viewpoint.
However, I feel that if my photograph leaves an image on his mind—
something has been accomplished."^

Frank contrasts his way of working

to what is expected of him as a professional magazine photographer.
then emphasizes photography's need for

He

the efforts of individual

thoughtful practitioners:
It is a different state of affairs for me to be working
on assignment for a magazine. It suggests to me the feeling of
a hack writer or a commercial illustrator. Since I sense that
my ideas, my mind and my eye are not creating the picture but
that the editors' minds and eyes will finally determine which
of my pictures will be reproduced to suite the magazine's
purposes.
I have a genuine distrust and "mefiance" towards all
group activities. Mass production of uninspired photo journal
ism and photography without thought becomes anonymous merchan
dise. The air becomes infect with the "smell" of photography.
If the photographer wants to be an artist, his thoughts cannot
be developed overnight at the corner drug store.
I am not a pessimist, but looking at a contemporary
picture magazine makes it difficult for me to speak about the
advancement of photography, since photography today is accepted
without question, and is also presumed to be understood by
all—even children.
I feel that only th&,integrity of the
individual photographer can raise its level.
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Frank anticipated criticism about his -choice of subject matter and
about the way he chose to depict it.

He justifies his decisions by

insisting that he must be true to himself:
With these photographs, I have attempted to show a
cross-section of the American population.
My effort was to
express it simply and without confusion. The view is personal
and, therefore, various facets of American life and society
have been ignored. . . .
I have been frequently accused of deliberately twisting
subject matter to my point of view. Above all, I know that
life for a photographer cannot be a matter of indifference.
Opinion often consists of a kind of criticism. But criticism
can come out of love. It is important to see what is invisible
to others. Perhaps the look of hope or the look of sadness.
Also, it is always the-instantaneous reaction to oneself that
produces a photograph.
Finally, Frank acknowledges his debt to at least two older photo
graphers.

He admits to having high ambitions and he suggests that such

goals are necessary:
The work of two contemporary photographers, Bill Brandt of
England and the American, Walker Evans have influenced me.
When I first looked at Walker Evans1 photographs, I thought of
something Malraux wrote:
"To transform destiny into aware
ness." One is embarrassed to want so much for oneself. But,
how else are you going to justify your failure and your
effort.
Apparently Frank still believes in this credo.

He has allowed it to be

74
reprinted several times including as recently as 1986.
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Before Les Americains was published, photographs from Frank's
Guggenheim project were more pervasive than is generally known.

For

instance, about a half dozen of his Guggenheim prints were exhibited
for the entire winter of 1957-1958 at the Museum of Modern Art, New
York.

7C
The exhibition was titled "70 Photographers Look at New York."

Also a photograph titled Los Angeles, that ended up in The Americans
was included in a Japanese photography annual, of all places, in
76
1958.

Certainly, Frank was pleased that he was acquiring an interna

tional audience, but he still hoped to have his pictures published in
the domestic, mass-circulation magazine, Life.
In April of 1958, Frank convinced Life to advance him some
money for a prospective photographic essay about a trip to Florida with
text to be written by Jack Kerouac.
there together.

The artist and writer drove down

Frank says that the editors refused to publish his

pictures because they thought he made America look like Russia.^
he did

reach

a

large readership with a

portfolio of

But

twenty-one

reproductions in the April 1958 issue of the small-format, family
78
magazine, Pageant.

Thanks to the shrewdness of Frank's friend Byron

Dobell, the images that were too controversial for Life and other
magazines were harmlessly presented under the title "One Man's U.S.A."
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Then picture editor at Pageant, Dobell selected this portfolio from
more than 1,500 prints.
been published elsewhere.

At least six of the photographs have never
Seven of them are also in The Americans.

Dobell has provided silly captions for some of the images in order to
lessen their potential for negative impact.

In all of the portfolios

of Frank's work that Dobell has prepared, including this one, he
regards Frank as a poetic photographer.

The core of this article is a

two-page spread of twelve reproductions.

The captions that are used

here are the simple place names and subject descriptions that Frank
prefers such as Reno, Nev.—Newly-weds and Jay, N.Y.—Teen-age boxers.
The text across the top of both pages says:

"As pictures multiply they

reveal a panorama of sad or happy moments, compelling faces—the nation
explored in depth through the truth-telling eyes of a poet of photo79
graphy."

In Dobell's introduction he claims that Frank shows us what

is unique, vital, and extraordinary in everyday life in America that we
ignore or take for granted:
America is a kaleidoscope of extraordinary images, wonderful
events, and vigorous relations between people and places. But,
like a man who listens to a soap opera while driving by the
Grand Canyon, we often lose our ability to see and grasp these
things.
Then along comes someone like photographer Robert
Frank—Swiss-born, immersed in the traditions of European
thought and culture, an artist and therefore an explorer. He
observes our lives and neighborhoods and cries, "This is worth
looking at; this is unique!" With a fresh viewpoint he reveals
the essential life in our humdrum images of everydau-America.
His only goal: "To see what is invisible to others."

79. [Dobell], Pageant, pp. 30-31.
80. [Dobell], Pageant, p. 25.
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In the final sentence that follows, he emphasizes that there may be
something for everyone in this portfolio but he is also implying that
Frank's view is not necessarily everyone's view of America:
81

find your America in this one man's America?"

"Can you

Perhaps Frank forgot

which group of pictures Life's editors said resembled Russia.
their remarks were about the Guggenheim selection.

Maybe

Dobell chose what

could be the very photographs that Life had rejected as looking too
much like Russia.

His captions made those images more than accept

able in an era of communist paranoia.
serves as an example.
tipping his hat.

There is a two-page spread that

On the left side is a gentleman in Russian garb

The caption is:

"Staten Island, N.Y.—He brought his

good manners and humor with him when he fled Russia."

On the right-

hand side is a picture of a church with onion-dome towers.
says:

The caption

"Centralia, Pa.—And he would probably thank God that this
82

church does not overlook Red Square."

Such contextualizing, if it

cannot be called propagandizing, made it possible for Frank's port
folio to appear in this conservative, mass-circulation monthly.
Although it is not known just what the public's response was to
Frank's Guggenheim photographs, no controversy was recorded.

Clearly,

the editors of the periodicals that published them believed that the
pictures were suitable for their readers.
selected are also in The Americans.

Roughly half of the images

The other half are so similar in

81. [Dobell], Pageant, p. 25.
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tone that no significant shift from The Americans can be detected.
Presenting these portfolios with the simple title "Robert Frank" or
"One Man's U.S.A." in combination with a portrait stresses that these
photographs are the work of a unique person.

Any perceived hostilities

toward the nation as a whole can easily be overlooked as merely the
harmless quirks of an artist's eccentric vision and not necessarily as
a specific attack on the United States.

The texts that accompany the

portfolios were probably often accepted as authoritative views.

In

each instance the articles are written by friends who are sensitive to
Frank's work, who are in sympathy with his intentions, and who are able
to forcefully demonstrate their convictions.

CHAPTER 4

THE AMERICANS

Robert Frank's Guggenheim photographs were first published in
book

form in Paris as Les Americains in 1958, in Milan as Gli

Americani, and in New York as The Americans, both in 1959.1
latter book was not actually issued until January 1960.

2

But, the

Most people

are not even aware of the existence of the variant Italian edition.
Another popular belief that is not entirely true is that The Americans
was universally panned by critics when it first appeared.

These are a

few examples of the numerous misconceptions regarding his books that
need correction.

What follows then is a discussion of the production

of these first editions of Robert Frank's Guggenheim work and an
examination of their critical reception.
Robert Frank took the maquette of his Guggenheim photographs to
Paris in the summer of 1957 to his friend, the publisher Robert
3
Delpire.

Earlier, Delpire had promised to produce a book of whatever

1. Frank, Les Americains; Robert Frank, Gli Americani, eds.
Alain Bosquet and Raffaele Crovi, Specchio del mondo, No. 5 (Milan: II
Saggiatore, 1959); Frank, The Americans (1959).
2.
Certificate, Registration of a Claim to Copyright, No.
434705, Copyright Office, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., 1960,
Grove Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
3.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.
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photographs resulted from Frank's Guggenheim project.^
promise.

He kept his

In 1958, Les Americains was included as number five in a

series of books titled L'Encyclopedie Essentielle. Delpire was engaged
in publishing this collection from the mid-fifties through the early
sixties.

The series is subdivided into three groups:

Serie Science, and Serie Art.
Serie Histoire.

Serie Histoire,

Les Americains is number three in the

The format of each book is identical and the design,

while not quite exact, is much like the others.

All the volumes are

devoted to a single subject or theme, and they have simple titles such
as Les Arabes, Le Soleil, and Les Volcans.
Frank's book has more photographs and more pages than most of
the other books in the series.

In keeping with the titles of the other

volumes, it was called Les Americains.

Further discussion of the title

will be found later in the chapter.
The similarity of the maquette to the finished book suggests
that Delpire may have specified an approximate number of pictures and a
general page size before Frank assembled his mockup.

With the maquette

in Paris, the two men worked together to edit it down by at least three
5

or four photographs to the final eighty-three.

The sequence remained

essentially the same as the way Frank had worked it out before on his
studio wall in New York.

4.

For the sake of economy, Delpire eliminated

Tucker and Brookman, p. 20.

5.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.
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the blank pages that served as dividers between the four sections of
the book.

In order to be consistent with the series, the page dimen

sions are slightly smaller than in the maquette.

Frank wanted the book

to appear with all the photographs on the right-hand page facing only a
simple caption on the otherwise empty left-hand page. Delpire insisted
that it have some kind of a text.

Frank suggested Walker Evans's

appreciation that was eventually published in U.S. Camera 1958, and he
gave Delpire at least one of the three versions of Jack Kerouac's
introduction to Frank's pictures.

Neither author was known in France,

so Delpire hired Alain Bosquet to select an anthology of writings about
the United States and Americans.^

Bosquet chose passages by such

authors as Simone de Beauvoir, John Dos Passos, Benjamin Franklin,
Abraham Lincoln, Henry Miller, Alexis de Tocqueville, Harry S. Truman,
Walt Whitman, and many others.

The citations are selected from a broad

range of sources and are grouped under various headings in the book
such as "The Civil War Continues...," "Isolationism," and "An Incorri
gible Idealism."

Most of

these excerpts, even the quotes from

America's leaders, are uncomplimentary to Americans.

There does not

appear to be any attempt to produce a direct correlation between the
text on the left-hand pages and the images on the right-hand pages.
Recently, Delpire said that what interested him about the Encyclopedie
Essentielle series was the relationship between the texts and the
images.

He said that there is never a direct correspondence.

What

6.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.
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concerned him was the relationship of the pictures to the writings as a
7

whole.

Delpire selected a detail of a drawing by Saul Steinberg for
the covers.

This design choice is fairly consistent with the other

books in the series.
for his book.

Frank believes that it is totally inappropriate

g

But he was so glad to have the book published that he
Q
was willing to make certain concessions.
Part of Delpire's marketing strategy for this series of books

was to sell to foreign publishers the printed sheets with only the
photographs reproduced on them.
text and bound the books.

The purchaser then printed their own

This technique was profitable for Delpire

earlier with Indiens pas morts, as was the entire series that includes
books of

photographs

Cartier-Bresson.

by

Werner

Bischof, Inge

Morath,

and

Henri

It is easier and cheaper for a publisher of a variant

edition or a foreign language version to publish the book that way.

I

Saggiatore in Milan bought the printed sheets and the Steinberg covers
from Delpire.

They added some writings selected by Raffaele Crovi

about the United States and Americans by Italian authors to replace
some of the excerpts that Bosquet included in Les Americains.

Thus,

7. Gilles Mora, "Interview de Robert Delpire," Les Cahiers de
la Photographie, No. 11/12 and Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983),
pp. 121-22.
8. Letter from Robert Frank to Barney Rosset, 22 April 1959,
Grove Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
9.
1986.

Personal interview with Robert Frank, Houston, 2 March
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except for a few different texts, Gli Americani is virtually identical
to Les

Americains.

reception.

Nothing

is known about the

book's critical

Sometime in 1958, Barney Rosset, founder of Grove Press in

New York, agreed to import the printed sheets of Frank's Guggenheim
photographs from France."^ So began the story of the production of The
Americans that lasted throughout 1959.

It will be continued later in

the chapter.
Nothing is known about the reception of Les Americains in
Paris, but a review appeared in the Swiss magazine Du in March 1959,
and Minor White discusses the book in Aperture in I960."'""''

Most of

White's critique will be covered later in the examination of the criti
cism of The Americans.

He made just one comment that is peculiar to

Les Americains. , White's remark only reveals his apparent confusion
about the purpose of the book, and it displays his own predilection for
sequencing photographs by several artists to support a single theme, as
he did in his later book projects such as Light 7, Be-ing Without
Clothes, and Celebrations.

White wrote:

"Alain Bosquet provides a

lively and masterful flow of quotations. . .

With such an array of

talent on the text side, one wonders why only the photographs of a
12

single solitary American photographer appear."

10.

Manuel Gasser of Du

Delpire to Rosset, 6 January 1959.

11.
M[anuel] Gfasser], "Kritisches zu zolf neuen Photobuchern," Du 19 (March 1959), pp. 80, 82; [White], "Book Reviews,"
Aperture, p. 127.
12.

[White], "Book Reviews," Aperture, p. 127.
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was not confused.

He commented in his review that to contrast the

texts to the photographs creates a "highly personal and non-conformist
portrait of the USA stimulating at once contradiction and reflec13
tion."

Gasser remarked that the classic design of the book enhances

the strength of the images:
The reader will ask why the publisher chose the book format for
this very topical photo report which calls to mind the Vic
torian album, normally used only for historical photographs.
Yet, the conservative layout seems to me to make sense and to
be justified. For as contemporary as Frank's photographs are,
they already bear the stamp of a historical document; and with
time this impression will become even deeper.
Thus, the
slightly historicizing style of the layout only anticipates the
very importance of these photographs.
Gasser understood the power and the significance of the photographs.
He is the first critic, and the only critic until the mid-sixties, to
discuss how the design of the book enhances Frank's message.
When Frank began looking for an American publisher for his
Guggenheim photographs he must have visited Barney Rosset, founder of
the avant-garde Grove Press.

Rosset selected one for the front cover

15
of Evergreen Review in 1957.

When Robert Delpire offered to have

extra sheets printed of Les Americains, Rosset agreed to publish the
book.

He wanted to print poetry with the photographs, but Frank hoped

16

to have blank pages facing the plates.

Sometime in the winter of

13. G[asser], p. 80.
14. G[asser], p. 80.
15.

Evergreen Review, front cover.

16.

Johnson, "Robert Frank," TS, p. 27.
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1957-1958, Frank befriended Jack Kerouac and asked him to write an
introduction to a book of his pictures.

Kerouac agreed.

The proposi

tion of a text by Kerouac pleased Rosset, so he dropped the idea of
using poetry with the photographs.

Apparently, Walker Evans's essay

that was eventually published in U.S. Camera 1958 had been considered
and rejected by Grove Press.

Kerouac had already worked with Rosset

before. Grove Press had issued some of his stories in Evergreen Review
and, beginning in 1958, published several of his novels as well. Frank
asked Kerouac to redraft his introduction—either to make it better or
to make it longer.

Kerouac hated rewriting, but Frank was able to

17
convince him to do it.

18

manuscript.

There are at least three versions of this

There is a short essay that is entirely different from

the introduction in The Americans.

And there is another version that

is nearly identical to the published one.

Correspondence in the Grove

Press Archive indicates that there was some confusion over which text
was preferred by Frank, Kerouac, and Sterling Lord, Kerouac's agent,
19
and which one was the favorite of the editors.

