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The Photographic Book as Power-Play 

JONATHAN DAY 

Abstract 

This essay examines the influence of the democratisation of technology on 

the perceived and preferred locations of photography, proposing a new 

bifurcation that parallels and replaces the gallery/archive duality. This 

echoes – across 50 years – the motivations of High Modernist photographic 

book makers revealing thereby the enduringly central significance of the 

book in photography. This significance is examined through an analysis of 

Robert Frank’s The Americans (1959) and its relationship to two 

contemporary books that respond to Frank with a 50 years-on pictorial 

exegesis.  

Image 1.  Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “U.S. 285, New 
Mexico”, 1955, The Americans #36, collection of Mark Kelman, New York, http://
tinyurl.com/kt67m
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Introduction 

There have until very recently been two dominant photographic 

‘destinations’, two places prioritised as the ‘homes’ of photography. These 

sites offer discipline specific gravitas and are acknowledged aspirational 

loci. They are the gallery and the archive. This has always been a problem. 

Galleries, by their nature, tend to favour insiders, networkers, social(ite) 

artists. This is a near insurmountable difficulty for the many practitioners 

who are ‘outsiders’ - the individualists and the socially inept. The mélange 
of talent, ambition, fashion and connection that surround aspirant and 

emerging artists so often results in gallery sponsored talks characterised by 

complex, verbose and disorganised chatter accompanying works of limited 

interest - images of the most intense grayness. They have, though, been 

successfully ‘spun’ by the society of the establishment as valuable and 

innovative. The focus on the gallery, then, is potentially exclusive.  

The other principal photographic ‘destination’ has until recently been the 

archive. This presents us with a different scenario. The archive, after all, has 

history and hindsight on its side. Even the most misanthropic of artists 

might be forgiven, in time, for their social faux pas (deliberate or otherwise) 

and integrated into the desperate bonhomie of the canon. This forgiveness 

is not necessarily, though, available to the living artist, whose reputation 

has not yet been established. The archive too, then, for the living 

photographer, has often been cocooned in a hermetically woven network of 

nepotism, repelling all those whose faces do not fit, whose waists do not 

bow. Galleries and archives exist in a plethora of environments, both 

inspiring and tawdry, but they come together, significantly, in the museum.  

The Photographic Book as Power-Play 
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Image 2. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Rooming House–
Bunker Hill, Los Angeles”, The Americans #20, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-
online/search/265015 

Given these mechanisms of control, I have often wondered what place is 

there for the individualist, the outré, the outsider? Clearly the extensive 

contemporary discussion around online platforms has revolutionised our 

understanding of photographic destinations. In its great variety – between 

semi professional showcase platforms such as Flickr, through social media 

sharing ostensibly for fun, to personally tailored and curtailed sharing sites 

such as Snapchat, photography has been radicalised by these technological 

developments. One thing is sure: across all social media platforms, the 

internet has a propensity/predilection for anonymising and disguising 

authorship. By the third or fourth iteration of an image file, authorship is 

occluded. This is in itself hugely interesting, but for now let’s restrict 

ourselves and assume that we still have an interest in the notion of 

acknowledged authorship, of images attached to a name, emerging out of 

the notion of a personality. If the gallery and archive are dangerously 

exclusive, while the internet is a mass of neo-anonymous output, structured 

and re-structured constantly by algorithmic operations, then where now 

does the power of the author/artist lie? It seems to me that such a place has 

existed since the early 20th century and continues now equally as vital and 

important. It is not without problems of its own, certainly, but it offers the 

possibility of true independence, a position from which to comment, to be 

individual, to say what you really want to say. It is the photographic book.  

As well as facilitating the explosion of the web, recent technologies have 

also remarkably democratised the means of production. Photographers can 
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now produce books with a greater ease than ever before and costs, though 

still considerable, are within their reach. 

