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William Klein

Old and New York

William Klein will be at the opening

Painter, photographer, filmmaker and graphic artist William Klein doesn’t fit into the usual clichés, categories and currents. Klein breaks with tradition and establishes his own violent graphic style blending dark humour, social criticism, satire and poetry.

He clearly rejects the obsession with the objective eye and overturns the relationship between photographer and subject, steering his course between amateur photography, photojournalism and posed photographs. Klein uses ultra-rapid film with unusual framing and printing methods to free the 35 mm format from all its limitations and transform irregularities, grain, contrast, deformation and abstraction into a new visual vocabulary.

“For the first time,” writes poet and critic Alain Jouffroy, “Photographs have overtaken the evolution of the plastic arts. Klein has developed all the themes dealt with since Pop Art and Nouveau Réalisme”. And so, in film-like sequences, we see images of New York flow before us (1954). His point of view is that of someone who explores and catalogues: New York, the metropolis of the absurd, the city he has always loved and hated, abandoned and sought, and which he describes with its brutish throngs, its senseless demonstrations and parades, its violence, its graffiti-covered walls.

Klein says he “treats New Yorkers like an explorer would treat Zulus”. He photographs a wedding as if it were a riot, a political demonstration as if it were a family portrait. He mixes up the family album with the New York Daily News, and with Dadaism: absurd black humour. And then there are elements of fun, of chance. His experience with Léger, his pictorial work over the years make Klein’s photography into a new tool: the technique arises out of unfocused images, distorted frames, accidents, whatever happens; the content of testimony, from the crudest snapshot, from level zero in photography. To him, drawing, the graphic scenario and layout are just as important as the photographs: images set close by one another, comic strip style, contrasting images, cut-off edges, parodies of catalogues, a breath of dada. As demonstrated by his “contacts”, photographic images contaminated by a graphic procedure in which colour and sign intervene in the “primitive era” of photography and turn it into something else. He also approaches fashion in an unusual new graphic way. Klein introduces the wide-angle lens, the open flash and the multiple exposure, and surrounds his models in a sparkling aura of lights in motion. He creates sets with distorted perspective and produces surreal images that have had an impact on subsequent generations of fashion photographers. His innovations are more than a matter of technology: he also changes the way we look at women, encouraging his models to “act” for the camera rather than simply posing, with complete freedom of gesture. And his “street aesthetic” establishes a new form of fashion photography. 

William Klein

Biography

1928

Born in New York into a Hungarian family

1948-1953

Moves to Paris and becomes interested in painting, participating in the Brussels Exposition of Geometric Abstract Painting. He studies in the studios of Lhote and Léger, then retires to La Garenne-Colombes and marries Jeanne Florin, who works with him. He reads art books and is particularly interested in fifteenth-century painting, the Bauhaus, Mondrian and Max Bill. He then exhibits his works in Milan’s Piccolo Teatro and Galleria del Milione, beginning a series of collaborations with the architect Mangiarotti, who commissions him to paint a mural for moveable panels, and with Domus magazine.

1954-1955

Following the example of Moholy-Nagy and Kepes, he produces figurative photography alongside his abstract painting. He meets Vogue artistic director painter Alexander Liberam, who gives him a contract and the money he needs to finance his research into photo-sensitive glass. He soon gives up on the project and starts producing a photographic diary about his return to New York, published in Paris by Chris Marker, editor-in-chief of Editions Seuil.

1956-1963

New York is published and wins the Prix Nadar; Fellini invites him to work as his assistant. The album Rome comes out, along with his first documentary Broadway by Light. He takes fashion photographs for Vogue then, invited by a Japanese publisher, travels to Tokyo via Moscow and India. He produces films for French television and participates in the exhibition 30 photographers who made the history of photography in Cologne.

1965

Publishes books on Moscow and Tokyo and the next year produces the film Who are you Polly Magoo?, about fashion and the media. Wins the Jean Vigo prize.

1968-1980

Stops working in photography and turns to the world of film. The political subject matter of films such as Mr Freedom and his participation in politically committed and experimental work with alternative forms of production and distribution put him on the wrong side of the censor. In 1978 his photographs are discovered in the US and he seems to have new horizons for dialogue with the world of art: exhibitions, plans for books and, above all, colour photographs.

1981-1983

He exhibits at New York’s Moma; the Light Gallery dedicates an exhibition to his work while Aperture publishes a monograph on him. This is followed by an exhibition at Centre Pompidou and a series of photo features commissioned by the Sunday Times, Leica and Liberation. He is presented with the National Photography Grand Prix for his 150 metre long maze installed at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris

1990-1991

A series of new images linking photography with painting is presented in Sweden, where he is presented with the Hasselblad award. The exhibition is then presented in Germany, Paris and New York. At the same time retrospectives of his films are held in New York, Tokyo and Osaka. He starts making the film Babilee ‘91

1993-1994

Receives prizes (Agfa-Bayer/Hugo Erfurt) and acknowledgements, the American magazine Artnews dedicates a cover and an article to him, and he produces the book In & Out of Fashion, part of a multimedia project including photographs, drawings and a feature-length film. When the book comes out he exhibits his works in London’s Hamiltons Gallery, in Paris and at the ICP in New York.

1995

When the new San Francisco Modern Art Museum opens, it presents and publishes his photographs of New York in 1954-1955. He presents 5 films at the American Film Festival in Charlottesville, Virginia and exhibits at the University Museum.

1996-1997

In New York for the publication of his book New York, he exhibits at the Greenberg Gallery. 40 years later he photographs the same city again for a number of European magazines. He exhibits his work at Barcelona’s Caixa Foundation and at the Maison Europeenne de la Photographie in Paris. The British Institute in London holds a retrospective of his films and an exhibition at the Hamiltons Gallery. Fondazione Nazionale della Fotografia in Turin is the first Italian museum to host his exhibition of photographs of New York. His work is acclaimed in Madrid and Hamburg, and he adapts Handel’s Messiah as a film.

1998-1999

Publishes the book Films on his work in film. Exhibits In & Out of Fashion in Moscow. Receives the Royal Photographic Society Medal of the Century in London. Completes the film Messiah in France, Spain, Russia and the US, and it comes out in December in Paris.

2000

Lives and works in Paris