It is not known

17.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.
18. Jack Kerouac, "Robert Frank's Pictures," TS; The other two
are both typescripts titled "Jack Kerouac Introduction to Robert
Frank's Pictures."
But, one of these is titled only in upper case
letters. All three are in the Grove Press Archive, Syracuse Univer
sity, Syracuse, N.Y.
19. Letter from Jeanne Unger to Robert Frank, 30 April 1959;
Letter from Robert Frank to Jeanne Unger, after 30 April 1959. Both
letters are in the Grove Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse,
N.Y.
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whether or not the published introduction was the artists' favorite or
if it was only Rosset's choice.
contradictory and evasive.

Frank's remarks about this matter are

20

Various statements have been made about the size of the edition
of The Americans but none are based on fact.

The following information

is drawn from documents in the Grove Press Archive.
2,600 sets of printed sheets from Delpire.
hardcover copies of the book were sold.

21

Rosset bought

By the end of 1960, 1,113

The contract alludes to the

existence of softcover copies, but there is no other evidence that
22

anything but hardbound books were produced and sold.

Presumably, the

remaining 1,487 books were both given away as review copies and
remaindered.

This should at least eliminate the rumor that only a few

hundred copies of the book were published.
rejected Delpire's Saul Steinberg bookcover.
ask

Franz Kline or

Willem

deKooning

Both Frank and Rosset
Frank wrote that he would

to design a

dust

23
jacket.

Instead, Alfred Leslie did some artwork for the cover of the book.
Rosset rejected it in favor of one of Frank's photographs.

Leslie's

20.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.; Johnson, "Robert Frank," TS, pp.
27-28; Personal interview with Robert Frank, Houston, 2 March 1986.
21. Letter from Robert Delpire to Barney Rosset, 23 January
1959, Grove Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
22. Royalty Statement for The Americans, Grove Press to Robert
Frank, 31 December 1960; Contract for The Americans between Robert
Frank and Grove Press, 13 January 1960. Both are in the Grove Press
Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
23.

Frank to Rosset, 22 April 1959.
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graphics were then used on the .back cover.

Evidently, it was too

avant-garde and abstract expressionist for the front cover.

Early in

the production of the book, Frank asked Barney Rosset in a letter,
"What

are you going to call the book?"24

Rosset replied, "The

25
Americans."

Apparently without much thought of the consequences,

Rosset

to

chose

Americains.

translate

word-for-word

the

French

title,

Les

It can mean either "The Americans" or simply "Americans."

French grammar requires the use of the article.

The title and the

controversy it created will be discussed later.
Today,

most

people

believe

that

when

published all the response to it was negative.

The

Americans

was

That assumption is

based on a limited sample of a group of reviews by seven editors of
Popular Photography.

26

opposed to the book.

It is true that six of the seven were strongly
But, nearly all of them acknowledge Frank's

ability to create powerful photographs.

Also, several other reviews

appeared that praised his book but are never cited in articles about
Frank.

Evidently, a broader survey of the literature has not been

undertaken or heeded before.

Only three photography magazines and one

newspaper were opposed to the book.

24.

Aperture, Popular Photography,

Frank to Rosset, 22 April 1959.

25. Letter from Judith Schmidt to Robert Frank, 11 June 1959,
Grove Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
Rosset
replied by way of Schmidt, his secretary.
26. Les Barry, Bruce Downes, John Durniak, Arthur Goldsmith,
H. M. Kinzer, Charles Reynolds, and James M. Zanutto, "An Off-Beat View
of the U.S.A.," Popular Photography 46 (May 1960), pp. 104-106.
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Modern Photography, and
27
negative reviews.

San Francisco Chronicle gave it strongly

At least six periodicals with a less specialized

readership commended the book.

The New Republic, New York Times Book

Review, Library Journal, The New Yorker, Canadian Forum, and Dissent
28

were largely in support of The Americans.
not critique it.

U.S. Camera and Camera did

Presumably they let their previous portfolios of

Frank's Guggenheim work stand as approval, if not as testimony of their
29
prescience about its importance.

In addition, Esquire and Film

30
Culture included a few brief words of praise for The Americans.
Clearly, Frank received a certain amount of kind treatment.
The impression of an overwhelmingly negative response to The
Americans was created and remains today because of the uncomprehending
and cruel abuse by the two largest and most powerful American photo
graphy magazines.

Never before had a book created so much controversy

27. [White], "Book Reviews," Aperture, p. 127; Barry et al.,
Popular Photography, pp. 104-106; P[atricia] C[aulfield], "New Photo
Books: The Americans," Modern Photography 24 (June 1960), pp. 32-33;
William Hogan, "Photo Coverage of the Ugly American," San Francisco
Chronicle, 27 January I960, p. 25.
28. Frank Getlein, "Beatniks and Beaux," The New Republic, 11
January 1960, pp. 21-22; Gilbert Millstein, "In Each a Self-Portrait,"
New York Times Book Review, 17 January 1960, p. 7; Dorothy Nyren,
"Graphic Arts," Library Journal 85 (15 March 1960), p. 1104; "Books:
General," The New Yorker, 14 May 1960, pp. 203-204; Michel Lambeth,
"Books Reviewed:
The Americans," Canadian Forum 40 (August 1960),
p. 120; Donald Gutierrez, "The Unhappy Many," Dissent 8 (Autumn 1961),
pp. 515-16.
29.

"Robert Frank," U.S. Camera 1958, pp. 90-115; Schuh, pp.

339-56.
30. Dwight Macdonald, "Films: Amateurs and Pros," Esquire 53
(April 1960), pp. 26; "Books Received," Film Culture, No. 22/23 (Summer
1961), p. 197.

65
as to warrant a collection of seven individual critiques in Popular
Photography.
it, too.

The reviewer for Modern Photography harshly criticized

The following month, a letter from Burt Keppler, one of

Modern Photography's editors, appeared in Popular Photography.
said:

It

"The entire staff [of Modern photography] was much impressed

with your review of Robert Frank's The Americans.
31
views perfectly."

It expressed all our

These reactions served to form something like a

united front against the book.

In addition, Minor White's censure in

Aperture added the insult of an elite photographic community that was
supposedly relatively open-minded about photographs directed toward
32
artistic ends.
All but one or two of the critics acknowledged that Frank's
photographs are powerful images.

Popular Photography's editors summed

up the criticism at the end of 1960:
The most controversial photographic book of the year. . . .
Accused by some of being a scathing attack on America, admired
and defended by others for its strong uncompromising viewpoint,
few would deny that its 83 photographs were the work of a
photojournalist with a definite point of Vj-ew and the ability
to effectively express it with his camera.
These acknowledgments of Frank's talent always end with a "but."

Some

examples from Popular Photography and Modern Photography follow.

Les

Barry wrote that Frank "has a sharp eye and a steady finger.

But

31.
Burt Keppler, "Letters to the Editor:
Popular Photography 47 (July 1960), p. 6.
32. [White], "Book Reviews," Aperture, p. 127.
33.

"Books," Photography Annual 1961, p. 198.

The Americans,"
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editorially the shots he grabbed disclose a warped objectivity that
34
gives this book its major limitation."

Patricia Caulfield began her

review with a quote from Kerouac's introduction.
the author saying to Frank "You got eyes."
Frank's got eyes, all right:
view is narrow."

The excerpt ends with

Caulfield begins "Robert

Sharp and incisive.

But their field of

She concludes by writing that The Americans "includes

35
many excellent pictures, but you will probably loathe it."

The

following example is presented to illustrate how absurd and cruel the
remarks sometimes became.

Bruce Downes, the respected grand old man of

the photographic press in the sixties, callously wrote:
sensitive but apparently he is without love."

"Frank is

Frank may be a poet,

Downes continued, "But he is also a liar, perversely basking in the
kind of world and the kind of misery he is perpetually seeking and
persistently creating."

36

Most of the "buts" lead to complaints about

The Americans that reveals that the critics have mistakenly accepted
the book as an objective symbol of the entire nation.
cause for the confusion is the book's title.

The primary

"The Americans" is about

as emblematic a title as is possible.
There is a variety of discussion about the title in the criti
cism.

John Durniak, of Popular Photography, wrote:

have left a word out of the title.

It should read:

"The publishers
Some Americans.

34.

Barry, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.

35.

C[aulfield], pp. 32-33.

36.

Downes, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.
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37
That is exactly what Frank has done, photographed some Americans."
Patricia Caulfield went a little further and said:
title

might

38
America.'"

have

been,

'My

Americans,1

or

"A more appropriate

'Why

I

Can't

Stand

Arthur Goldsmith, another Popular Photography critic, was

more sympathetic to the problem in the following:

"I wish Robert Frank

and/or Grove Press had chosen some less inflammatory title for this
book than The Americans, because that choice is going to make many
39
people so damn mad they'll never see the pictures."

H. M. Kinzer,

the only Popular Photography editor to defend the book wrote:

"As for

the title's seeming to imply all Americans, it is quite clearly
intended

as

40
subtle."

tongue-in-cheek,

but

the

intention

was

perhaps

too

Many of the critics understood the title to mean just that.

They thought of Frank's book as a record of all Americans.
Despite the rhetoric we still do not know what Frank originally
wanted to call the book.

However, in later editions when he had more

control he stayed with The Americans.

In the beginning, he may have

considered several titles such as "America," "American," "In America,"
or "Americans."

An investigation of the evidence provides several

clues but no conclusions.

The front cover of the maquette has only

Robert Frank's name and Robert Delpire's name and address on it.

37.

Durniak, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.

38.

C[aulfield], p. 32.

39. Goldsmith, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.
40.

Kinzer, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 105.
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Written on the back cover is "American."

41

The title on the manuscript

of Kerouac's introduction intended for the book is "Robert Frank's
42
Pictures."

Written on Walker Evans's draft, in what appears to be

43
Frank's hand, is "In America."
the title.

Perhaps Delpire is responsible for

If Frank had wanted the title "In America" it would have

been "En Amerique" in French.

But the book was intended for the

Encyclopedie Essentielle series that had employed simple nouns for
titles such as L'Evolution and L'Ecriture.

If the artist had wished

for the book to be called "Americans" it must be "Les Americains" in
French.

That language always requires the use of the article.

Americains" means both "The Americans" and "Americans."
Rosset

was

deciding

how

to name

the

translation of the French title and

book, he

chose

"Les

When Barney
a

literal

maintained the article.

In

English, "The Americans" certainly has a more specific and strongly
symbolic connotation than simply "Americans."
about the choice of title, Frank was evasive.

When asked recently
He said he was so glad

44
to have the book published that he didn't care what they called it.
It is tempting to speculate whether or not the response to the book

41.
Houston.

Frank, Maquette, Collection of The Museum of Fine Arts,

42.
Kerouac, "Robert Frank's Pictures," TS, Grove Press
Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
43.
Evans, "In America," TS, Grove Press Archive, Syracuse
University, Syracuse, N.Y.
44.
1986.

Personal interview with Robert Frank, Houston, 2 March
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would have been as vehement if it were named Robert Frank, Photographer
or something equally innocuous.
We will never know the answer, but an example can help to illus
trate the power of the title and the context to sway opinion.

Minor

White made a complete reversal about Frank's Guggenheim project.

He

praised the portfolio entitled "Robert Frank" in U.S. Camera 1958, and
he railed against Les Americains and The Americans a few years later.
What bothered him most was, not so much the pictures themselves, as it
was that they were "presented as a symbol of the whole" under the title
The Americans.

White wrote:

Robert Frank is a magnificent photographer with power to see,
and strength to penetrate to the significance of a situation or
place. He fishes for truth and frequently lands specimens far
beyond the legal minimum size. . . . He found examples of the
Bowery from Highway #1 to #999 and back. He never lies. It is
true, on some days, that Butte, Montana seen through the flying
curtains of a cheap hotel is as dreary as the slums of New
York. True that . . . [several more examples follow]. . . .
The juke box camera position tells no lies. If Frank were to
tour abroad, tour France for instance, he would seek out the
same strata of humanity. ... If an American editor published
Frank's pictures in an essential history entitled The French,
what a spasm of protest we would hear! . . . And they would be
justified. This is exactly the way that the Frank photographs
have been used in Les Americains.
No matter how true the
fraction, when the juke box eye on American life is presented
as a symbol of the whole, a lie is tte. flower of truth. A
gross lie is ground in with a vengeance.
Naturally, the idea that the book attempted to represent the entire
nation put the critics on the defensive.

They all had their own

notions of what constitutes "America" and "the Americans" and how that
theme should be portrayed.

45.

Because the vision of a positive, clean,

[White], "Book Reviews," Aperture, p. 127.
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and cheery America, such as was featured weekly in Life magazine, did
not appear in Frank's book they decided that, he not only selectively
portrayed the country in an uncomplimentary fashion, but, he sought out
only the seamy side of American culture.

Charles Reynolds wrote in

Popular Photography that "Frank has concentrated almost exclusively on
the tawdry, the lonely, and the sad images which are part, but not all,
46
of American life."

Les Barry stated it a little more forcefully:

"Although he calls it The Americans, Frank's book actually explores a
very limited aspect of life in the United States, and it is the least
attractive aspect, at that ... it is only logical to conclude that
47
this book is an attack on the United States."
The second cause for the confusion about The Americans function
ing as an objective symbol of the entire nation is the documentary
style that Frank had adopted.

His photographs are direct, black-and-

white images recorded with available light on grainy, high-speed films.
Using

a

35-millimeter

Leica

camera,

frequently

mounted

wide-angle lens, he made pictures of people in action.
are often unaware of the camera's presence.

with

a

His subjects

Pictures made in that

manner are generally accepted as accurate representations of unposed,
unrehearsed real life.

When combined with that symbolic title the

expectations for objectivity were raised even more.
depictions of America made the critics uneasy.

Some of Frank's

John Durniak asked,

46.

Reynolds, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 105.

47.

Barry, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.
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48
"has he photographed what these people really are like?"

At least

one critic called him a "propagandist" because some overt subjectivity
49
was detected in these documentary style pictures.

Les Barry added

that "the vitriolic tone of his photographs [is] increased by the care50
ful selection of his seemingly objective tongue-in-cheek captions."
Some reviewers acknowledged that Frank consciously adopted a
personal, rather than an objective, or even, a propagandistic stance.
The value of such a vantage point was questioned by Popular Photography
critic, James M. Zanutto:

"Robert Frank's book is described ... by

Jack Kerouac as a 'sad poem.'
accurate.

A sad poem for sick people might be more

As a personal statement of Robert Frank's personality, it is

unexcelled.

The serious question is this:

merit publication?"

Do such personal statements

Zanutto apparently disagreed.

He continued:

"One

wonders if his pictures contribute to our knowledge of anything other
51
than the personality of Robert Frank."

On the contrary, H. M. Kinzer

believed Frank's individual viewpoint was worthwhile:
In The Americans, one of our finest photographers has produced
a slashing and bitter attack on some U.S. institutions, while
completely ignoring others. However much one may quarrel with
this one-sidedness, ... it is impossible to deny the sharp
perception and the sheer power of most of the images in the

48.

Durniak, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.

49.

Reynolds, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 105

50.

Barry, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.

51.

Zanutto, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 105.
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book. The fact is simply that he feels strongly about some of
the things he sees in his adopted country,c^nd wants to call
them to our attention. He does it superbly.
A reader sent a letter to the editor in support of Kinzer's review:
Mr. Kinzer alone indicates that Mr. Frank's book was published
with a purpose in mind.
Mr. Frank has seen one aspect of
American life: the mediocrity and conformity. However objec
tive or slanted, it is presented as Mr. Frank's own view. As a
result the book stands as a valid esthetic exercise. ... He
merely asks us to look at ourselves.
Frank's viewers were prepared for his perspective in U.S. Camera 1958
by "A Statement ..."