Image 3. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Santa Fe–New Mexico”, 
1955, The Americans #42, collection of Barbara and Eugene Schwarz, http://tinyurl.com/
qhp4bb8 

In the last year or so two books have appeared that evidence this new access 

to print, while at the same time echoing photo-book motivations that have 

resonated down the years. One is self published: Mishka Henner’s Less 
Americains. The other is published by the University of Chicago Press, my 

own Postcards from the Road. What links them and what is most 

interesting in our discussion of Photographic Power is their subject matter 

– they both respond particularly to Robert Frank’s photographic book The
Americans, published in 1959. Frank was intimately familiar with galleries 

and archives but in an action that he called “mefiance”148 turned away from 

them, taking (along with many other Beat era artists) a socially radical 

position. Frank’s book in many respects represents a critique of the gallery 

and exhibition.149 His book has influenced many photographers150, and its 

creation and intention exactly mirror the motivations of Henner, myself 

and the current exciting slew of book creating photographers. By examining 

the creation of Frank’s work in some detail we can shine a spotlight forward 

148 Maloney, T.  U. S. Camera Annual, New York, U. S. Camera Publishing Corp., 
1958. 
149 Day, T. Robert Frank’s The Americans: the Art of Documentary Photography, 
Bristol/Chicago, Intellect/University of Chicago Press, 2011. 
150 Gefter,P. After Frank, New York, Aperture, 2009.	  
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onto the putative and emerging dialectic at the heart of the current revival 

of the photographic book. 

Robert Frank and the Americans 

In 1955, Swiss photographer and émigré Robert Frank embarked on a 

journey across America, capturing thousands of photographs of a rapidly 

changing society. The resulting photo-book, The Americans, represents a 

fascinating moment in both photography and America's emerging 

understanding of itself. The book has been widely commented upon and is 

lauded for its radical approach to the imaging of a civilisation and its 

synthesis of previously estranged modes of photographic practice – 

‘reportage’, the ‘documentary’ and the ‘artistic’.151 One area that has been 

largely overlooked, however, is Frank’s erudition and it’s role in the 

creation of his photographs. A common fallacy found in assessments of his 

work is the idea that his images are ‘accidental’: Ulrich Keller, for example, 

called The American’s an “impatient sequence of irreverent photographs” 

and “a catalogue of irritations”.152 The extent to which Frank’s images 

directly relate to pre-existing photographs denies this. His study is evident 

in the visual commentaries he creates, which demonstrate in particular his 

sophisticated interrogation of photographic hierarchies, most notably the 

relationship between the photographic ‘exhibit’ and the ‘advertisement’ as 

iterations – the gallery and that which is beyond it.  

I’ve talked of ‘outsiders’ so it’s important to note that Robert Frank in the 

years before The Americans was fully integrated in to the American 

photographic scene. It would be a great mistake for us to think otherwise. 

His position as a migrant, although hugely significant for his output, was 

not at all unusual in New York at that time. He worked for Alexei 

Brodovitch at Bazaar, had shown at well-known galleries and was featured 

in a variety of publications. His master work was itself funded by the 

Guggenheim Foundation and his receipt of this vaunted Scholarship placed 

him amongst America’s most noted photographers.153 Frank’s commentary 

and challenge to the exhibit grew out of a deep familiarity with the 

exhibition of photographs. He was a close associate of Edward Steichen, 

then curator of the Museum of Modern Art, New York. The Americans was 

inspired in many ways by The Family of Man exhibition which Steichen 

curated at MoMA in 1955, and with which Frank helped. Frank, though, had 

151 	  See, e.g., Greenough, S. Looking In, Washington, National Gallery of 
Art/Steidl, 2009, p. 205; Downes, B. et al, “An Off-beat View of the U.S.A.: 
Popular Photography’s Editors Comment on a Controversial New Book”, Popular 
Photography 46, no 5, New York, Popular Photography, 1960, pp. 104–106; 
Day, T. Robert Frank’s The Americans: the Art of Documentary Photography, 
Bristol/Chicago, Intellect/University of Chicago Press, 2011, pp. 33, 72–73.	  	  
152 Keller, U. The Highway as Habitat, A Roy Stryker Documentation, 1943–1955, 
Santa Barbara, CA, University of California, 1986, p.23.  
153 Day, 2011, p. 34. 
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sickened of the photographic scene of which he was a part and wanted 

desperately to move on. He wrote, 

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... I have a genuine 
distrust and mefiance toward all group activities. Mass 
production of uninspired photography without thought becomes 
anonymous merchandise. The air becomes infected with the smell 
of photography.154 

