
Diane Arbus Revelations 1

Diane Arbus Revelations

Diane Arbus Revelations Downloaded from app.ardentx.com by Jada & Townsend

DIANE ARBUS REVELATIONS: UNMASKING THE EXTRAORDINARY IN THE ORDINARY

Few photographers have left  as indelible a mark on the art  world as Diane Arbus.  Her stark,
unflinching  portraits  of  people  on  the  margins  of  society—or  rather,  people  who  lived  in  a  reality
most  chose  to  ignore—redefined  the  boundaries  of  documentary  photography.  At  the  heart  of
understanding her complex legacy is Diane Arbus Revelations, a landmark traveling exhibition
and its accompanying catalogue that forever changed how we view her work. This article delves
deep into the phenomenon of Diane Arbus Revelations, exploring its origins, its impact, and why
it  remains essential  reading and viewing for  anyone who dares to  look closely  at  the human
condition.

WHAT WAS DIANE ARBUS REVELATIONS?

First and foremost, Diane Arbus Revelations was a major retrospective organized by the San
Francisco  Museum  of  Modern  Art  (SFMOMA)  in  2003.  It  was  the  first  comprehensive  survey  of
Arbus’s work in over thirty years, spanning from her early fashion photography in the 1950s to her
final,  most  iconic  images  before  her  death  in  1971.  The  exhibition  traveled  to  major  museums
including the Los Angeles County Museum of Art,  the Museum of Fine Arts,  Houston,  and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. But Diane Arbus Revelations was more than just a
collection of prints; it was a deeply researched and thoughtfully curated immersion into her creative
process.

The Scope of the Exhibition
The exhibition featured over 200 photographs, many of which had never been publicly displayed
before. It also included an unprecedented selection of contact sheets, personal notebooks, letters,
and cameras. This archival material allowed viewers to peer behind the lens and understand how
Arbus worked—her meticulous editing, her relationships with subjects, and the ethical dilemmas she
faced. The title Diane Arbus Revelations  was chosen deliberately: it  suggested not only the
revealing  of  hidden  lives  but  also  the  uncovering  of  the  artist  herself,  who  had  often  been
mythologized or misunderstood.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF DIANE ARBUS

To  appreciate  the  significance  of  Diane  Arbus  Revelations,  one  must  first  understand  the
photographer’s unique position in art history. Diane Arbus (1923–1971) rose to fame in the 1960s

with her square-format black-and-white portraits of twins, circus performers, nudists, and individuals
with disabilities. Her subjects were often labeled "freaks," but Arbus rejected that term. She once
said, "Most people go through life dreading they’ll have a traumatic experience. Freaks were born
with their trauma. They’ve already passed their test in life. They’re aristocrats."
Her work provokes discomfort, empathy, and curiosity in equal measure. Arbus’s images—such as
Identical Twins, Roselle, New Jersey, 1967 or Child with a Toy Hand Grenade in Central Park, New
York City, 1962—have become visual shorthand for the unsettling beauty of everyday strangeness.
Yet,  for  decades after  her suicide in 1971,  her reputation was clouded by controversy.  Critics
accused her of exploiting her subjects, while admirers praised her radical honesty. Diane Arbus
Revelations aimed to cut through the noise and present her work on its own terms.

KEY THEMES EXPLORED IN REVELATIONS

The curators of Diane Arbus Revelations organized the exhibition around several thematic and
chronological threads. These themes help illuminate the depth of her practice:

1. The Artist’s Journey from Fashion to
Street
Arbus began her career in the 1940s as a fashion photographer alongside her husband, Allan Arbus.
The Revelations exhibition included early commercial work that showed her developing eye for
composition  and  human  gesture.  These  images  reveal  that  even  within  the  constraints  of
commercial assignments, she was drawn to the awkward, the candid, and the overlooked. The
progression from polished studio shots to raw street photography is a central story of Diane Arbus
Revelations.

2. The Ethics of Observation
One of the most debated aspects of Arbus’s legacy is the ethics of photographing vulnerable people.
The exhibition directly addressed this by displaying contact sheets that show how she sometimes
took many frames before a subject relaxed. Notes in her handwriting express anxiety about intrusion
and  gratitude  for  cooperation.  By  presenting  this  context,  Diane Arbus Revelations  invited
viewers  to  form  their  own  judgments  rather  than  accept  a  simplified  narrative  of  exploitation  or
heroism.