He wrote:

"The view is personal, and there-

fore, various facets of American life and society have been ignored."

54

Elsewhere he has said that he tried to photograph more of the upper
class, but he found them to be relatively inacessible.

It was diffi

cult to meet them and to gain permission to photograph them.
55
sympathies always remain with "the underdog."

But his

Frank certainly had

definite ideas to express. In a letter to his father during the Guggen
heim period he wrote:

"America is an interesting country, but there is

a lot here that I do not like and that I would never accept.
CZT
trying to show this in my photos."

52.
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53. Tad Stamm, "Letters to the Editor:
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Unfortunately, many of the critics of The Americans misinter
preted Frank's anger.

They believed that he ridiculed all of the

people he photographed and the American populace by extension. Granted,
a

few of

the

pictures—roughly

ten

percent—appear

to

mock

the

subjects, such as City fathers—Hoboken, New Jersey and Convention
hall—Chicago.

But even those seem more to be caricatures of American

political practices than condemnations of the men depicted.
Only the more astute critics, such as Kinzer, noted that
Frank's disapproval was directed at the circumstances the people were
trapped in and not at the individuals themselves.

But some of the

reviewers that hated the book at least noticed his compassion for
blacks.

Charles Reynolds commented:

"The only slight vestiges of

57
nobility left . . . are possessed by Negroes and small children."
The many photographs that are sympathetic to whites went unremarked.
There was an increased public sensitivity to the racial issue when this
book was published.
the blacks.

The attention then was focused on the plight of

They were among the poor whites and the many other

"underdogs" with whom Frank sympathized.

Several of the critics could

not see beyond the most obvious group—the blacks.
minority not depicted in the book.

The beats were a

But they did not escape comment

because one of the leaders, Jack Kerouac, contributed the opening text.
Jack Kerouac's introduction is fine, creative writing. Perhaps
we should not look to it for rigorous criticism.

57.

But it does demand

Reynolds, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 105.
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some consideration.

Kerouac calls The Americans "a sad poem."

Also he

exclaims:

"The humor, the sadness, the EVERYTHING-ness and AmericanCO
ness of these pictures!"
His rambling commentary on individual

photographs emphasizes that this book is a rich mine for
interpretations.

varied

Included is another remark about Frank's originality

plus a rare, bold prediction.

"Robert Frank has captured in these

tremendous photographs . . . scenes that have never been seen before on
film.

For this he will definitely be hailed as a great artist in his

59
field."

This prophecy eventually became a reality.

But more

important than anything Kerouac said was the mere existence of his
introduction.

It impressed on the minds of the public the associa

tion of Frank with the beats who attracted enormous media attention in
the late fifties and early sixties.
The critics perpetuated the distorted popular image of the
beats as empty and negative people.

Arthur Goldsmith believed that

"The book is not about Americans but about a wild, sad, disturbed,
adolescent, and largely mythical world, the World of the Beat Genera
tion."^®
view.

Frank was condemned for a lack of humor and for a pessimistic

These are traits that several of the uncomprehending critics

identified with the beats.

Bruce Downes wrote about the photographs:

58. Jack Kerouac, Introduction to Robert Frank, The Americans
(New York: Grove Press, 1959), pp. ii, vi.
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"They are images of hate and hopelessness, of desolation and preoccupation with death."

Patricia Caulfield associated what she believed to

be Frank's negativity and aimlessness with the beats.

She remarked:

"The problem is that while he attacks almost everything (almost, since
Southern

Negroes,

unlike

any

other

group, are

presented

with

a

consistent warmth and sympathy), he is not for anything. ... If you
are an enthusiast of Kerouac, of Ginsberg, or of the beat outlook in
general, you will certainly dig this book."

62

In reality the beats

were youths whose rejection of traditional middle-class values was
associated with a quest for spiritual enlightenment.
The beats, like Frank, were maligned by the press.
misunderstood and then misrepresented by the mass media.

They were
Only weeks

before The Americans was released, Life magazine featured a large
article about this subculture.
Frank's first film Pull My Daisy.

It was illustrated with stills from
Titled "The Only Rebellion Around,"

the subtitle that follows indicates its bias:
63
the job in arguing, sulking and bad poetry."
and largely false view of its subject.

"But the beats bungle
It presents a distorted

The image of the beat was

trivialized by the diminishing moniker "beatnik."

And it was further

reduced to a silly, ineffectual television character named Maynard G.

61. Downes, "Off-Beat," Popular Photography, p. 104.
62. C[aulfield], pp. 32-33.
63. Paul O'Neil, "The Only Rebellion Around," Life, 30 Novem
ber 1959, pp. 114-15, 119-20.
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Krebs.

There is no doubt that Frank's critics were influenced in their

evaluations by the media's portrayal of the beats.
Pull My Daisy was first shown in 1959 before The Americans was
64
issued.

It suffered similar treatment in its reviews.

The film was

made in collaboration with Kerouac and other beats such as Allen
Ginsberg, Peter Orlovsky, and Gregory Corso.
was critical of the beats and their lifestyle.
about the film itself.

Much of the discussion
Often little was said

Most of the praise it received was for the

narration by Kerouac.
There was a wide range of responses to Kerouac's introduction
to The Americans.
Kerouac

provided

Michel Lambeth of Canadian Forum remarked that
"a

short

histrionic

travesty

of

the

photos.

Gilbert Millstein's rave review of Kerouac's On the Road in 1957 helped
to launch that writer's meteoric career.

Frank arranged for him to
66

discuss The Americans in The New York Times Book Review.

Although

Millstein favored the book, he was less than enthusiastic about it.
wrote:

"Kerouac's [text] is fine descriptive reading but rather too

optimistic for Frank's photographs.
Frank

He

67
does."

He sees a different America than

In contrast, Donald Gutierrez wrote in Dissent:

"there is justification for

some of the enthusiasm

64.

Alexander, Robert Frank, pp. 20-21.

65.

Lambeth, p. 120.

in Kerouac's

66.
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67.
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introduction . . . the enormous energy and activity of American life
implicit in . . . [cites a couple of pictures] . . . represent, if
inadequately, the restlessness and mobility which, properly directed
might take the country along a better course."
commented:

The New Yorker critic

"For once, Mr. Kerouac is right.

The special quality of

69
American life is here exposed with brutal sensitivity."

Minor White

believed that Frank could not have actually wanted Kerouac's text to
replace the anthology selected by Alain Bosquet.

He also made a snide

remark implying that Frank, like most documentary photographers, may
have lost control over his work.

White said:

"In the American edition

not a scrap of the original French text remains.

All of that is

replaced with a brief introduction by the Dhali Lama of the Beatnicks
[sic], Jack Kerouac.

The trap of the social documentarian is always

the misuse of his well-intentioned pictures.
The controversy continued in discussions of Frank's photo
graphic technique.

The only praise for this aspect of his work came

from specialists in books, not photography.
Journal said:
never

mere

Dorothy Nyren of Library

"These are fine photographs, technically excellent but
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technical studies."

And

William

Hogan of

68.

Gutierrez, p. 516.

69.

"Books," The New Yorker, p. 204.

70.

[White], "Book Reviews," Aperture, p. 127.

71.

Nyren, p. 1104.

the San
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Francisco Chronicle called them "technically dazzling."
these

laymen

felt

compelled

to

provide

evaluation of the mechanics of the art.
said the prints were well executed.
concur.

their

readers

Perhaps
with

some

Without a solid grounding they

The photographic experts did not

Many of them do agree that Frank was able to communicate a

strong message but they also criticized his means of doing so.

Arthur

Goldsmith's remark provides an example:
Frank had managed to express, through the recalcitrant medium
of photography, an intense personal vision, and that's nothing
to carp at. But . . . many of the prints are flawed by meaning
less blur, grain, muddy exposure, drunken horizons, and general
sloppiness. As a photographer, Frank shows contempt for any
standards of quality or discipline in technique.
Jarnes M. Zanutto contemptuously likens Frank's methods to the beats'
way of writing:
You will find the same [as the beat writers] studious inatten
tion to the skills of craft, the same desire to show and
provide cheap thrills. It seems as if he merely points the
camera in the direction he wishes to shoot and doesn't worry
about exposure, composition, and lesser considerations. If you
dig out-of-focus pictures, intense and unnecessary grain,
converging verticals, a total absence of normal composition,
and a relaxed, snapshot quality, then Robert Frank is for you.
If you don't, you may find The Americans one of the most
irritating photo books to make the scene.
Some believed his work more closely resembled photographs made in the
thirties.

Still others regarded his style as nothing out of the

ordinary for that time.
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Practically no one commented on the sequencing of the book.
Apparently most of the critics were oblivious to it.

Those who did

make note of it did not show an awareness of the complexity, nor of the
eventual significance, of Frank's effort.

Patricia Caulfield only

remarked that his use of sequencing was effective:
Just because they [Frank's photographs] are not juxtaposed in
the traditional picture story fashion, don't think for a moment
that these photographs are meant to be regarded solely as
single images. Frank has rejected the obvious layout as an
editorial aid, but he editoria^zes just as effectively, if
more subtly, by simple sequence.
John Durniak illustrated, in the following, how traditional his expec
tations were and how ill-suited he was to understand Frank's advanced
ideas about putting images together:

"Frank is a great photographer of

single pictures but a poor essayist and no convincing story-teller at
76
all."

There were few artists then who were as passionate about

sequencing photographs as was Minor White.

It is therefore surprising

and disappointing that he did not so much as mention the arrangement of
the pictures.
Despite the variety of assessments of numerous aspects of The
Americans in this first wave of criticism, it remained for the next
generation of critics, curators, and photographers to reach a more
complete understanding of the essence of Frank's effort.

In this

initial round of public evaluation there was some discussion of how he
manipulated the medium.

But there was little comprehension of why he

75.

C[aulfield], p. 32.

76.
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did it the way he did.

At least a few of the reviewers understood

Frank's primary message—that all was not well in American society.
Most of the debate became tripped up on a matter of semantics, on the
title itself.

It instigated vehement arguments about whether or not

this book was a fair and accurate depiction of America.

In spite of

all the controversy, nearly everyone agreed that, whether positive or
negative, The Americans made a powerful impression on the viewer.
What did Frank think of the response to his creation?

As we

can see in the following quote from 1961, he apparently held little
regard for what was said:
I welcome criticism if it is intelligent and constructive, but
the lack of good critics interested in photography is one of my
complaints about photography today. Painters, even second and
third-grade ones, are taken seriously. They command intelli
gent criticism. For the photographer, this is impossible. He
has no place to exhibit, no able critics to evaluate his work.
It is very hard for him to feel that he is getting real
recognition.
There is so little for the photographer who
really tries. The Guggenheim is the only good thing left. It
is pitiful what the museums are doing for the photographer. If
they want photography as part of their program, then let them
treat it as an art and the photographer as an artist. Other
wise, why do they bother?
Why can't tha photographer be
accorded the dignity due the serious artist?
Frank spoke in general terms. What would constitute "intelligent criti
cism"?

According to Frank's publisher Barney Rosset, it would begin by
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looking "at the pictures, not beyond them."
dignity due the serious artist" be?

77.

And what would "the

Apparently, it would start with

Bennett, Aperture, p. 22.

78. Barney Rosset, "Letters to the Editor:
Popular Photography 47 (July 1960), p. 6.

The Americans,"
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the respect of the photographer's right as an artist to maintain a
unique and subjective viewpoint.
come immediately.

Frank's "real recognition" did not

It developed slowly in the mid-sixties.

CHAPTER 5

THE SIXTIES

The status of a legend crept up on Robert Frank and The
Americans from 1961, when the final reviews straggled into print, until
the end of 1968, when it became one of the few photographic books to be
issued in a second edition.

A generation of curators, critics, and

photographers not only came to understand and to accept Frank's message
but also came to appreciate his style as well.
and borrowed from it.

They learned from it

The enthusiasm for what he gave them manifested

itself in the form of exhibitions, publications, and word-of-mouth
recommendations.

The controversy that had greeted the book provoked

interest, and his supposed abandonment of photography for film created
intrigue.

The continued presentation of, and acclaim for his still

photography only compounded the mythical reputation that he and the
book acquired.

In order to understand this phenomenon and to uncover

some new perceptions about The Americans, it is necessary to examine
the testimonials to his work.
First, the record should be set straight.

Frank did not

suddenly put his Leica in the closet one day and pick up a movie camera
the next day as it is popularly believed.

In 1958, he completed two

personal photographic projects—the Coney Island Series and the Bus
Series.

Afterward, photography no longer interested him as much as
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film did.

He had reached a point where he put considerably more effort

into both expressing himself by making films and seeking support for
his work in that medium."''

But, from 1957 through 1963, in order to

provide for his family, he regularly made photographs for the promotion
department of The New York Times, that included numerous advertisements and two books, New York Is and Zero Mostel Reads a Book.
also did a broad variety of other jobs.

2

Frank

They ranged from, black-and-

white editorial reportage for Esquire of Richard Nixon campaigning, to
3
commercial color advertisements for the U.S. Steel Company.

On most

assignments he was allowed an unusual amount of creative freedom.

Even

more important, he has recently exhibited some of these pictures
4
alongside his best personal work.

This indicates that he still holds

some pride for this material on which he obviously spent a certain
amount of time, thought, and artistic effort.

By 1964, he had received

1. Sean Kernan, "Uneasy Words While Waiting: Robert Frank,"
in U.S. Camera/Camera 35 Annual: America: Photographic Statements,
ed. Jim Hughes (New York:
The American Express Publishing Corp.,
1972), p. 140; Lasse Swanberg, "Robert Frank," in Fotografisk Arsbok
1968 (Stockholm:
Nordisk Rotogravyrs Forlag/P.A. Norstedt & Soner,
1967), p. 56.
2. Alexander, Robert Frank, pp. 18-19, 22-23, 28-29, 33-35,
37-40, 43-44; Robert Frank, New York Is, introd. Gilbert Millstein (New
York: New York Times, [ca. 1959]); Robert Frank, Zero Mostel Reads a
Book (New York: New York Times, 1963).
3. Joseph Kraft, "Ike vs. Nixon," Esquire 53 (April 1960),
pp. 84-86; 42nd Annual of Advertising and Editorial Art and Design of
the Art Directors Club of New York (New York: Comet Press for the Art
Directors Club of New York, 1963), n.p., Exhibit No. 237.
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Todoli, pp. 129-32.
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enough offers to work as a cinematographer that he no longer needed
5

photographic commissions.

6

Occasionally he did jobs for friends.

Throughout this period he made some new photographs for himself but
almost never sought to publish or exhibit any of them.

Instead, he

concentrated his efforts on film projects.
Frank noticed that once he purportedly quit photography, more
people became interested in his work.^
this.

He did nothing to discourage

Indeed, he continued to pursue offers to publish and exhibit his

old photographs.

From this point forward, simple mentions of Frank and

single reproductions of his pictures, usually from The Americans, began
to appear in the literature with regularity and in numbers that have
O
increased exponentially.
A similar situation existed for the inclusion of prints in
group exhibitions.

In the fifties, most of the shows in which Frank

participated were either at the Museum of Modern Art in New York or at
exhibition halls in Europe.

In the following decade, group and large

survey exhibitions of photography became enormously popular in the
United States.

Normally they were held at major metropolitan art

museums and at university art galleries across the country.

They were

5. Lawrence Shainberg, "Notes From the Underground," Evergreen
Review, No. 50 (December 1967), pp. 107-108.
6. Telephone interview with John Cohen, Putnam Valley, N.Y.,
14 August 1985.
7.
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frequently accompanied by a catalogue.

Frank's photographs from The

Americans were included in nearly all of the most important large
exhibitions in the sixties.

And in the seventies and the eighties the

9

numbers increased.