He was looking for more, for something uncertain, unquantified, 

unquantifiable perhaps - the thing of which Jack Kerouac said “Somewhere 

along the line I knew there’d be girls, visions, everything. Somewhere along 

the line the pearl would be handed to me.”155  

154 Frank quoted in Maloney, p. 115.  
155 Kerouac, J. On the Road, London, Penguin, 1972, p. 11. 
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Image 4 Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “U.S. 30 between Ogallala 
and North Platte, Nebraska” 1956, The Americans #30, collection of Susan and Peter 
MacGill http://tinyurl.com/nl85co9 

The change in Frank’s practice was also influenced by the burgeoning art 

scene in New York and by the painters amongst whom he lived. Painter 

Alfred Leslie was his next-door neighbour and Willem de Kooning was just 

across the yard. Frank has spoken about watching de Kooning through his 

window late at night and being impressed by how hard he had to work to 

create his paintings. 156  According to Philip Brookman, de Kooning 

encouraged Frank, sharing the latter’s belief that photography might be an 

art form equal to painting. 157  Frank was cross pollinating his own 

temperament with the world in which he found himself, approaching ideas 

and a vision that would later come to be associated with the Beat writers 

and artists. In the freedom and passion of those around him, and in his own 

156 Johnson, W. (ed.). The Pictures are a Necessity: Robert Frank in Rochester, 
NY November 1988, New York, Rochester Film and Photo Consortium and 
International Museum of Photography, 1989, p. 35. 
157 Livingston, J. The New York School Photographs 1936–1963, New York, 
Stewart, Tabori and Chang, 1992, p. 360. 
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deep seated inclinations, he found the impetus to move from the centre out 

towards the liminal, towards the vanguard. 

Frank spent two years taking the pictures that would become The 
Americans. Once they were in the can, however, he seemed a little 

perplexed as to what to do with them. The reaction from his peers and even 

some of his friends was generally negative, his former teacher Gotthard 

Schuh saying he was dismayed and frightened by the images.158 A small 

selection appeared in the US Camera Annual of 1958, with a defence 

written by Frank’s mentor Walker Evans. Frank’s friend and advocate 

Robert Delpire offered to publish them in France, but this volume was part 

of a series of anthropologically focussed tomes, carrying accompanying 

texts describing American life. This was deeply unsatisfactory for Frank: he 

wanted more. Frank had a critical meeting with Jack Kerouac at a party 

given for the author by his fiend Lucien Carr.159 Kerouac’s improvisational 

prose was deeply attractive to Frank, embodying the rhythms of American 

street speech and being steeped in jazz, the racially integrated music of the 

American city. Frank’s movement out from the centre of the photographic 

world into new territory reached its apogee with his selection of Grove Press 

as his publisher. This was a small house associated with poetry and Beat 

writers. Publishing with small, independent houses was a Beat tradition, 

perhaps the most famous instance being Allan Ginsberg’s controversial 

Howl, published by The City Lights Bookshop in San Francisco and 

successfully defended by them against an attempt to ban it as pornographic. 

Books, for the Beats, were associated with liberty, enlightenment and 

revolution in a way that galleries were not. Frank was following suit, lining 

his photographs up with the most socially radical literature. Individuality, 

then, and a desire for something other, something away from the 

mainstream, something belonging neither to the world of Steichen or Evans 

led Frank to his small publisher.  

Frank’s journey out towards the edge resulted in one other attack on the 

gallery. In 1950s America, ‘Old World’ European ‘High’ society was being 

deeply interrogated. It was dogged by war and inequality, was morally 

bankrupt, class ridden and clearly intent on self-destruction. It seemed to 

many that salvation might be found in the lives, culture and ideas of 

working people. Frank, too, was deeply interested in exploring the visually 

ephemeral and vernacular in his search for “Where God is”.160 Frank found 

and celebrated the alternative galleries of the streets: billboards, hoardings 

and popular magazines. He seems to me to have had a particular interest in 

the photographic output of the Standard Oil Company’s Picture File, a 

group headed by Roy Stryker, who had famously directed the Farm Security 

Admission’s Photo Section. The group documented the work of the Oil 

158 Schuh, G. ‘Robert Frank’, Camera, August, New York, US Camera Publishing 
Corp, 1957, pp. 339–340. 
159 Johnson, p. 42. 
160 Frank, R. Robert Frank, London, Thames and Hudson/Centre National de la 
Photographie, 1991, after plate 63.  
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Company, from exploration through extraction, refining and retailing. Their 

