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THE COLORS
~ MUNDANE

The Met exhibition,
“William Eggleston: Los
Alamos,” is the first time
when this groundbreaking
work is being shown in
entirety in New York City

By Archana Khare-Ghose
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WilliamEggleston
(American,born
Memphis, Tennessee,
1939), “Memphis,” 1965~
68.Dye-transferprint,

12X173/4in(30.5X45.1
cm).The Metropolitan
MuseumofArt, New

York,Promised Giftof
JadelLau
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JeffRosenheim,
curatorinchargeofthe
Met'sDepartmentof
Photographs
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COURTESY: THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART
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ough data available on the
internetshows thatabout 350
million photos are uploaded to
Facebook accounts daily.It’sa
mind-numbing figure but not
truly surprising given howimportantimages
have become asa means of communication
between people today.
Whatreallyisamusingisthe plebeian
nature of these photographs. There’snothing
specialabout most of them —a petcatsleeping
snugly onasofa, tea cupstains onanewspaper
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(ornexttoaniPhone, perhaps),a book by the
fireplace,a dogcrossing a street, a tree without
leaves, someone’s mom laughing at something
shesaw on her smartphone...

In posting such images, the everyday
photographersinall of us unwittingly follow in
thegreattradition of the visual vernacular as
perfected by Walker Evans, Henri Cartier-
Bressonand William Eggleston, to name a few.
These are freeze frames of commonplace
momentsthatare destined to assume their
fullestsignificance on hindsight—when that

WilliamEggleston(American,born
Memphis, Tennessee, 1939), “Louisiana,”
circa1971-74.Dye-transferprint, 1711/6
X12in(45X30.5cm).TheMetropolitan
Museum of Art,New York, Promised Gift
of JadeLau



“THERE ARE
COUNTRIES THAT
MAY NOT HAVE
FAST RAIL OR
ROAD SYSTEMS
BUT PEOPLE HAVE
SMART PHONES
THAT THEY ARE
MAKING IMAGES
WITH, AND
SHARING GLOBALLY.
OUR JOB AS A
MUSEUM IS TO
BUILD AUDIENCES
FOR THESE IMAGES”

é WilliamEggleston(American,born
E Memphis, Tennessee, 1939),
<<

“Memphis,” circa1965-68.

é Dye-transferprint,1711/6 X12in
w (44.9X30.5cm).The Metropolitan

MuseumofArt,New York, Promised

o
) GiftofJadelLau
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age has passed, when the time they existed in
hasdisappearedinto history,and been replaced
by newerlooks, newer ways.

One such photograph—ofayoung
supermarketemployee pushing shoppingcarts
onaglowingeveningin Memphis, Tennessee,
in 1965 —brought American photographer
William Eggleston into sharp focus on the
world photography stage. But when this
photograph, along with the others of the genre,
was shown inan exhibition atthe Museum of
Modern Artin New York in 1976, shock was
thereaction that the work received. The reason:
Eggleston had tread a new path with color as
opposed to the established norm —and
standard — of black-and-white photographs of
the time.

Theimage of the grocery storeemployee, as
partofaportfoliotitled “Los Alamos” donated
tothe Metropolitan Museum of Art by Jade
Lau,isonview at the museum through May 18.
“Los Alamos” comprises 75 dye transfer prints
from color negatives made between 1965 and
1974,and the serieshasnever been shownin
entirety in New York City before.

JeffRosenheim, curator of the exhibition
“William Eggleston: Los Alamos,” agrees that
itwas Eggleston’s groundbreaking use of color
thathad stunned the practitionersand
connoisseurs of fineart photography.

Speakingto ART+AUCTION, Rosenheim
said, “When the photographs firstemerged, the
reaction was not so much on the subject or the

William Eggleston (American, bornMemphis,
Tennessee, 1939), “Memphis,” circa1971-74.
Dye-transferprint,1711/6 X12in(44.9X30.5
cm).The MetropolitanMuseumofArt,New
York,Promised Giftof JadeLau

style... Thereal reason ‘color’ was not one of
thecriteria of standard for fine art photography
until then. The established photographers were
making the same photographs of the streetsin
the same style and with same motifs. Idon’t
know why itwas believed that Eggleston was
doingsomething different.Igrew up feeling
thathe wasinthetraditionand notagainstit.”

Rosenheim, curatorin charge of the Met’s
Department of Photographssince 2012, has
organized many major exhibitions for the Met
and other institutions, including a major
retrospective of Walker Evansin 2000,an
exhibition of Diane Arbus’ work in 2005, the
2013 exhibition “Photography and the
American Civil War,” and a major
retrospective of Irving Penn’s photographson
the centennial of hisbirthlast April.

The “Los Alamos” images, Rosenheim
said, were aboutoneartist who picked up his
cameraand some film and set out to explore the
world. “He explored himself at the same time,
andthecultureinhisimmediate area—the
South and South-West.” In doing so, he
documented the mundane fora timein the
future, when the mundaneitself would no
longer remain the same.

Justalittle over four decades since “Los
Alamos”, the medium hasnotonly become
highly democratic butalso multi-generational,
asRosenheim said, with almosteverybody
withasmart phoneable to make color-
saturated imagesand share themacrossawide

THE GALLOPING OF TIME AND TECHNOLOGY
HAVE IN TURN BANALIZED THE PERCEPTION
WITH REGARD TO COLOR IMAGES
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William Eggleston (American,born
1939), “Memphis,” 1965.Dye-tran
(45X30.4cm).The MetropolitanMu
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WilliamEggleston(American, born Memphis,
Tennessee, 1939), “Mississippi,” circa1971-74.
Dye-transferprint,1711/6 X12in(45X30.5cm).
TheMetropolitanMuseumofArt,New York,
Promised Giftof JadeLau

WilliamEggleston (American,born Memphis,
Tennessee, 1939), “Memphis,” circa1971-74.
Dye-transferprint,1711/6 X12in(45X30.5
cm).The MetropolitanMuseumofArt,New
York,Promised Giftof JadeLau
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range of platforms. The galloping of time and
technology havealsointurnbanalizsed the
perception with regard to colorimages.

Rosenheim callsita culture of media
transformation. “When the computer age
dawned, it wasinevitable that some time in
future, theimages would be exchanged
electronically,” he said. “Youdon’teven have
toprinta photographnow. It’s like being your
own agency, very much like a publisher of your
own book, which was not possible a few
decadesago.”

The questionisno longer about whatisan
image and how itis being understood across
language barriers, buthow to manage the
constantbombardment of these images, “to
sift wheat fromthe chaff” asRosenheimsaid. It
isaboutbuildingan audience while meeting the
constantly changing demands of the medium.

“People often ask meifthereisanincreased
audience for photography shows,” he said.
“Yes, weare getting larger. And there are fewer
people walking in with cameras. Whatreally
excites meisthe factthatduetosmart phones,
photography has become truly widespread.
There are countries that may not have fastrail
orroad systems but people have smart phones
thattheyareusingto makeimagesandshare
globally. And ourroleasa museumisto build
audiences for theseimages.” He added that the
Metstarted showing fine art photography
about oo yearsago, butthe engagement with
the medium and the audience has constantly
evolved with each passing year.

Anewlook at Eggleston’s work, which has
been shown by all major New York venuesin
some formor the other, then, is very much in
thescheme of things.H

WilliamEggleston
(American,bornMemphis,
Tennessee, 1939),
“Memphis,” circa1971-74.
Dye-transferprint,1711/6
X12in(45X30.5cm).The
Metropolitan Museum of
Art,New York, Promised
GiftofJadeLau
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