Group exhibitions during the sixties were important for Frank
in several ways.

Primarily, they helped his photographs to reach a

larger and a broader public than did The Americans.
exhibitions toured extensively.

Many of the

For instance, "The Photographer's Eye"

travelled around the world for several years.
Being selected to exhibit is a form of authorization.

Many of

the curators were Frank's peers—men born in the twenties—who recog
nized in him a kindred spirit and an undeniable talent.

He remained on

good terms with them and frequently loaned prints for exhibitions.
Group shows and large surveys provided the opportunity for comparison
with others' images.

Some, such as the Museum of Modern Art's, "The

Photographer's Eye," might place one of the finest examples of a long
acknowledged master's prints next to a relatively new and unproven
picture, such as one from The Americans.

Some pieces could not survive

that treatment, but Frank's never paled in a comparison.

When success

ful, that contest of strength raised the work in question to the level
of the enduring, accepted art.
Group exhibitions can offer a kind of forum for astute curators
to present what they perceive to be new styles or movements in the

9.

Alexander, Robert Frank, passim.
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medium.

They may also help to illuminate differences or similarities

between artists. In 1966 and 1967 there were at least four such exhibi
tions that either included or implicated Frank.

They were "Toward a

Social Landscape," George Eastman House, Rochester, New York; "The
People Protest," Crypt Gallery, Columbia University, New York; "New
Documents," Museum of Modern Art, New York; and "12 Photographers of
the American Social Landscape," Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University,
Waltham, Massachusetts.

The importance to Frank of these exhibitions

will be discussed at greater length later in this chapter.
More important for Frank's status as a premier photographic
artist were his one-man exhibitions.

It is ironic that he was never so

honored until after he essentially gave up the medium.
the

erudite

and

enthusiastic

curator

of

photography

Institute of Chicago, was moved by The Americans.
prepare an exhibition for the spring of 1961."^
the show were from the book.
of a major art museum.

Hugh Edwards,
at

the

Art

He invited Frank to
Most of the images in

Finally, they were presented on the walls

More encouraging for Frank and supportive of

the medium, Edwards bought many of the prints from the exhibition for
the museum's collection.

Unfortunately, there were no reviews, but

Edwards noted that many young photographers were enthusiastic about
Frank's books which were available in the print room."''"'"

In contrast,

Danny Lyon remembered, more than twenty years after the exhibition,

10.

Telephone interview with Hugh Edwards, Chicago, 12 July

11.

Tucker and Brookman, p. 34.

1985.
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that many photographers were appalled by what they considered to be
12

poor quality prints.

The following January, a large exhibition opened that paired
Harry Callahan with Robert Frank.
Frank's prints.

Included were about eighty of

Over a third of them were from The Americans.

exhibition travelled around the United States through 1964.

The

It was

Edward Steichen's final curatorial effort before his retirement from
the Museum of Modern Art in New York.
sixth

in

a series of

groupings of

"Diogenes with a Camera."

He intended for it to be the
photographers that

he

titled

Frank threatened to withdraw his prints only

a short time before the scheduled opening if the title was anything
13
other than "Photographs by Harry Callahan and Robert Frank."

He won

this small fight in his battle to win for the photographer the status
and respect of the artist. Frank said:
I was always opposed to Steichen's idea of photography being
some kind of folk art. That you put it under the title of "The
Family of Man." ... I think he put photography back consider
able [sic] by his insistence on lumping it together at the
expense of the artists and making a theme out of it. . . .
Only by pointing out the work of individual photographers . . .
can fyou] . . . elevate photography or make it become more the
work of an artist.
This exhibition gave Frank an amount of prestige despite the fact that
the reviews were minimal.

Jacob Deschin only noted, in the New York

12. Joe Cuomo, "Against the Grain: An Interview with Danny
Lyon," Darkroom Photography 7 (July/August 1985), p. 29.
13. Tucker and Brookman, p. 97.
14.
Frank, Extended Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.
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Times, that Frank's "pictures almost invariably are social statements
that communicate now biting criticism, now compassion. . . .
Mr. Frank's

strongest

pictures are

in

'The

Americans'

Some of
15
group."

Deschin was not alone in his discernment.
Nathan Lyons, curator of photography at the George Eastman
House in Rochester, New York, began in 1964 and 1965 to prepare several
small one-man exhibitions of twenty-five prints each for a travelling
exhibition program.

Lyons made an arrangement whereby Frank received

so many feet of raw movie film stock in exchange for twenty-five prints
from The Americans.^
the

Eastman

House

Frank used the film for Me and My Brother and

created

a

small, one-man

exhibition

with

the

photographs in 1965.This was perhaps the most effective vehicle for
presenting The Americans to the vast public.

For fifteen years it

toured museums and galleries, almost entirely in medium and small
cities and college towns.

Probably more people saw the twenty-five

prints in this exhibition than have ever seen the book.
Frank's enormous reputation was developed largely in the publi
cations of the sixties.

Brief words of praise for Frank and The

Americans appeared in a variety of books and magazines—from such
widely read domestic periodicals as Saturday Review to a Japanese

15. Jacob Deschin, "Two-Man Exhibit," New York Times, 4 Febru
ary 1962, Sec. 2, p. 21.
16. Tucker and Alexander, p. 12.
v
17. "A noter . . . Les expositions itinerantes de la George
Eastman House," Terre d'Images, No. 13 (15 November 1965), p. 8.
^
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language photographic art magazine, Photo Art.

18

Even more abundant—

in all manner of publications—are the mentions of Frank as an exemplar
along with the names of famous figures such as Alfred Stieglitz and
Edward Weston.
As the initial shock of seeing The Americans for the first time
began to wane, some people came to regard it in a new way.

That change

of opinion occurred almost immediately for some critics, and for
others, it took several years.

Even Popular Photography, the magazine

that had treated The Americans so cruelly, included it as one of
19
"Today's Best Picture Books," in 1963.
another four years later.
photography,"

David

Vestal

Further progress was made

In an article about "books that shaped
sympathetically

reported

to

Popular

Photography's readers that the images in Frank's book were "widely
misunderstood as 'hostile' to America."

And he continued, "Actually,

they are Robert's way of showing a tender sympathy for some aspects of
the U.S. that stuffy Americans dislike."

20

Broad social and cultural changes in the sixties helped to
create a climate of acceptance in which even the stodgiest of publica
tions voluntarily applauded Frank's book.

By the second half of the

18. Margaret R. Weiss, "Creative Vision: Six Decades of the
Photographer's Art," Saturday Review, 22 September 1962, p. 49; "Sekai
No Shashinka Go Ju Nin," Photo Art 14 (1962), p. 158.
19. H. M. Kinzer, "Today's Best Picture Books," Popular Photog
raphy 52 (May 1963), p. 60.
20. David Vestal, "30 Years of Books That Shaped Photography,"
Popular Photography 60 (June 1967), p. 89.
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decade, it was plain that Frank had pointed to some of the problems in
American society in the fifties that erupted in violence in the
sixties, such as racial discrimination and the disaffection of youth.
While social unrest helped to make Frank's message more acceptable, it
was,

in

part,

the

raw,

urbanizing

environment

and

the

growing

fragmentation of daily life that made appreciation of his form easier.
Various media, such

as rock

music and

increasingly disharmonious ways.
crowded

with

wires,

poles,

television, were

Even our

benches, and

used

in

roadsides became more
signs.

This

constant

bombardment with vulgar, visual clutter and dissonance made the skewed
and coarse formal qualities of Frank's photography seem more palatable.
Alert to the temper of the nation, small press publications
were among the first to embrace Frank's work.

Portfolios of his photo

graphs were featured in such periodicals as Aperture, Art Voices,
Choice:

A Magazine of Poetry and Photography, The Second Coming Maga-

zine, and Show.

21

The first appeared in Minor White's Aperture only a

year after his harsh words about The Americans.

He realized that Frank

was a fine photographer with something to say, so he opened his journal
22

to Edna Bennett, who wrote an excellent article about Frank.

It is

21. "Robert Frank," Aperture 9 (1961), pp. 4-19; "Portraits:
The Photographs of Robert Frank," Art Voices 5 (Summer 1966),
pp. 57-60; Photographs by Robert Frank," Choice: A Magazine of Poetry
and Photography, No. 2 (1962), pp. 97-112, 159; "Portfolio: Photo
graphs by Robert Frank," The Second Coming Magazine 1 (January/February
1961), pp. 17-21; Robert Frank, "The Venice Film Festival," Show 2 (May
1962), pp. 60-65.
22.
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not known who selected the portfolio.

If White did, we can be sure

that he still did not care much for The Americans because only three of
the eighteen reproductions are from the book.

In a direct and

sympathetic exposition, Bennett allowed Frank to virtually state his
own case.

While no new perceptions of the work are presented, there

are numerous quotes that reveal his intentions and his aspirations.
Subsequent publications frequently quote Frank from this article.
"A new and powerful figure in American photography," is how
Frank was described by Choice:

A Magazine of Poetry and Photography.

23

In a little media blitz of their own, Frank and Harry Callahan were
paired in portfolios in Choice and Du to coincide with their exhibition
at the Museum of Modern Art in 1962.

Leading photographic artist and

educator Aaron Siskind selected the pictures for Choice, and he may
24
have written the comment above.

All stages of Frank's career were

25
presented in nearly forty pages of the January 1962 issue of Du.
large

format

and

excellent

reproductions

made

it

an

The

impressive

showcase.
The following year, Nathan Lyons and John Szarkowski—two of
the most important voices of the sixties—began to speak out in Frank's
favor. Szarkowski was newly installed at the Museum of Modern Art.
succeeded the retiring Edward Steichen as Curator of Photography.

He
For

23.

"Photographs by Robert Frank," Choice, p. 159.

24.

Personal interview with Aaron Siskind, Tucson, 27 October

25.
pp. 1-37.

Willy Rotzler, "Robert Frank," Du 22 (January 1962),

1981.
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Popular Photography, he included Frank in a short list of "original and
influential workers of the day . . . whose style has grown inevitably
from a personal commitment to content:
reality."

to their own experience of

At the George Eastman House, Lyons began an active

campaign to promote contemporary photography.

Rather than simply

reiterating the personal nature of Frank's work, Lyons was among the
first people to discuss the employment of symbols in his pictures.

In

an article about photographic books, he suggested a comparison of the
symbol of the flag in Joe Rosenthal's patriotic photograph, Flag
27
Raising at Iwo Jima, to Frank's use of it in The Americans.
that

their

meaning

could

be significantly

altered

by

He said

contextual

configuration—either through the manipulation of the formal elements
of individual photographs or through repetition and sequencing of
images or both combined.

He wrote:

Frank photographs the flag in a sense completely different from
that of the flag at Iwo Jima. The context in which the flag
appears in Frank's book checks the possibilities of the
standard associative response.
The satirical and sometimes
sardonic results attest to the power and effectiveness of this
language form.
In one sense it must feed off the meaning
normally associated with the flag, but because of the context
in which it is seen, these meanings can be effectively modified
and entirely new associations established. The flag is also
used
a unifying factor by its recurrence throughout the
essay.

26.
John Szarkowski, "Worldwide Survey of Photography '63:
U.S.A.," Popular Photography 53 (July 1963), p. 61.
27. Nathan Lyons, "Photographic Books," in The Encyclopedia of
Photography (New York: Greystone Press, 1963), XIV, p. 2682.
28.

Lyons, "Photographic Books," p. 2682.
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Lyons followed this with a generic discussion of sequencing picture
books.

As a teacher and a photographer he has proclaimed his belief

that the sequencing of The Americans is incredibly complex and is one
of its most significant contributions.

29

A number of similarities make

his own book, Notations in Passing, something of a homage to Frank's

Arthur Goldsmith had few kind words for The Americans in 1960,
but four years later he was among the first to comment on the manipula
tion of symbols in the book.

He noted that Frank often portrayed

objects in a manner that made them simultaneously function as symbols
for more than one thing or idea.

He wrote that a

. . . type of visual pun is achieved by pointing up visual
similarities between dissimilar things. ... A brilliant
example of this kind of double meaning is Robert Frank's
photograph [in The Americans] of a new Cadillac shrouded in a
winding cloth like a gigantic mummy—a corpse lying in,state—
awaiting its resurrection by a Los Angeles car dealer.
Discoveries in the book such as Goldsmith's helped to turn its critics
around.

29.
Frank, Advanced Conference/Workshop, 17-18 August 1967,
George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.; This recording includes confer
ence participants such as Nathan Lyons, Beaumont Newhall, and Harold
Jones asking questions of Frank and discussing his work with him;
Personal interview with Nathan Lyons, Tucson, 14 April 1986.
30.
Nathan Lyons, Notations in Passing (Cambridge, Mass.:
M.I.T. Press, 1974).
31.
Arthur Goldsmith, "The Ambiguity of the Photographic
Image," Infinity 13 (March 1964), p. 26.
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The gradual shift of opinion left few people surprised when
Frank and The Americans began to appear in the reference and history
books.

Elizabeth Sutherland, a film critic, wrote an appreciative

biography for a standard reference, The Encyclopedia of Photography.
First published in 1963, it was reissued three times, the last in 1971.
Sutherland's

entry

was not

profound,

but

it

told

about

Frank's

popularity among the youth, and it gave a sense of why he was admired.
As early as 1963, she reported that his pictures were "beloved as well
as imitated by dozens of young photographers who also regard the camera
less as a bread winner than as one way to say what a man feels about
32
the human condition, about life in hxs time."
Trying to keep up with his time, Beaumont Newhall included a
brief discussion of Frank in the "Recent Trends" chapter of the fourth
revised and enlarged edition of his The History of Photography.
seems as though he only did so begrudgingly.

His description makes the

work sound both outmoded in style and entirely negative in tone.
wrote:

It

He

"His harsh, often bitter, photographs, first published in

France as Les Americains, owe much to the example of the Farm Security
Administration

photographers without,

unfortunately, the sense of

33
compassion which distinguished their work."

When queried recently,

32. Elizabeth Sutherland, "Robert Frank: Biography," in The
Encyclopedia of Photography (New York: Greystone Press, 1963), IX,
p. 1602.
33. Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography, 4th rev. and
enl. ed. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1964), p. 200.
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Newhall confirmed that he wasn't favorably impressed by The Americans.
Questioned further about the inclusion of Frank in his History, Newhall, without mincing words simply said:
34
me."

"John [Szarkowski] convinced

Szarkowski admits that he too was not immediately pleased with

the book.

Its apparent crudeness was what initially repelled him.

In

a 1982 interview he described his experience with The Americans:
[It] was not an easy book for me to accept. In many ways it
seemed to deny the importance of many things about photography
that I as a photographer had considered very central. . . . It
seemed to [have] a lack of concern for the traditional, classi
cal, modernist values . . . [such as fine print quality, sharp
focus, and pretty images]. ... As you continue to look at
the book you realize . . . the things that first make the work
difficult . . . the formal and technical qualities of that work
are absolutely as integral to what the work is about and what
the work means and the nature of its discovery and sensibility
as the technical and formal qualities of [Walker] Evans,
[Edward] Weston, [Paul] Strand, and [Henri] Cartier-Bresson.
In 1965, the year after Newhall's History appeared, Helmut and Alison
Gernsheim mentioned Frank in their latest effort, A Concise History of
36
Photography.

Nearly every subsequent history includes Frank and The

Americans.
Thanks to Szarkowski's counsel, Newhall, as a historian was a
bit ahead of his time.

The first real blossoming of Frank's influence

did not occur until the end of 1966 and the beginning of 1967 with a

34.
July 1985.

Telephone interview with Beaumont Newhall, Santa Fe, 23

35. Kelly Wise, "An Interview with John Szarkowski," Views 3
(Slimmer 1982), p. 12.
36. Helmut Gernsheim and Alison Gernsheim, A Concise History
of Photography (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1965), p. 279.
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cluster of exhibitions and publications.