images were made freely available to magazines, newspapers, galleries, 

schools and universities. The irony and strangeness of this shadow gallery, 

these commercial images forming the content of another kind of exhibition 

was not lost on Frank. The Standard Oil Picture File ripped the museum 

open and spread it willy-nilly across streets, markets, billboards and 

educational institutions. Images, in some cases by the same photographers 

who featured in the Family of Man, were reproduced en masse, printed and 

distributed free to any one who asked for them.  

Frank’s photographs interrogate and criticise these Standard Oil originals, 

at the same time as he pays them homage. In The Americans Frank refers 

as easily and frequently to these images as he does to Renaissance painting 

or Reformation engraving.161 He successfully challenges the gallery as an 

institution and the hierarchical understanding of images. He plays with his 

source material, absorbing, commenting, juxtaposing and satirizing works 

from across the range of cultural output. The exhibit and the advertisement 

co-exist in The Americans: Frank subverts the Marxist understanding162 of 

class predicated culture and takes the images of humanity as his source 

material. 

Image 5. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Los Angeles” 1955, The 
Americans #61, collection of Susan and Peter MacGill http://tinyurl.com/l2jngot 

161 Day, 2011, pp. 81, 114, 170–172, 185.  
162 See, e.g., Aronowitz, S. Crisis In Historical Materialism: Class, Politics, and 
Culture in Marxist Theory, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1990. 
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The Americans and the Family of Man Exhibition 

Robert Frank’s association with Edward Steichen has already been 

mentioned. Steichen mounted the highly influential The Family of Man 

exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, New York in 1955, the year in 

which Frank began his Americans journey. Frank assisted Steichen with its 

preparation, and several of his photographs were included. The Americans 

follows many of the exhibition’s themes and echoes many of its images, but 

in a manner clearly out of sympathy with The Family of Man’s intention. 

The Americans comments upon, contends with and subverts Steichen’s 

chosen images. 

In the introduction to the exhibition catalogue, Steichen wrote, 

I believe The Family of Man exhibition is the most ambitious and 
challenging project photography has ever attempted. It was 
conceived as a mirror of the universal elements and emotions in 
the everydayness of life – as a mirror of the essential oneness of 
mankind throughout the world. The Family of Man has been 
created in a passionate spirit of devoted love and faith in man.163 

For Frank, The Family of Man signally failed as a “mirror of the universal 

elements and emotions” because of its sentimentality and its refusal to 

squarely face the truth. Frank described it in this way, 

Steichen liked me a lot and he was very good to me. I just didn’t 
agree with his sentimentality about photographs any more. I was 
aware that I was living in a different world – that the world 
wasn’t as good as that – that it was a myth that the sky was blue 
and that all photographs were beautiful.164 

Steichen’s motivations cannot be ascribed to ignorance or inexperience: 

he was deeply sophisticated and aware. It was something else that drove 

him, something that Frank would also lock horns with. The American 

Dream at its most facile depends on the perfectibility of the human race. In 

many ways, this is also the central hope of Modernism. The Family of Man 

orders its photographs in a world as it ought to have been and not as it was. 

Steichen’s “passionate spirit of devoted love” finds form in a faith that one 

day ugliness and injustice will be banished. The implication is that if we 

ignore evil and darkness, or at most tacitly acknowledge them, then perhaps 

they will go away. To look at these things seems to be felt, in some way, as 

encouraging them. With God and the American Way, surely, the show 

argues, the dream can come to pass.  

163 Steichen, E. The Family of Man, New York, Museum of Modern Art, 1955, p. 
3. 
164 Frank, quoted in Johnson, p. 37.  
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It would be wrong to see Frank as just a nihilistic enfant terrible, ripping 

up his former mentor Steichen’s positive take on humanity and culture. 