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 Diane Arbus Revelations 2023-02-22

3. The Ordinary as Extraordinary
Arbus had a gift  for finding the marvelous in the mundane. In Diane Arbus Revelations,  visitors
saw images of suburban families, children at play, and elderly couples—all imbued with a peculiar
tension. Her famous quote, "A photograph is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you, the less
you know," was given fresh resonance through this exhibition. It challenged the notion that Arbus
was  only  interested  in  "freaks."  Instead,  she  saw  the  freakishness  inherent  in  every  human
encounter.

4. The Unseen Work: Contact Sheets and
Notebooks
A revolutionary aspect of the Revelations exhibition was the display of contact sheets. For the first
time, viewers could see the images Arbus chose not to print—the rejected frames, the blinks, the
awkward poses. This peek into her editing process was both humbling and illuminating. It showed
that her iconic images were not lucky accidents but the result of disciplined selection. As the Diane
Arbus Revelations catalogue explains, she sometimes shot forty or fifty exposures to get one final
print.

THE IMPACT OF THE EXHIBITION ON PHOTOGRAPHY AND ART HISTORY

Diane Arbus Revelations was a watershed moment for photographic scholarship. It coincided with
a broader reevaluation of documentary photography and its place in fine art. Before this exhibition,
Arbus  was  often  pigeonholed  as  a  cult  figure—revered  by  some,  dismissed  by  others.  After
Revelations, her stature as a major American artist was cemented. Major museums acquired her
prints,  and university  courses began teaching her work as a touchstone for  discussions about
representation, empathy, and the photographer’s gaze.
The  accompanying  catalogue,  also  titled  Diane  Arbus  Revelations,  became  an  indispensable
resource. It contains hundreds of plates, essays by scholars, and a detailed chronology of her life.
The book remains a bestseller in the photography section of many bookstores and an essential
reference for anyone studying the medium. It is often cited as the definitive publication on her work,
precisely because it does not shy away from the complexities and contradictions.

REVELATIONS IN THE CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY CONVERSATIONS

Twenty years after the exhibition first opened, Diane Arbus Revelations continues to resonate. In

an era of Instagram, self-documentation, and visual overload, her insistence on looking directly and
without sentimentality feels both vintage and radical. Debates about the ethics of photographing
marginalized  communities  are  more  relevant  than  ever.  The  exhibition’s  balanced
presentation—neither  condemning nor  canonizing—offers  a  model  for  how institutions  can engage
with difficult artistic legacies.
Furthermore, Diane Arbus Revelations has influenced a generation of photographers who cite her
as  a  primary  inspiration.  Contemporary  artists  like  Nan Goldin,  Larry  Sultan,  and even street
photographers like Bruce Gilden have publicly acknowledged her impact. The exhibition reminded
the world that Arbus’s work was never about shock for its own sake; it was about a profound, almost
painful curiosity about what it means to be human.

HOW TO EXPERIENCE DIANE ARBUS REVELATIONS TODAY

While the original traveling exhibition ended in 2004, its legacy lives on in several forms:

The Catalogue: The book Diane Arbus Revelations (published by Random House) is widely
available in libraries and bookstores. It is a massive, beautifully produced volume with over
350 photographs and extensive documentary material. For those who cannot see the original
prints, this book is the next best thing.
Museum Collections: Many of the prints from the exhibition are now part of permanent
collections at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, SFMOMA, and the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston. Visitors can request to see selected works in study rooms.
Online Archives: The SFMOMA website and the Diane Arbus estate maintain online galleries.
Additionally, the Diane Arbus Revelations installation details are archived on museum sites,
including videos of curators explaining the show’s themes.
Documentaries and Lectures: Several documentaries explore Arbus’s life and work, often
referencing the Revelations exhibition. The PBS series American Masters produced a
segment that includes interviews with curators from the show.

CONCLUSION: WHY DIANE ARBUS REVELATIONS STILL MATTERS

Diane Arbus Revelations was never just about the photographs—it was about the process, the
questions, and the courage to look at what most people turn away from. By presenting her work
within the full context of her life and times, the exhibition demystified the artist while deepening the
mystery of her images. It reminded us that the most powerful art often defies easy categorization.
As we continue to grapple with issues of representation, privacy, and the ethics of documentation,
the lessons of Diane Arbus Revelations remain profoundly relevant. Whether you encounter her
work in a museum, a book, or a digital archive, the experience is likely to change the way you see
the world—and the people in it.