Taken together, the work

shown in them was frequently called "social landscape" photography.
The title derives from a 1963 quote from Lee Friedlander.

He said that

he chose to concentrate his efforts on depicting "the American social
37
landscape and its conditions."

Nathan Lyons defined the term in the

introduction to his catalogue Toward a Social Landscape.

Briefly, it

may be defined as the personal and non-judgmental application of an
artless, snapshot style to document people and their environment while
38
employing commonplace objects as symbols and metaphor.

Friedlander

and nearly all of the "social landscape" photographers have proclaimed
their great debt to Frank.

Included are Danny Lyon, Bruce Davidson,

Diane Arbus, Ralph Gibson, Duane Michals, and Garry Winogrand.
photography critic, Margery Mann, wrote:

Later,

"The Americans . . . was the

39
cornerstone on which the whole Social Landscape school was built."
That claim is indisputable.

Even if Frank was not discussed in the

literature or not included in the exhibitions, his influence could
still be seen in the work of these younger photographers.

This is

proof of Szarkowski's good sense to have convinced Newhall to include
Frank in his History.

37. "Portfolios:
4 (Fall 1963), p. 13.
38.
(New York:
1966), n.p.

Lee Friedlander," Contemporary Photographer

Nathan Lyons, ed. and introd., Toward a Social Landscape
Horizon Press; Rochester, N.Y.:
George Eastman House,

39. Margery Mann, "View from the Bay: Must That Social Land
scape Be Horizontal?" Popular Photography 66 (June 1970), p. 126.
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The impact of The Americans was pervasive.

To emphasize

Frank's importance, Thomas Garver, curator of "12 Photographers of the
American Social Landscape" selected his work for the exhibition and
discussed him in the introduction of the catalogue.

Garver placed

Frank in the dominant position and he used The Americans as the link to
history and tradition by comparing it to Walker Evans's American
40
Photographs.

"New Documents" at the Museum of Modern Art featured

only the works of Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, and Garry Winogrand.
Curator, John Szarkowski did not mention Frank in his introduction but
what he wrote could have been used to describe Frank's photography:
"In the past decade a new generation of photographers has directed the
documentary approach toward more personal ends. . . .

What they hold

in common is the belief that the commonplace is really worth looking
at, and the courage to look at it with a minimum of theorizing."

41

At

least one of the critics, Max Kozloff, discussed Frank in his review of
42
the exhibition.
Almost all of the characteristics of "social landscape" photo
graphy as defined by Szarkowski and Nathan Lyons were derived from
Frank's work.

Where they differ is in the degree of detachment from

their subject matter.

Frank was never able to remain as distanced as

40. Thomas H. Garver, ed. and introd., 12 Photographers of the
American Social Landscape (New York: October House, 1967), n.p.
41.
John Szarkowski, New Documents (New York:
Modern Art, 1967), n.p.
42.
p. 571.

Max Kozlofff

Museum of

"Photography," The Nation, 1 May 1967,
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the "social landscape" group.

But, he led the postwar trend toward

using the documentary style for personal expression.

His rapid and

seemingly haphazard manipulation of the medium taught these photograph
ers that the look of a snapshot is not only acceptable but desirable
because it approximates the rawness and immediacy of modern life.

In

his catalogue essay, Lyons wrote that the depiction of common objects
in a variety of contexts is used by the "social landscape" photograph
ers for metaphoric and symbolic ends.

For an example, he discussed

43
Frank's use of the flag in The Americans.
"The People Protest"—curated

by photographer

Larry Fink—

represents some of the lesser-known, non-institutional activities that
developed out of the civil rights and student protest movements.

Fink

selected prints by an older generation, including Frank, Diane Arbus,
and W. Eugene Smith that were "in the spirit of protest" to complement
a group of pictures by younger photographers of a specific demonstra44
tion.

Another manifestation of the cultural underground of the

sixties that linked Frank with his followers was The Movement.

It was

a book about the civil rights cause that was prepared by the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.

Printed across two pages in it was

Frank's Trolley—New Orleans from The Americans.

43.

More than half of the

Lyons, Social Landscape, n.p.

44. Telephone interview with Larry Fink, April 1985; "Newsfront," Popular Photography 62 (January 1968), p. 16.
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photographs in the book were made by Danny Lyon.

45

Profoundly affected

by Frank, Lyon eventually became a friend and later a partner.

He and

46
Ralph Gibson helped Frank to make films in the late sixties.
Gibson
was a photographer who learned much from the older artist and then
branched off in a different direction as did others of the "social
landscape" group.
The photographers who were influenced by Frank all had some
comment to make about him and The Americans.
in the form of new images.

Their first remarks came

Henry Holmes Smith wrote:

"The most appro

priate criticism of a photograph is another better photograph on the
47
same idea or subject."

And John Szarkowski said that perhaps the

best critiques of The Americans are the photographs by Lee Friedlander
48
and Garry Winogrand.

The images by this younger generation will not

be examined here as criticism.

Generally, they adopted Frank's style,

attitude, subject matter, and even his desire to create sequences in
books.

It is debatable whether or not their photographs were "better"

but the significant workers did not slavishly imitate him.
him homage and then went their own way.

They paid

For example, Ralph Gibson and

45. Lorraine Hansberry, The Movement (New York:
Schuster, 1964), pp. 28-29.

Simon and

46. Tucker and Alexander, p. 12.
47. Henry Holmes Smith, "Improving My Criticism, 1970," Henry
Holmes Smith:
Collected Writings 1935-1985, eds. James Enyeart and
Nancy Solomon (Tucson: Center for Creative Photography, 1986), p. 103.
48.
Anita V. Mozley, "People & Ideas:
Friends," Aperture, No. 79 (1977), p. 3.

A Gathering of
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Duane Michals moved through surrealism and sequencing.

Gibson then

narrowed down to minimalism, while Michals edged closer to literature
and painting. The work of Friedlander and Winogrand became emotionally
cooler and moved toward formalism.

These artists also praised Frank

and The Americans in conversations and interviews.
general raving of Duane Michals:

They range from the

"I love Robert Frank.

I think Robert

Frank is more important than Walker Evans and Ansel Adams. ...
think in every generation there's one original point of view.

I

Robert

Frank is the original point of view of this last thirty years in this
49
country,"
to the more specific and
Winogrand.

pragmatic comments of Garry

He said that he began to use a wide-angle lens after seeing

The Americans.

He even specified that a particular image in the book,

Mississippi River, Baton Rouge, Louisiana influenced him to start using
50
the tilt of the camera as a conscious, formal device.
By the late sixties the photographic community was aware of the
characteristics

of

The

Americans

that

were

either

underrated,

overlooked, or not mentioned in print when the book first appeared.
Foremost were the extent and complexity of the sequencing- and the use
of symbols.

Frank's singular, critical view of American society,

instead of being called propaganda, was shared by the nation at the end
of the decade.

Finally, a whole school of photography was in part

49. Thomas Dugan, Photography Between Covers: Interviews with
Photo-Bookmakers (Rochester, N.Y.: Light Impressions, 1979), p. 133.
50. Garry Winogrand, Public Relations, introd. Tod Papageorge
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1977), p. 11.
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built on his free exploitation of the flaws inherent in 35-millimeter
photography such as blurring, tilt, and graininess.
After inspiring an entire generation of photographers and devel
oping a near mythical reputation, the time was ripe for a new edition
of The Americans.

As early as 1965, Nathan Lyons wanted to republish

51
it but he did not obtain the necessary capital.

In 1967, Davis

Pratt, Curator of Photography at the Carpenter Center for the Visual
Arts at Harvard, wrote to Grove Press to urge them to reissue the
52
book.

Pratt's letter is further proof of the growth of Frank's

stature by word-of-mouth recommendation.

It also serves as an adequate

summary for this chapter. Pratt wrote:
The Americans, . . . is now recognized as a most significant
book in the history of photography, particularly in America.
The influence that Frank's photographs continue to have on
succeeding generations of young photographers is enormous.
This is evident in published work and in many current exhibi
tions.
A great service would be performed if The Americans
could be republished. . . . Many other curators and editors
I've talked to echo my sentiments about thg^widespread interest
to have this important book back in print.
The following year Aperture published The Americans in a revised
edition.

51.
Letter from Robert Frank to Grove Press, 2 July 1965,
Grove Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
52. Letter from Davis Pratt to Grove Press, 10 May 1967, Grove
Press Archive, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.
53. Pratt to Grove Press, 10 May 1967, Grove Press Archive,
Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.

CHAPTER 6

THE SECOND EDITION OF THE AMERICANS
AND THE MID-SEVENTIES

The republication of The Americans in 1969 occurred at the same
time

as

photography

popularity.

was

experiencing

an

enormous

increase

in

The late sixties and early seventies was also a turbulent

period in American history.

At the phenomenal Woodstock music festival

in 1969, hundreds of thousands of youths openly violated social conven
tions.

They flaunted their nudity and drug use before television news

cameras.

All across the country protests against the Vietnam War

escalated. Students burned their draft cards and the American flag. A
little later, the highest level of government was scandalized by the
Watergate incident.

Against such a background, it is not surprising

that the new edition of The Americans was met with no resistance, even
with near indifference.

It had become, as the collector Arnold Crane

noted, an "acknowledged master work.""'"

The literature that grew up

around it in the seventies began to attempt to fit the book into some
kind of historical context.

While the writing became more sophisti

cated, the perceptions and conclusions remained fairly constant.
follows is a

discussion of

the second

edition of The

What

Americans

1. Arnold H. Crane, "For the Photography Collector," Chicago
Daily News, 12 July 1969, Sec. Panorama, p. 9.
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and its reception, and a characterization of the literature about it
that began to develop in the mid-seventies.
The revised and enlarged edition of The Americans was available
by May of 1969.

There appear to be three separate versions of this

edition, but aside from variant title pages and dates, the books them
selves are all identical.
title page it says:

One has a copyright date of 1968 and on its

"An Aperture Book, Museum of Modern Art Edition."

2

There is another that has this identical publishing information but the
date given is 1969.
reads:

3

The third has the date 1969, but the title page

4
"An Aperture Book, Grossman Publishers."
There is no evidence

to suggest that the books with the 1968 date were released before 1969.
The reason that "Museum of Modern Art Edition" was printed on some of
the books is that the museum agreed to an advance purchase of a certain
5
number of the books.
This 1968-69 Aperture edition was modelled after the 1959 Grove
Press book.

There are many similarities and some striking differences.

The reproductions in the Aperture book were printed in Stonetone litho
graphy by Rapoport Printing Corporation in New York City.

Stonetone

2. Robert Frank, The Americans, introd. Jack Kerouac, rev. and
enl. ed. (New York: Aperture/Museum of Modern Art, 1968).
3. Robert Frank, The Americans, introd. Jack Kerouac, rev. and
enl. ed. (New York: Aperture/Museum of Modern Art, 1969).
4. Robert Frank, The Americans, introd. Jack Kerouac, rev. and
enl. ed. (New York: Aperture/Grossman Publishers, 1969).
5. Letter from Peter Galassi, Museum of Modern Art, New York,
21 June 1985.
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is similar to duotone.

One of the printing screens is conventional.

It produces a regular fine dot pattern.

The Stonetone screen—used

instead of a second normal screen—produces a random grain pattern.
The combination of the two is Stonetone lithography.

The printer

attempted to copy the original gravure directly. The results were less
C.

than satisfactory.

Later, even Rapoport admitted his mistake.

The

reproductions are much more contrasty and lacking in detail than the
gravure of the 1958 printing of the plates.

There are also subtle

differences in the cropping of some of the pictures,

in most instances

more of the image is trimmed from the edges in this edition.
pages have been added at the end of the book.

Twelve

A brief statement by

Frank about his filmmaking opens this section.

In the pages that

follow are the title of each of the four films that he had made on the
left-hand page with the credits and a brief description of that film.
On the right-hand page facing this text is a group of reproductions of
film strips from that movie.

This was done for Pull My Daisy, The Sin

of Jesus, O.K. End Here, and Me and My Brother.

Following that are two

facing pages of more film strips from Me and My Brother. The size and
format of the book is identical to the 1959 Grove Press edition.

The

front cover of the dust jacket is identical but the back cover graphics
by Alfred Leslie have been replaced by a brief text by John Szarkowski
on a plain white background.

6.
Dugan, p. 215; Jacob Deschin, "Viewpoint:
Inventor of
Stonetone Describes Intricate Book-Printing Process," Popular Photo
graphy 72 (June 1973), pp. 16, 136.
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A discussion of the criticism of the new Aperture edition of
The Americans must begin with Szarkowski's blurb.

It has been quoted

by various authors, in numerous subsequent articles. Frequently, it is
used by these writers in place of any critical commentary of their own.
Szarkowski noted, as did several reviewers, that The Americans had
become such a universally accepted, uncontroversial book by 1969 that
it seemed surprising that its worth had ever been disputed.

His

statement does not include any new revelations or anything that had not
already been said about the book, but what he did write is stated
eloquently.
It is difficult now to remember how shocking Robert Frank's
book was ten years ago. The pictures took us by ambush then.
We knew the America that they described, of course, but we knew
it as one knows the background hum in a record player, not as a
fact to recognize and confront.
Nor had we understood that
this stratum of our experience was a proper concern for
artists. . . . Frank recorded with such clarity and purity his
own sense of what was basic to us that the trivial was trans
figured, and became symbol.
Robert Frank established a new
iconography for contemporary America, comprised of bits of bus
depots, lunch counters, strip developments, empty spaces, cars,
and unknowable faces.
This iconography had become a common
coin, used now perhaps too easily as a substitute for observa
tion.
But here in the original, the acuity of Frank's own
sensibility is alive and relevant.
Evidently, none of the photography magazines considered the
reissue of The Americans noteworthy enough for a review.

Only the

progressive British monthly, Creative Camera, under the editorship of
Bill Jay, hailed the book's return with a portfolio and the reprinting
of Frank's "A Statement ..." and Walker Evans's "Robert Frank," both

7.

Frank, The Americans, 1968, back cover.
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g
from U.S. Camera 1958.

The silence is a mystery.

Perhaps Modern

Photography and Popular Photography's editors were embarrassed because
of their condemnation of the first edition.

Maybe the other magazines

considered a review of the reissue of an accepted "classic" to be redun
dant.

It is more likely that Aperture did not send them review copies.

But then, why didn't some attentive critic buy it and discuss it
anyway?

No satisfactory answer is forthcoming.
This new edition of The Americans was reviewed in several major

metropolitan newspapers.

The usual remarks about it were included.

For example, Phil Palmer wrote in the San Francisco Chronicle:

"These

are often bitter social comments, statements on the loneliness and
9

frustration of man."

And Jacob Deschin stated in the New York Times:

"His camera is like a finger pointing—look here, and here—to show
what may have been missed and should be known if America is to be
understood.""''®

Most of the critics noted about the book that:

it was

scorned when it first appeared, it became enormously influential, the
commonplace is employed in it as symbols, the photographs have not
become dated but are enduring, even "classical," and finally, Kerouac's
introduction is no longer appropriate.

Excerpts from a few of the

reviews will demonstrate the range of criticism.

8. "Robert Frank:
(January 1969), pp. 22-31.

A. D. Coleman wrote

The Americans," Creative Camera, No. 55

9. Phil Palmer, "Powerful, Visual Statements of the World,"
San Francisco Chronicle, 29 June 1969, Sec. This World, p. 33.
10. Jacob Deschin, "Photography: Camera Looks at America,"
New York Times, 17 August 1969, Sec. 2, p. 22.
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in the Village Voice:

"When Frank's book first appeared, back in 1959,

it was met with a lot of hostility from the critics, some of whom would
no doubt love a chance to eat their words—because now, a decade later,
it is apparent that Frank's impact on contemporary photographers has
been immeasurable.""^

Paul Richard of the Washington Post wrote that

he and his generation learned about photography from The Americans.