Frank wrote, 

I have often been accused of deliberately twisting subject matter 
to my point of view … Opinion often consists of a kind of criticism. 
But criticism can come out of love.165  

His critique, he claims, was from a perspective of love. This, though, is a 

love that, unlike Steichen’s, acknowledges the importance of honesty.  

Frank’s close knowledge of The Family of Man left him uniquely equipped 

to respond to it. The Americans’ photographs often closely reflect particular 

images from Steichen’s show. For reasons of brevity, we cannot investigate 

these responses in detail here. Suffice to say that Frank sought the 

sometimes prosaic, sometimes challenging reality behind the exhibition’s 

toothy smile. Frank in The Americans was looking for the honest truth of 

his subjects, in so far as photography could deliver them. Steichen said his 

show wished to “mirror … the universal elements and emotions in the 

everydayness of life” and to be a “mirror of the essential oneness of 

mankind throughout the world”.166 While Frank’s work to a considerable 

degree achieves the former, it cannot achieve the latter if that oneness does 

not in fact exist. Photography cannot wish it into being. As Frank said, “The 

world wasn’t as good as that.”167  

165 Frank, quoted in Maloney, p. 115. 
166 Steichen, p. 3.  
167 Frank, quoted in Johnson, p.37. 



The Photographic Book as Power-Play 

95 

Image 6. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Men’s Room, Railway 
Station–Memphis, Tennessee”, 1955, The Americans #52, Private collection http://
tinyurl.com/m9dv72z 

The Americans and the promotional images of the Standard Oil Company 

A number of the images in The Americans bear a marked resemblance to 

images in the Standard Oil of New Jersey archive, now housed in the 

University of Louisville, Kentucky. The extent to which this referencing was 

conscious cannot, I suspect, be established now: Frank has talked in recent 

years of the poverty of his memory.168 The visual evidence is, though, 

intriguing and compelling.  

A key image for this consideration is a photograph called U.S. 90, en route 
to Del Rio, Texas (1955, The Americans #83, Hamilton’s Gallery, London). 
This is The Americans’ final image and serves as a signature and a 

revelation of the author to his readers. The photograph pictures a woman 

and child asleep in the passenger seat of a car. The black automobile is 

pulled up at the side of the road, its nearside headlight lit. The peaceful 

sleeping faces inside are almost a Madonna and Child. The nearness of the 

car to the viewer and the eye-level angle suggest intimacy. The subjects’ 

occupation of the passenger seat suggests that this is Frank’s family. A 

sidelong view of the same car, taken in 1956 but not included in The 
Americans, confirms this. It is titled Andrea, Pablo, Mary, Texas (1955).169 
The names are those of Frank’s family, and the passengers are identifiably 

the same as those in U.S. 90, en route to Del Rio, Texas. In this portrait of 

his family, Frank turns his camera onto his own life, identifying himself 

168 See, e.g., Greenough, 2009.  
169 Frank, R. The Lines of My Hand, New York, Pantheon, 1989. 
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with all those others he had pictured, placing himself into the world he had 

recorded. He is another driver on another road driving around wild 

America. The car is the conduit of his journey, his book is the views from its 

window. The image is also a resolution. Frank has been chasing the pearl, 

looking for where God is. At the end of his journey this is his conclusion - 

there is no ephemeral bright destination, no Oz at the end of his yellow 

brick road. After two years driving he knows Del Rio will be another Main 

Street, another diner. The journey’s end is this realization. There is only 

now, only this moment, washed up on some dusty roadside. All that 

remains is those we love, who share our journey, at the dawning of a new 

day.  

For all its multi-layered meaning, there is yet more to U.S 90. It also 

comments on a classic Standard Oil advertising image. Sol Libsohn’s 

Charles Kitchen, Anchor Motor Freight Company trucker, driving at night 
on U.S. Highway 22; May, 1945 (Standard Oil Archive, University of 

Louisville) was part of a project called Truck Story, on which he worked 

from March until May of 1945. Libsohn and Roy Stryker, Standard Oil’s 

Picture File Director, together produced a script detailing a routine two-day 

journey by two truckers collecting parts for warplanes. The story was 

published in The Lamp, Standard Oil’s expensively produced corporate 

magazine, with Charles Kitchen as its lead image. The magazine was 

circulated to politicians, stockholders, publishers and the like. 

