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“One day, a friend took me out to the park and we

I remember thinking, finally, I am home. I have
Photography has the power to teach me things about

In 1992, when Amy Arbus took a master
class in portraiture at the International
Center of Photography, she made an
impression with her instructor, Richard
Avedon. He later wrote these words in an
article for Aperture magazine: “Everybody
has a life. Everybody has a sensibility.
Everybody has yearnings. Everybody has a
cause to plead. And everybody has a camera.
It takes an intelligence bold as Amy Arbus
to turn these universal commonplaces not
just into works of art, but works of insight.”

High praise from a lofty source. Amy Arbus
is, after all, the daughter of Diane Arbus, an
icon in 20th century photography, and the
actor Allan Arbus, an accomplished photog-
rapher in his own right. Yet Amy Arbus had
to find her own way into photography.

Growing up in the vibrant art scene of
New York, she always knew photography as
a part of her life. Still, it didn’t occur to
Arbus to enter photography until after the
death of her mother, when her father had
stopped making images. The absence of
photography became painful. Where there
had been images, there was now a void.
Only then did Arbus think about repopulating
her life with photographs of her own.

“All of my friends knew I was a photogra-
pher before I did,” says Arbus. “I spoke of
the world in visual terms. All my descriptions
of things were pictorial. One day, a friend
took me out to the park and we went photo-
graphing. I was 21 at the time and I remember
thinking, finally, I am home. I remember

having a revelatory moment...thinking that I




went photographing. I was 21 at the time and
never become jaded to the powers of photography....
life that I wouldn’t [[otherwise | kKnow.” _au areus
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see the world differently than other people.”

In the late 1970s, Arbus attended the
School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.
Then she landed a job assisting fashion photog-
rapher Jean Pagliuso, and for the next two
years worked for her in just about every support
capacity, save on-camera assistant. In 1980,
Arbus signed on with New York’s renowned
alternative newspaper, The Village Voice.

For the next decade she shot a Toice style
page called “On the Street,” which would later
yield the book, “On the Street: 1980-1990”
(Welcome Books, 2006). The images depict
charismatic members of New York’s downtown
scene. The project became Arbus’ training
ground in the development of her portrait style.

In 1990, Arbus ventured into freelance

editorial and advertising photography, landing

clients like American Express, Nickelodeon,
Saatchi & Saatchi, New Line Cinema,
Christiano Fissore, and The California
Children and Families Commission. She’s
seen her images in the pages of The New Yorker,
Aperture, People, ESPN and The New York
Times Magazine, among others. She’s pub-
lished two more books, and the next, “The
Fourth Wall” (Welcome Books), is due for
release in the spring. Arbus also teaches por-
traiture at the International Center of
Photography, The Fine Arts Work Center and
The Toscana Photographic Workshops.
Arbus has never lost her fascination with
image-making. “I have never become jaded to the
powers of photography,” she says. “In fact, the
more I'm at it, the more amazing I think it is...

photography has the power to teach me things
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about life that I wouldn’t [otherwise ] know.”

While photographing the babies whose
images would be collected in her second
book, “The Inconvenience of Being Born”
(Fotofolio, 1999), Arbus witnessed such
powerful emotion in the infants that the
experience completely changed her thinking
on the nature of being. Arbus began the project
to make gifts of the portraits for several close
friends who were having children at the time.
She was struck by the primal level at which
the infants expressed their feelings.

“A bizarre thing happened,” she recalls. “I
felt like I understood something about these
little beings that couldn’t be communicated
otherwise. T had a real sense of what these people
were like, and the mothers sensed that in me.

More than once, a mother would ask me, ‘What
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do you think my child is going to be like?’
The eerie thing is that I really thought
I knew.”

That sense of personal examination is the
core of Arbus’ approach to portraiture.
Photographers need to be intuitive about the
nature of people, she says. A photographer
doesn’t need to analyze the subject, but
should address themes that are universally
relevant. “My goal is to capture something
common to all of us, something we can all
relate to,” she says.

Arbus feels there’s an unfortunate prejudice
against portraiture as a form of fine art.
People love pictures of friends and family or
celebrities, but tend to dismiss truly emotive
portraits of strangers. The crystallized
articulation of the subject’s personality, or
even of one small element of it, is what
portraiture is all about. “I prefer the single
image more than other visual mediums,
because the single image talks to you in a
way that a video or film doesn’t. Video images
wash over you, and then theyre gone. A
photograph is indelible. It doesn’t change,
but your feelings about it change.” Arbus
imbues her editorial work with this tenet.

“Photos that run with a story serve an
important purpose, and that is to bring a
sense of orientation to the person, to show
something that isn’t revealed in the words,”
she says. “The best case scenario [in an
editorial portrait] is to bring a different
kind of insight into that person than the
writer did in the article. It's not a competition,
just a matter of adding something more.”

Arbus feels incredibly rewarded by what shes
seen, whom she’s met and what she’s accom-
plished. She plans to continue photographing,
displaying her work in shows, making books
and teaching. “I think that photographers,
when were lucky, hit on subjects that speak
to us on a very deep level,” she says. B
To see more from Amy Arbus, visit

www.amyarbus.com and
www.welcomebookstore.com/amy-arbus.html.