He

also found Kerouac's introduction to be anachronistic.
"The Americans" is, for me, an exceptionally important book not
only because it contains masterpieces and a portrait of a
Nation, but because the photography within it taught me as much
about photography as any pictures I have ever seen. . . .
Frank is a photographer of extraordinary skill, but his skills
are fluid. His work is never cramped by preconception ... if
the prose [by Kerouac] has dated, the .photographs haven't.
Their beauty now seems classical and pure.
An anonymous writer for the Chicago Daily News noted a relative passion
at the core of Frank's vision that was discussed further by some
critics in the mid-seventies:

"The Frank style, cool around the edges

but emotional at the center, has created an esthetic of fragments, a
sociology of sentiment on the lonely, tacky, funny things we find so
cherishably American:

religious decals, road cafes, dull, bleached

13
bungalows, fresh-as-death debutantes, stoic-old Negroes."

In 1970 in

Artforum, Ralph Gibson wrote flatteringly of his mentor's book.

11.
A. D. Coleman, "Latent Image:
Voice, 1 May 1969, p. 13.

He

Robert Frank," Village

12.
Paul Richard, "'Americans'—Without Tricks," Washington
Post, 19 May 1969, Sec. B, p. 5.
13.
"Robert Frank's Camera: Poetry of Americana," Chicago
Daily News, 3 May 1969, Sec. Panorama, p. 3.
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suggested that Frank's perceptions abut American society were several
years ahead of their time.

He also stressed that the formal aspects of

his elder's work was most influential on his generation:
Frank chose to photograph America in the late 1950s, when much
of what we are experiencing in our lives today was just begin
ning to be felt. Now, almost ten years after its first appear
ance, it is perhaps even more important than it was in 1959,
its cutting edge sharper than ever, its candor undiminished.
It clearly demonstrates Frank's importance to photography. His
unorthodox use of lenses and light and his superb camera
handling have had a very telling influence on a whole new
generation of photographers. There has been no other volume of
work published since that has brought with it as,much esthetic
content, or has had such an effect on the medium.
Minimally reviewed but widely accepted, The Americans continued
to appear in discussions about photography into the seventies.

Thomas

Albright attempted to explain to Rolling Stone's readers why the book
was rejected in the early sixties:

"Frank's dead-pan, often satirical

expression effectively concealed his profound humanism from many tradi15
tionally oriented critics."

In an attempt to gain favor for Frank,

Walker Evans tamed his prose in his appreciation in U.S. Camera 1958.
Writing in an anthology of essays on quality in art, over a decade
later, he no longer felt the need to tone down his language. With the
easy acceptance of The Americans in 1969, even nonchalance about it,
perhaps Evans thought that the venom of Frank's sting needed a boost.
He wrote:

"Robert Frank

is usually a deft, corruscating artist

14. Ralph Gibson, "Books:
1970), p. 92.

The Americans," Artforum 8 (May

15. Thomas Albright, "Visuals:
Rolling Stone, 12 July 1969, p. 22.

Heavy Slices of Existence,"
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spitting

bitterness, nihilism, and

disdain.

His always mordant,

sometimes vitriolic photography seems an act of personal revenge, to a
degree which gives it a certain power, permeated with nausea and
despair.
Another early Frank supporter was heard from again but this
came from a dusty manuscript and not as sharp a tongue as Evans's.
Jack Kerouac's article about a trip to Florida with Frank in April 1958
was finally published in January 1970.
but never used.

It was written for Life in 1958

From it we get some idea of how spontaneously Frank

must have shot pictures for The Americans.

Kerouac expressed amazement

at Frank's knack for seeing things that most people walk past and he
marvelled at photography's capability for recording infinite detail:
I was amazed to see how a photographic artist does the bit, of
catching those things about the American Road writers write
about. It's pretty amazing to see a guy, while steering at the
wheel, suddenly raise his little 300-dollar German camera with
one hand and snap something that's on the move in front of him,
and through an unwashed windshield at that. ...
I didn't
see anything in particular to photograph, ot "write about," but
suddenly Robert was taking his first snap.
Kerouac then attempted to describe the scene in eighty-five to ninetyfive words.

He continued:

I suddenly realized I was taking a trip with a genuine artist
and that he was expressing himself in an art-form that was not
unlike my own and yet fraught with a thousand difficulties

16. Walker Evans, "Photography," in Quality: Its Image in the
Arts, ed. Louis Kronenberger (New York:
Balance House, Atheneum,
1969), p. 174.
17. Jack Kerouac, "On the Road to Florida," Evergreen Review,
No. 74 (January 1970), p. 43.
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quite unlike those of my own. . . . Outside the diner, seeing
nothing as usual, I walked on, but Robert suddenly stopped and
took a picture of a solitary pole with a cluster of silver
bulbs way up on top, and behind it a lorn American Landscape so
unspeakably indescribable, to make a Marcel Proust shudder . .
. how beautiful to be able to detail a scene like that, on a
gray day, and show even the mud, abandoned tin cans and old
building blocks laid at the foot of it, and in the distance the
road, the old going road with its trucks, cars, poles, roadside
houses, trees, signs, cross-ings. ... A lesson for any
writer
. . to follow a photographer and look at what he
shoots.
In 1970 and 1971 Frank worked on two versions of a book—The
Lines of My Hand—that was made for the viewer "to know and to see—how
it was—to become like I am."

19

The reviews of this autobiographical

book included some discussion of The Americans.

Most of it does not go

beyond what A. D. Coleman wrote in the Village Voice:
"The Lines of My Hand" seems intended as a simultaneously
larger and smaller statement into which "The Americans" is to
be fitted by those who know Frank's work.
It is a larger
statement because it shows what preceded "The Americans" and
what followed it, right up to the "Ten Bus Photographs" and the
transition into films; and at the same time, it is smaller
because it is more personal, centered around Frank's life
rather than America^culture. These two levels are intercut
throughout the book.
Gene Thornton's review in the New York Times included the
comment that The Americans "depended on his [Frank's] unique and

18.

Kerouac, Evergreen Review, p. 43.

19. Frank, The Lines of My Hand (Tokyo), pp. 111-12; Robert
Frank, The Lines of My Hand ([New York]: Lustrum Press, 1972).
20. A. D. Coleman, "Latent Image:
Village Voice, 10 August 1972, p. 21.

'Where Death is at Home."'
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unrepeatable first encounter with America."
distorted into myth.

That idea is often

The following year, John Szarkowski expanded the

theory in his book, Looking at Photographs.

The section on Frank is

essentially an elaboration of his blurb from the back of the 1968-69
Aperture edition of The Americans. Szarkowski noted that by 1956 Frank
"was still a relative newcomer to the United States."

He wrote that

Frank's "profound originality" may have been due to "his success in
meeting on artistic grounds the very difficult challenge of a radically
new culture."

And he continued, "It is in any case undeniable that his

work underwent a remarkable change during these years.
European

work

luxurious:

had

been

in comparison [to The

His earlier,

Americans] almost

graphically rich, poetically elliptical, tender in spirit,

half painterly in surface."

22

In reality, as early as 1947 and 1948,

Frank had made trips to Kansas City, St. Louis, and up and down the
23
Atlantic coast.
the early fifties.

And he travelled frequently in the eastern states in
Before his Guggenheim travels in 1955, he was, in

effect, as familiar with American culture as the majority of the native
population.

His earlier photographs made in the United States were

equally luxurious, poetic, tender, and painterly.

It was only during

his Guggenheim period that he had the time and freedom to develop his

21. Gene Thornton, "Photography: Robert Frank's Dilemma," New
York Times, 20 August 1972, Sec. 2, p. 13.
22. John Szarkowski, Looking at Photographs (New York: Museum
of Modern Art, 1973), p. 176.
23.

Alexander, Robert Frank, pp. 2-5.
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vision.

There can only be speculation about what might have resulted

had he spent those two years in Europe.
Throughout the seventies, The Americans was held up as an
exemplar but with little substantial discussion. All of the claims for
its greatness that had appeared numerous times before were repeated
continually.

Many of the articles attempt to situate Frank and The

Americans in a historical context.

Most frequently this has taken the

form of comparisons to the work of other artists.

In the most notable

essays of this period such relationships are discussed in a variety of
ways.
British

photohistorian, Ian Jeffrey, tried to suggest the

richness of associations possible in Frank's work.
elaboration,

he

remarked

that

Frank

and

The

With little

Americans

share

similarities with Marcel Duchamp; Vladimir Nabokov's novel, Lolita;
Henri Cartier-Bresson's book, The People of

Moscow; and Pop Art.

Rather than attempting to explain in detail, he challenges the reader
to consider the connections on their own.

The following excerpt shows

that much of his text repeats what John Szarkowski, Nathan Lyons, and
others wrote earlier:
It was principally his sombre vision of the world which
disturbed and then ousted the humane optimistic picture making
of the immediate post war years. . . . The only exceptional
thing about Robert Frank's approach to America was his culti
vation of the mundane. ... In his work he presents a whole
new iconography of the alienated landscape; his is the sensi
bility, in part, of the Pop artists of the succeeding years.

24. Ian Jeffrey, "Robert Frank: Photographs from London and
Wales, 1951," in Creative Camera International Year Book 1975, eds.
Colin Osman and Peter Turner (London: Coo Press Ltd., 1974), p. 11.
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Some critics used a comparative method to help them to differen
tiate and to identify trends.

Frank's photographs that were described

in the early sixties as harsh, dispassionate, and realistic, were
called romantic, emotional, and expressionistic by a few writers who
discussed them relative to the work of such figures as Walker Evans and
Garry Winogrand.

Art critics, Roberta Hellman and Marvin Hoshino wrote

in the Village Voice:
Frank expanded and eventually exhausted [Walker] Evans's symbol
ism. ... At first he was condemned. Then, in the '60s,
scores of young photographers picked up and used his symbols to
take pot shots at everything. ... A new generation of
documentary photographers has lately repudiated Frank and gone
back to Evans. Frank was "romantic" and blatant in the way of
the '.60s. Evans is reticent and immaculate—a style for the
•70s.
Similarly, in an article about Lee Friedlander in the British Journal
of Photography, Gerry Badger characterized Frank's work as "direct,
emotive and totally expressive."
and

Garry

Winogrand's

In contrast, he described Friedlander

photography

as

"patently

cooler"

and

interested in the way the world is perceived through the camera.

more

26

Ever since 1957, people had compared The Americans to Walker
Evans's American Photographs.

But, William Stott was the first to

conduct a sustained examination of these two works.
Artscanada in 1974, Stott contrasted the two.

In his essay in

He wrote:

"Frank's

25. Roberta Hellman and Harvin Hoshino, "Photography:
Frank Saw," Village Voice, 3 February 1975, p. 98.

What

26. Gerry Badger, "Lee Friedlander," British Journal of Photo
graphy 123 (5 March 1976), p. 199.
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America was the opposite of Evans1—a land of dissociation and mean
ness, not community and compassion—and Frank created it by reversing
Evans' technique." He said that "Evans photographed with huge delibera
tion" and he characterized Evans's photographs as made with an 8" x 10"
view camera that yielded "great detail" and "beautiful" clarity and
texture.

Stott continued:

"Frank, in contrast, shot always on the

run, sometimes literally from the hip. . . . Frank used fast film, and
its grain, the small negatives, and the poor lighting and focus give
27
nearly all his pictures a scummy tone."

Unfortunately, Stott began

his essay with preconceptions about the two artists' work.

In the

first paragraphs he wrote:
In many ways the 1960s were a black parody of the 1930s. . . .
In the lives and appurtenances of working-class and Depression
poor, Evans found a beauty of strength and dignity as to
command the respect of anyone with eyes. . . .
What Frank
shows us is a land-gf sullen people, bored, phlegmatic, nasty
in their emptiness.
He also weakened his argument by oversimplifying the polarity of their
techniques.

A close look at American Photographs reveals that many of

Evans's photographs were made surreptitiously with a small camera on
grainy, fast film.

Later, in 1981, the comparison of these books was

picked up again and discussed by more than a dozen critics.
Beginning with a brief conceptual analogy between Frank's work
and the paintings of Jasper Johns, Peter Bunnell offered one of the

27. William Stott, "Walker Evans, Robert Frank and the Land
scape of Dissociation," Artscanada, No. 192/193/194/195 (December
1974), p. 84.
28. Stott, p. 83.
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most well-balanced essays on the photography in The Americans.

He

chose one picture from the book, Fourth of July—Jay, New York, and he
kept his interpretation of the subject matter in check by consider
ing how it is depicted.

Bunnell wrote:

Certain of Robert Frank's photographs hold a position in contem
porary photography analogous to Jasper Johns' works in contempo
rary painting. Both artists approach their medium as a forum
for problem solving and both are strongly rooted in the
form/content structure of pictorial representation. . . . How
something is pictured is frequently ignored in the crush of
simple identification, and photographs tend to be treated
scientifically as factual statements.
To appreciate Robert
Frank's work one must disregard this misguided interpretative
practice because his photographs are overtly symboli^gand very
skillfully composed to reinforce contextual meanings.
Bunnell went on to discuss the use of cultural symbols—in this
instance the flag—and Frank's manipulation of formal elements that in
turn affects the possible interpretations of those symbols.
his formal analysis further than any prior critics.

He carried

For example,

Bunnell wrote:
Frank rejects the static, frontal approach that was the
hallmark of his most sympathetic predecessor, Walker Evans.
Instead, Frank exploits the fragmenting properties of photo
graphy by calling attention to the arbitrariness of the camera
angle and to the edge of the photograph but, precisely^because
of this, to the world outside of the picture's limits.
He has also extended his reading of the image beyond the point where
others would have stopped:

29.
Peter C. Bunnell, "Certain of Robert Frank's Photo
graphs. . ." The Print Collector's Newsletter 7 (July/August 1976),
p. 81.
30.

Bunnell, p. 81.
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In every instance where Frank has used the American flag motif
he is commenting on the literal fabric of American society. He
is picturing the fundamental politicalization of this society
through the image of its social emblem—the flag—suggesting
with this symbol everything from individual sentiment to collec
tive conduct. Frank is critical of his American subject, and
he knew he was not an innocent abroad. ... In this picture
we perceive his attitude with regard to American tradition and
values as uniquely represented by this particular flag.
Consider, for instance, its transparency, its torn and patched
composition, and the fact that he has not shown the whole flag.
... It is in Frank's act of selection that one has an ex
pression of purposeful intent so rarely felt in photography.
Bunnell said—with a good bit more elaboration—what others had said
before in essence.

This kind of reading of The Americans continued

into the eighties, sometimes with skill and insight, but more often
without any tempering by formal analysis or even common sense.
Although The Americans had attracted a more sophisticated and
historically oriented criticism there was no significant increase in
new perceptions about the book during this period.

A few writers

considered it to be overly emotional, but, in general, the literature
confirmed, elaborated, and sometimes only distorted the claims made for
it in the sixties.

The book's popularity was not adversely affected by

the scant attention paid it by the photographic press when the new
Aperture edition appeared in 1969.

Indeed, by 1978 it was again long

out-of-print and Aperture decided to publish yet another edition of The
Americans.

31.

Bunnell, p. 81.

CHAPTER 7

THE 1978 EDITION OF THE AMERICANS
AND THE EIGHTIES

The literature of photography has experienced an exponential
growth over the past decade.

Roughly half of all the Robert Frank

material has been published since 1978—the year that Aperture issued
another revised and enlarged edition of The Americans.^

To treat this

plethora of critical writing fully would require a study of its own.
Therefore, this discussion of the new edition of the book and its
reviews will include only a brief survey of the most important subse
quent literature about The Americans.
Aperture's 1978 edition is significantly different from earlier
2

ones.

The page size is roughly two inches taller and wider.

This

makes the experience of looking at the book less intimate.

The

cropping of the pictures have been changed.

Usually, more of the

original negative is printed in this version.

But, in some cases the

opposite is true.

Most of the reproductions are lighter in value and

more contrasty than the 1958 gravure plates.

However, there are a few

1.
Alexander, Robert Frank, p. 99. 1,121 entries of this
2,300 citation bibliography are for material that appeared between 1978
and the middle of November 1985.
2.
Robert Frank, The Americans, introd. Jack Kerouac [rev.
and enl. ed.] (Millerton, N.Y.: Aperture, 1978).
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reproductions that have less contrast.

The book was printed by

Rapoport Printing Corporation in their modification of duotone.

The

quality of the plates is closer to the gravure of the 1958 and 1959
editions than to their own 1968-69 Stonetone printing.

The inclusion

of more information around the edges and the changed tonality have
radically altered some of the images.

Indeed, a few of the reproduc

tions are different enough to warrant variant interpretations.

One of

the pictures, Assembly line—Detroit, was replaced with a print from
another negative entirely.

It was made either just before or just

after the photograph that was used originally. On the right-hand page,
after the last picture in the book, U.S. 90, en route to Del Rio,
Texas, is a strip that includes the next three exposures made after
that photograph on the same roll of film.
redesigned with a more staid look.

The dust jacket was

On the back cover are a blurb by

Art in America critic Leo Rubinfien, and an excerpt from Jack Kerouac's
introduction.
The exact reasons for all of the changes in the book are not
known.

Recently, Frank has made comments that indicate he regretted

not having paid careful attention to the production of this edition.3
But the critics didn't notice then.

They were only too willing to

accept it as a historically important book.

3.

Letter from William S. Johnson, March 1985.
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The review headlines such as "Return of a Classic" and "A
Classic Returns" hailed the 1978 reissue of The Americans.

4

The

critical reception of the book was similar to that of the 1968-69
edition.

It was praised by all, but this time the reviews were

shorter—only one or two paragraphs long.

Also, unlike before, nearly

every one of the major photography magazines either discussed it or
briefly noted its reappearance.

But again, no acknowledgment was made

by Modern Photography or Popular Photography.
new edition were disappointing.
vation.

The articles about the

There was a lack of careful obser

Only three out of about twenty authors noted that there were

differences from earlier printings of the book.

By their comparisons,

it appears that two of those three mistook the first Aperture edition
for the 1959 Grove Press edition. Only one critic commented on how the
changes may affect the viewers differently.
Afterimage, was incorrect:

That remark, published in

"The new finely bound and well printed

edition seems in seme ways antithetical to the aesthetic attitude
5
presented in the original."

On the contrary, the "original" 1959

Grove Press edition was nicely bound and had good reproductions.

But

the coffee-table size and more conservative graphics were in opposition
to the original.

Each generation has its own idea of what The

4. Douglas Davis, "Return of a Classic," Newsweek, 4 December
1978, p. 104; Merrill Roseman, "A Classic Returns," Camera 35 24 (March
1979), p. 8.
5. "Received and Noted:
1979), p. 19.

The Americans," Afterimage 7 (Summer
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Americans is, depending on the version with which they are most
familiar.

Everyone passed up this excellent opportunity to discuss the

concept of Frank's masterwork changing with each new edition.
reviews were brief and mostly unoriginal.
than most.

The

Jack Schofield's was better

This editor of The Photographic Journal wrote:

Twenty years later, The Americans looks a safe-ish sort of
book, but it certainly doesn't look dated. In other words,
while many other photographers have developed certain aspects
of Frank's vision, his work has still not been surpassed.
That's surprising: by now surely the book ought to look dated,
just as 'fifties fashions and movies do.
Douglas Davis's review in Newsweek was notable because of the large and
broad readership of the magazine and because his article was relatively
longer than the others.
book.

Davis made all the usual comments about the

He wrote that Frank's photographs were "contemporary icons."

And he called the book "a coherent visual essay."

Davis stated:

"Frank never denied the subjectivity of these pictures or his own
indifference to spectacular visual effects."

7

He mentioned the book's

influence on a generation of younger photographers. To end his review,
Davis indulged in speculation about why Frank shifted from making
photographs to making films.

Trying to find an answer to that question

has become almost a game among his critics.

Davis wrote:

6. Jack Schofield, "Book Reviews," The Photographic Journal
119 (November 1979), p. 352.
7. Davis, p. 104.
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To see "The Americans" again is to understand why he renounced
photography in the '60s. It was simply too tough an act to
follow. Frank's visual essay is so complete as a performance
and a statement that it can never be duplicated. Many lesser
talents have tried.
£?hat Robert Frank did not is further
evidence of his genius.
Aside from Davis's article, the occasion of the new edition of The
Americans did not prompt much significant critical writing.
The majority of the subsequent literature about The Americans
sought to place the work into a historical context.

Nearly all of the

critics attempted to state what were its major contributions to the
history of photography.

Some made direct comparison and contrast to

specific works or artists.

Others discussed similarities in attitude

and technique among artists in other media, such as abstract expres
sionist painters and beat poets and writers.

There are still other

critics that provided readings of The Americans.
The book made several contributions to the medium.
the author who mentioned all of them.
importance.

Rare was

But no one neglected its seminal

John Szarkowski treated it at length in his exhibition

catalogue, Mirrors and Windows:

American Photography Since 1960.

He

wrote that the publication of The Americans along with the founding of
Aperture and the organization of "The Family of Man" exhibition were
"perhaps the three most important events in American photography during
the

9

fifties."

8.

There

are

many

descriptions

of

the

book's

Davis, p. 109.

9. John Szarkowski, Mirrors and Windows: American Photography
Since 1960 (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1978), p. 16.
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influence on other artists.

Figures as diverse as Duane Michals, Garry

Winogrand, Ralph Gibson, and

even

conceptual

Cumming have proclaimed their debts to Frank.10

photographer

Robert

Jno Cook's essay in

Afterimage on The Americans contains a reasonable explanation for the
broad reach of his influence.

It was written from the point of view of

an immigrant to the United States.

Cook rambles somewhat, and he

occasionally lapses into flights of fancy.
maintains a balanced view.

But, for the most part he

The seeming aimlessness of the article is

the result of an ambitious attempt to pin down an elusive work.
wrote about The Americans:

"There has seldom been any question of its

intensity, its cohesiveness, or its uniqueness.
what it is about.

Cook

The question has been

It is the purpose of this essay to investigate that

question and, specifically, the book's stubborn refusal to answer
it."11 In the next sentence Cook provides the greatest insight of the
entire article:
Opacity has been one of the most important aspects of the book:
it is this that has allowed it to be accepted by photographers
of widely differing interests, and this that has extended the
book's range of influence, for the diversity of understandings
produced a multiplicity of responses in the work of individual
photographers.
The contributions that The Americans is most often credited
with can be divided into formal innovations and changes in attitude.
It is
10.
James Alinder, "An
Untitled, No. 18 (1979), p. 50.

Interview with

Robert

Cumming,"

11. Jno Cook, "Robert Frank's America," Afterimage 9 (March
1982), p. 9.
12. Cook, Afterimage, p. 9.
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often

said

that

he

exploited

the

unique

characteristics

of

35-millimeter black-and-white photography in a new and expressive way.
Almost universally acknowledged today, but not in earlier years, is his
use of sequencing in book form in a complex and unprecedented manner.
Nearly every critic mentions the difference in attitude between The
Americans and other photographic projects created before it.

There are

numerous discussions of the book's critical view of commonplace America
and many remarks about its irony.

The personal nature of Frank's

imagery made in the documentary style is frequently cited as new and
different.

Much of the literature dwells on the establishment in The

Americans of a new iconography.

There are several claims that Frank

created new symbols or invigorated old ones through his depictions of
mundane subject matter.
In the seventies and the eighties there was a mild debate among
some critics. There are those who claimed that the formal qualities of
The Americans were its most influential and important aspects.

And

there are others who declared that the technique was not all that
unusual but they believed that the attitude expressed in the book was
the most significant thing about it.

Two reviews of the same exhibi

tion can help illustrate the exaggerated poles of this argument.

Ben

Lifson's article in the Village Voice about "Robert Frank:

The

Americans and New York Photographs" at the Sidney Janis Gallery in New
York adheres to the first group.

He wrote:

"When I finally saw the

exhibition I was impressed mostly by the tension Frank managed to
sustain between his urgent need to describe a set of raw facts and his

passionate

exploration

of

photographic

13
form."

Janet

Malcolm

explained in further detail what the "exploration of photographic form"
meant.

In her column in The New Yorker she wrote:

Robert Frank, the Manet of the New Photography, scrupulously
shed all the pictorial values of his predecessors—composition,
design, tonal balance, print quality—and produced pictures
that look as if a kid had taken them while eating a popsicle
and then had them developed and printed at the drugstore. In
"The Americans," Frank showed photography at its most nakedly
photographic. Frank was hardly the first person to point out
that our consumer society is vacuous and chaotic, but he was
the first photographer to make a virtue out of—indeed, erect a
style on—the. fundamentally vacuous and chaotic appearance of
photography.
The review of the Sidney Janis Gallery exhibition by Gene Thornton in
the New York Times represents the other side.

He wrote:

"It was the

commentary on American life that made Frank interesting, not the commen
tary on the photographic medium, and a number of younger American photo
graphers, led by Lee Friedlander and Garry Winogrand, began to explore
15
in detail the America he had discovered."
The most astute critics realized that it is both attitude and
technique that have made The Americans an extraordinary creation.
Writing again in Mirrors and Windows, John Szarkowski stated it well,
though he leaned to the formalist side:

13.
Ben Lifson, "Robert Frank and the Realm of Method,"
Village Voice, 19 February 1979, p. 75.
14. Janet Malcolm, "Photography:
4 December 1978, p. 225.

Two Roads," The New Yorker,

15. Gene Thornton, "Photography View: Catching America on the
Wing," New York Times, 18 February 1979, Sec. 2, p. 33.
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Frank's searing personal view of this country during the
Eisenhower years—was . . . based on a sophisticated social
intelligence, quick eyes, and a radical understanding of the
potentials of the small camera, which depended on good drawing
rather than on elegant tonal description. . . .
Frank's
pictures showed what was everywhere visible, and seldom
noticed. ... It was . . . not the nominal subject matter of
Frank's work that shocked the photography audience but the
pictures themselves, the true content of which cannot be
described in terms of iconography, since it also concerns a new
method of photographic description designed to respond to
experience -that is kaleidoscopic, fragmentary, intuitive, and
elliptical.
And Peter Turner recognized that attitude was expressed through formal
manipulation.

He wrote in a small exhibition catalogue for the

Institute of Contemporary Art in London:
Yet more than a poet, Frank was a visual linguist; a trans
former of the vocabulary of photography. He has been called an
iconographer, which he was, and iconoclast too. His way of
seeing exploded the often complacent pictorial conventions of
Fifties photography and his aesthetic strategy, based on
conjecture and equivocal space, changed contemporary understand
ing of how a photograph might look and what it could mean.
Gone were the genialities, optimism, and simple humanism of the
post-war years. Gone too was the notion of photography as a
universal language; a simple depiction of the appearance of
things. In their place was a view of the world as it was to
Robert Frank ... he insisted on profoundly personal feeling;
bending a sense of truth in camera to accord with an individual
understanding of the world. The images, then, brought what was
private., to Robert Frank to the realness of the external
world.
Aside from describing what was unique to Frank, much of the
literature attempted to illustrate what he shared with others.
Americans presented something of a challenge.

16.

The

Its rapid and legendary

Szarkowski, Mirrors and Windows, pp. 17, 20.

17. Peter Turner, Robert Frank: Photographs (London:
tute of Contemporary Art, 1980), pp. 2, 4.

Insti
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rise to prominence and its frequent republication removed it from its
original context.

It was necessary to show that the book had antece

dents and that it had some relationships to other books that were made
at about the same time.

Most prominent are the comparisons to Walker

Evans's American Photographs, William Klein's New York, and Edward
Steichen's compilation, The Family of Man.
In separate periodicals both Mark Hinderaker and Jno Cook
18
compared, and mostly contrasted The Americans to The Family of Man.
Both articles showed the difference between the two books clearly and
they

illuminated

Americans.

the

great

change

in

photography

marked

by

The

Cook even suggested that it was a deliberate parody of The

Family of Man.

Despite his arguments that plainly show Frank's

opposition to the exhibition and the book, he was unable to provide any
conclusive evidence to support his theory.
Max Kozloff's essay in Artforum is the most extensive article
19
that compares Frank and William Klein.
the two men's careers.

There are many parallels in

A look at Klein's work gives perspective on

what their respective contributions to the medium are.
Tod Papageorge's exhibition and catalogue Walker
Robert Frank:

Evans and

An Essay on Influence provoked the greatest controversy

18. Mark Hinderaker, "The Family of Man and The Americans,"
Photographer's Forum 2 (September 1980), pp. 22-28; Jno Cook, "Photo
graphy: Robert Frank's Parody," Nit & Wit: Chicago's Arts Magazine 6
(May/June 1984), pp. 40-43.
19. Max Kozloff, "William Klein and the Radioactive Fifties,"
Artforum 19 (May 1981), pp. 34-41.
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since the first reviews of The Americans in 1960.

With good intentions

Papageorge wrote:
The purpose of this monograph is to describe the influence of
Walker Evans' American Photographs (1938) on The Americans
(1959) of Robert Frank. To do this, the photographs in the two
books have been edited and yoked together in a series of com
parisons. What follows, then, is an exercise in speculation,
one born of love and respect. It is offered as a working idea
rather than an assured truth, a reasoned pretext for returning
to the two great books it examines.
Papageorge suggested that "to a significant degree, Frank used Evans'

21

work as an iconographical sourcebook for his own pictures."
dozen critics responded.

Over a

It seems that many of them felt that

Papageorge was putting Frank down.

Their reactions expressed anger

that was mostly directed at how the comparisons were made.
Westerbeck, Jr. wrote in Artforum:

Colin L.

"You could make image pairs as

close and striking as these out of all sorts of photographs that have
no historical connection whatsoever."

And he added:

"I just don't

believe that influence between visual artists, particularly photographers, occurs in the mechanical way Papageorge suggests."

22

James

Cassell noted in The New Art Examiner that Papageorge unfairly "implies
that Evans was Frank's exclusive forebear."
of

pairing

photographs

"is

the

very

He claimed that the method

antithesis

of

speculation."

Finally, Cassell complained that "Papageorge does all his explaining in

20. Papageorge, p. 1.
21. Papageorge, p. 1.
22. Colin L. Westerbeck, Jr., "Reviews:
george," Artforum 20 (September 1981), p. 75.

New York:

Tod Papa
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the essay and saves none to accompany the 25 pairings in the exhibi23
tion and catalogue."

Cassell also suggested that The Americans

should be considered in relation to the work of Henri Cartier-Bresson,
24
and Louis Faurer.

Others made similar suggestions.

went a bit overboard, but he made his point clear.

Gene Thornton
In the New York

Times he wrote that Papageorge
. . . seems to be saying that Robert Frank was little more than
a puppet of Walker Evans. ... He says that Evans not only
influenced Frank but gave him his subject matter and showed him
how to look at it. . . . Once Frank freed himself from Evans's
influence by producing this book, he found that he had no
photographic id^is of his own, and so he abandoned photography
for filmmaking.
Further on, Thornton said:

"By overselecting from Evans's people

pictures and overselecting from Frank's building pictures, Papageorge
has created a false impression of similar interests that does not stand
up when the books as a whole are compared.

And then there are the
26

well-known differences in style and technique."

Thornton went on to

say that large-format view camera photography became popular in the
seventies.

And he continued:

23. James Cassell, "Robert Frank's The Americans: An Original
Vision Despite Tod Papageorge's Challenge," The New Art Examiner 8
(Summer 1981), p. 1.
24.

Cassell, p. 8.

25. Gene Thornton, "Photography View: Walker Evans—Robert
Frank," New York Times, 5 April 1981, Sec. 2, p. 33.
26. Thornton, New York Times, 5 April 1981, p. 33.
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No doubt it is desirable to provide a respectable ancestry for
this school and Walker Evans certainly fits the bill. ... It
is well known that the history of art has to be rewritten every
few years to explain how the latest thing is descended from
something old and respectable, and whenever this occurs, any
thing prominent that stands in between must fade from view at
least temporarily.
Thornton suggested that Papageorge attempted to make Frank "fade from
view."
Lesley Baier provided the most balanced comparison of Frank and
Evans in her essay in Art Journal in which she discussed The Americans
in relation to all of Evans's work.
Frank was informed, guided, and inspired by his knowledge of
Evans1 own photographic work. . . . But The Americans is by no
means a pastiche of the older photographer's work. If Frank
embraced much of Evans' subject matter, he transformed it
according to his own particular vision in order to create
images whose power stems froijk their combination of deliberate
irony and unsettling mystery.
Later, when Frank was asked about the topic, he said that Papageorge
writes well, and he replied that of course he was influenced by Walker
Evans.

Frank added that he was influenced by a lot of other things

29
too, such as Zurich, and the writing of Albert Camus.

27. Thornton, New York Times, 5 April 1981, p. 33.
28. Lesley Baier, "Visions of Fascination and Despair: The
P.elationship between Walker Evans and Robert Frank," Art Journal 41
(Spring 1981), p. 55.
29.
Joachim Schmid, "Ein Interview
Fotokritik, No. 14 (June 1985), p. 19.

mit

Robert

Frank,"
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In 1983, a special issue of Les Cahiers de la Photographie was
30
devoted to Frank.

It tells us more about the variety of modes of

French photographic criticism than it does about how the French view
The Americans.

There are over a dozen articles that range from Alain

Bergala's light-hearted "R.F., E.T." to Alain Fleig's impenetrable,
31
semiotic and formal treatise on The Americans.
one picture in the book, Bar—New York City.

Bergala wrote about
He claims, tongue in

cheek, that this photograph is so extraordinary that it could not have
been made by Robert Frank or by any other human being.

It must have

been made by an extraterrestrial—by one not accustomed to our way of
seeing.

Bergala makes his point clear about Frank's unusually acute

perception.

But, his essay also illustrates that if we are to

understand Frank as a human artist of his own time rather than as an
alien from outer space we must compare his work with that of his
contemporaries.
Comparisons to artists in other media are found frequently in
the literature of the eighties. They usually deal with similarities in
attitude and technique rather than one-to-one direct comparisons.

For

instance, European Photography critic, Derek Bennett said that Frank's

30. "Robert Frank: la photographie, enfin," Les Cahiers de la
Photographie, No. 11/12 and Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983), pp.
1-125.
31.
Alain Bergala, "R.F., E.T.," Les Cahiers de la Photo
graphie, No. 11/12 and Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983), pp. 9-12;
Alain Fleig, "Les ecarts de Robert Franck [sic]: Pour un legendaire
sur 'Les Americains,1" Les Cahiers de la Photographie, No. 11/12 and
Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983), pp. 78-106.
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compositions are loose and shrill in the same way that the jazz
improvisations of Charlie Parker and Thelonious Monk are loose and
32
shrill.

He made the same kinds of innovations in his medium as they

made in theirs.

A few examples from the special issue of Les Cahiers

de la Photographie can be mentioned. Gilles Mora's article, "Voyage au
bout de la route," is a discussion of the relationships between The
Americans and the experience of travelling.

He compares the book to

33
Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita and Jack Kerouac's On the Road.

I wrote an

essay for this journal in which I suggested that the cultural milieu of
the abstract expressionist painters in New York in the fifties had the
greatest influence on Frank's attitude and approach to his medium—in
all his work including the films and The Americans.
photographs

and

personal

relationships

are

Aspects of the

discussed

as

34
well.

Anne-Marie Faux compared the book to Wim Wenders's film, Alice in the
35
Cities,
and there are many others that don't need to be mentioned.
Another notable essay to place The Americans in the context of
the literature of the fifties is George Cotkin's article in American

32. Derek Bennett, "The Outsider in Photography: An Introduc
tion," European Photography, No. 8 (October/November 1981), p. 4.
33. Gilles Mora, "Voyage au bout de la route," Les Cahiers de
la Photographie, No. 11/12 and Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983),
pp. 13-19.
34. Stuart Alexander, "Robert Frank et les expressionnistes
abstraits: New York connections," Les Cahiers de la Photographie, No.
11/12 and Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983), pp. 29-49.
35.
Anne-Marie Faux, "Image photographique, image cinematographique, rencontres," Les Cahiers de la Photographie, No. 11/12 and
Numero Special 3 (4th trimester 1983), pp. 107-10.
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Studies.

Cotkin situates the work admirably, and he demonstrates

Frank's identification with blacks.
The tremendous power of Frank's pictorial imagery bore deep
affinities to the existential Beat-Hipster idiom perfected in
Jack Kerouac's On the Road (1957) and Norman Mailer's "The
White Negro" (1957). . . .
The Americans offers . . . a
sustained critique of the barrenness of American culture, but
along with his Beat and Hipster comrades, Frank possessed a
vision of renewal and rebirth. He believed that the counter
vision and lifestyle of America's black population offered a
viable alternative for white America. Frank's presentation of
black America, however, was not a naive celebration; it
recognized the problematic nature of racial realities ^and the
loneliness and alienation that afflicted all Americans.
Unfortunately, most of the evidence that Cotkin offers for his argument
is based on his own interpretations of the photographs with no corrobo
ration.

Some of the images may easily be understood to mean the

opposite of what Cotkin says.
For instance, he wrote:

Parts of his argument are simply false.

"Blacks alone in The Americans show emotion,

37
demonstrate deep feelings, appear free."

There is in the book a

photograph, Georgetown, South Carolina, of two white women looking at a
child between them.
child.

One of the women is smiling adoringly at the

Another example, City Hall—Reno, Nevada, shows a young, white

couple smiling and
married.

hugging, either

just

before or after getting

These are certainly demonstrations of deep feelings.

There

are a couple of other readings of this type that have a lot less to
offer than this one does.

36.
George Cotkin, "The Photographer in the Beat-Hipster
Idiom:
Robert Frank's The Americans," American Studies 26 (Spring
1985), p. 19.
37.

Cotkin, p. 26.

John Brumfield and Allan Stoekl both showed that The Americans
could serve as juicy meat (or bait) for their intellectual fantasies.
Brumfield's essay in Afterimage is essentially a reading of the book.
He adequately discusses the complexity of the sequencing.
interprets every single image in his own idiosyncratic way.

Then he

38

Stoekl

absurdly rambles for several pages about individual photographs in the
journal, Enclitic.

The following is an excerpt from six pages about

Barber shop through screen door—McClellanville, South Carolina:
The photographer is caught in a cross—a double cross, a
multiple cross. He is double crossed by his own image, which
can be neither in nor out. He is double crossed by the cross
that frames him in the reflection of the door in the mirror,
and by the infinity of tiny crosses that make up the
interstices of the screen. Finally, he is crossed by his own
eye/camera, which crosses itself as it scams [sic] the space of
the reflection glass (this side) or the mirror (the other side)
looking-for the point where it should be, where it should find
itself. 9
Later, he lapses further into incoherency as in the following:
Total affirmation and total negation circulate parodically in
an instant, impossibly outside of the negativity of dialectical
reversal. The negation (the total risk of destruction) of the
limits of the opposite dialectical sides by the neutral space
is parodied or reversed into an affirmation of the simultaneous
coexistence of both sides.
Total negation of the dialectic
through the negation, since the affirmation, in affirming
everything (all possible contradictory positions) must in turn
affirm its own negation, and thus risk its own stable status.

38. John Brumfield, "'The Americans' and The Americans," After
image 8 (Summer 1980), pp. 8-15.
39. Allan Stoekl, "Negation and Affirmation in the Photographs
of Robert Frank," Enclitic 7 (Spring 1983), p. 34.
40. Stoekl, pp. 38-39.
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The authors of this kind of article become so wrapped up in their
enthusiasm and so pleased with their own eloquent (and sometimes
ineloquent) interpretations that they lose their grounding and the book
slips away from them.
Americans:

Jack Kerouac wrote in his introduction to The

"What poems can be written about this book of pictures some

day by some young new writer high by candlelight bending over them
41
describing every gray mysterious detail."
"poems"

could

be

replaced

with

In this case, the word

"nonsense,"

and

"writer"

with

"academic."
Jno Cook was aware of the shortcomings of such approaches as
Brumfield's and Stoekl's when he wrote his essay "Robert Frank y la
Fotografia."

It was included in the exhibition catalogue Robert Frank:

Fotografias/Films 1948/1984 in 1985 and later revised for publication
42
in English in Exposure early in 1986.

Cook combined many of the same

ideas from his two earlier articles.

He expressed his frustration

about not being able to explain exactly what the book means and how
Frank accomplished it.
Today I think I know exactly what The Americans means, but
whenever I try to explain I get lost among the facts, details,
hints, and significant quotations. Each new exploration seems
to qualify the previous one, and each encounters new obstacles
—very real obstacles, for many were placed there by Frank.

41.

Kerouac, Introduction to Frank, The Americans (1959),

p. iv.
42. Jno Cook, "Robert Frank y la Fotografia," in Robert Frank:
Fotograffas/Films 1948/1984, ed. Vicent Todoli, Collecion Imagen, No. 2
(Valencia, Spain: Sala Parpallo/Institucio Alfons el Magnanim, 1985),
pp. 9-19; Jno Cook, "Robert Frank: Dissecting the American Image,"
Exposure 24 (Spring 1986), pp. 31-41.

135
Reading The Americans becomes a confrontation with Robert
Frank, but it is as if he recedes, indifferently, at each
approach; reading The Americans is like being in a-maze where
you are confronted at every turn with new passages.
Others have concluded with Cook that The Americans is an elusive work.
But he seems to insist that there is only one true meaning and interpre
tation possible.

He fails to accept that The Americans means different

things to different people, at different times.
Arthur Goldsmith reviewed the criticism of The Americans that
appeared in Popular Photography in 1960, including his own contribu
tion.

Writing at the end of 1985, he called the book "a personal

critique of American life, including aspects which Frank disliked or
even detested."

Goldsmith went on to write:

How valid was the Frank critique? For my part, more than I
wanted to give it credit for at the time. America has changed,
I've changed, and Robert Frank has changed.
But as I look
around, I do not see that the sadness, the loneliness, the
alienation, the materialism, the tawdry quality he saw and
photographed in the late '5fls has much diminished. Unfortu
nately it seems writ large.
Goldsmith's assessment of the book is in accord with the majority of
opinion about it.

His comments are interesting to have now, over

twenty-five years after his initial rejection of the book.
It was not until 1984 that William Johnson wrote the first
historical
research.

article on

The

Americans

that

was

based

on

original

His essay is about Frank's and W. Eugene Smith's efforts in

43.

Cook, Exposure, pp. 31-32.

44.
Arthur Goldsmith, "Panorama:
Robert Frank Revisited,"
Popular Photography 93 (March 1986), pp. 8, 86.
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the fifties to expand the photographic essay, not only in size and
scope, but also, into a more personal expression.

He explains how they

attempted to stretch that traditional form "from the realm of popular
45
art into the arena of creative art."

The next manifestation of the

nascent historical research on Frank appeared in early 1986.

Thus, it

falls outside of this study, but it will be described briefly.
Frank:

Robert

New York to Nova Scotia is the first scholarly monograph on

46
Frank.

It is also an anthology of reprints of important articles,

significant documents, letters, and portraits.

Edited, and with essays

by Anne W. Tucker and Philip Brookman, it includes appreciations by
Allen Ginsberg and Robert Coles, a chronology by Tucker and me, and a
large selected bibliography by me.
Also issued in early 1986 was yet another variant edition of
47
The Americans.

Published by Pantheon, it most resembles the 1978

Aperture edition in design, and the cover graphics are identical. This
version is the first to approximate the original maquette in size—it
is 8-1/2" x 9-1/2".

Astonishingly, another picture in the book has

been replaced with a variant image from a different negative.

Now,

both Metropolitan Life Insurance Building—New York City and Assembly
line—Detroit are not the same photographs as those in the 1959
edition.

All of the croppings are nearly identical to those in the

45. Johnson, Untitled, p. 82.
46.

Tucker and Brookman.

47. Robert Frank, The Americans, Introd. Jack Kerouac [rev.
and enl. ed.] (New York: Pantheon, 1986).
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earliest

version

of

the

book.

But

there

is

one

photograph,

Luncheonette—Butte, Montana, that is cropped in a radically different
way or it may even be from a variant negative.

The quality of these

duotone reproductions is better than all of the earlier printings.
Jean Genoud, the exacting Swiss printer, said that Frank came to the
press with Robert Delpire and the two men argued and changed their
48
minds about the cropping and printing every step of the way.
Indeed,
as Frank lives and continues to produce new editions of The Americans,
it

remains

recreating.

a

constantly

changing

work—one

that

he

is

forever

In an interview Frank said that looking through the

thousands of images he made for the Guggenheim project has tempted him
49
to print many previously unpublished pictures.
Tod Papageorge made a
pertinent comment in 1981.
strips from

The

After pointing out that prints and contact

Americans frequently

resurface

in

Frank's

later

projects, he wrote:
It seems that Frank wants to dispel, both for himself and for
his audience, the mystery that has been created by his great
book, and that he feels that if he obscures its original
clarity, and exposes what he can of the process by which it was
made, he might yet possess it as a living idea, as something he
is still creating, and at the same5(time, hold it away from
himself, as if it were no longer his.
None of the critics or historians ever grappled with the fact
that Frank is still creating The Americans.

It seems to change in

48.

Personal interview with Jean Genoud, Tucson, 12 December

49.

Schmid, p. 19.

50.

Papageorge, p. 9.

1985.
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certain ways with each new edition—especially in keeping with the
times—while it remains identical in its basic elements.

For instance,

the 1968-69 edition was the most loosely designed and the most crudely
printed version, appropriately in a period when American society was in
great upheaval.

This reiterates the vital importance of context for

perceptions of the work.

At the same time the meaning of the book has

seemed to change with new interpretations over time, yet, there are
several themes and ideas that are constantly reaffirmed by each new
generation.
Robert Frank would agree with Marcel Duchamp that the artist's
responsibility is to make the work of art available for the viewer and
ultimately for posterity.

Duchamp stated that the spectators complete

"the creative act" upon their confrontation with the work.
art is as demanding as Duchamp1s. Frank said:

51

Frank's

"Something must be left

52
for the onlooker ... it is not all said for him."
The strength and
the beauty of Frank's art is attested to by the diversity of interpreta
tions of his work—creations that bid defiance to explanation.
Frank often says:

As

53
"Life is more."

51. Marcel Duchamp, "The Creative Act," in Surrealists on Art
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), pp. 112-13. From a
lecture delivered in 1957.
52.

Bennett, Aperture, p. 22.

53. "Robert Frank Returns to Still Photography," CoEvolution
Quarterly, No. 29 (Spring 1981), p. 2.
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