Image 7. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Covered Car–Long 
Beach, California”, 1956, The Americans #34, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
http://tinyurl.com/l4yy9oa 

U.S. 90, en route to Del Rio, Texas follows the composition of Libsohn’s 

image closely. The line of both vehicles is approximately a fifth of the way in 

from the edge. The position of the windscreens and the view through them 

of people inside, are very similar. Most significant of all are the lit 
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headlamps, occupying about the same position in each picture. Notably, 

Frank has reversed the Standard Oil composition, literally mirroring it, as 

his photograph mirrors, distorts and comments on its meaning.  

If the American Dream presses the road and the notion of journey into 

service as signifiers of a better life waiting just around the corner, then 

images such as Charles Kitchen identify the pursuers of this dream as 

heroes rather than victims. Advertising is here mythologizing the worker. It 

is the aesthetic humanization of industry, the justification of hours of toil by 

the conferral of heroic status. Charles Kitchen is an image, full of machismo 

and power. The photograph’s low viewpoint emphasizes the truck’s size; its 

lines are rectilinear and powerful. The glowing, eyelike headlamp sits above 

and to the side of the toothy radiator grill, grinning against the black 

bonnet. Charles’ face is determined, lit dramatically from the side. His grip 

on the steering wheel is certain. Libsohn wrote, “His hands were big on the 

wheel. They seemed hardly to try when he turned the wheel”.170 He is 

depicted as the master of this monster, controlling its huge power, driving 

through the night with his war-bound cargo, intent on his mission. He is 

imaged to represent not only of the nobility of labour and of Standard Oil, 

but of America, intent on the defeat of the enemies of the ‘free world’.  

In contrast, Frank’s image is taken from head height. This emphasises 

normality, facilitating an easy identification with the photograph’s 

everydayness. The car is small and personal; its curves are feminine and 

humble. Frank’s Madonna-like wife and child sleep easily. The car stands 

motionless at the side of a desert road in dim light. There is no urgency, no 

work to do, nowhere to go that can’t wait. The only imperatives are 

personal. The only mission is the journey, the only cargo his family. Here, 

Frank has entirely subverted the notion of the highway as the conduit for 

affairs of state. Charles Kitchen is a cog in the wheel of the Dream, aiding 

the American pursuit of ‘manifest destiny’, in this case by helping to win a 

war. He is a part of the industrial process; both he and the road are its 

servants. Frank’s road is a private place, somewhere to watch his family 

sleep, somewhere that is as close as this wild-at-heart world comes to home. 

The road is the conduit of his personal journey, perhaps even of his dreams. 

He denies its role in the formulas of advertising men, and through it 

questions the orthodoxy of the American Dream. The road is revealed as an 

aspect of the wide world through which it runs, a world bigger than society’s 

strictures, a strange, mysterious and wonderful place. Frank’s photograph is 

an image of living, his existence and journey described by a family and a 

car, their travel through time and space described by the road and the 

desert. 

Charles Kitchen is personally unimportant. He stands for faceless millions 

in his photograph. Another driver would have done just as well, without 

Libsohn even having to change the story. Charles is a representative 

member of society, his individuality serving the whole. Frank’s photograph 

reveals an individual following his own obscure purposes.  

170 Libsohn, quoted in Keller, p. 204. 
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Image 8. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Salt Lake City, Utah”, 
1956, The Americans #54, Philadelphia Museum of Art http://tinyurl.com/o8m9p59 
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In The Americans Frank appears to respond to images from the Standard 

Oil Picture File on many occasions. There were plenty of opportunities for 

Frank to see images from Standard Oil’s File as they were exploited 

extensively. The Civil Affairs Division of the US Army, for example, used 

them to illustrate ‘the American Way of Life to People Overseas’.171 They 

featured in Life, Look and the Saturday Evening Post, among other 

magazines and newspapers. In 1949 alone, 667 Standard Oil File pictures 

were carried by the press. Textbooks and encyclopaedias also used the 

photographs. Another popular means of dissemination was panel-mounted 

display sequences. The Picture File produced 264 differently themed 

arrangements of photographs. In 1949 around 10,000 of these were needed 

to satisfy demand.172 Many galleries also featured Standard Oil’s images. 

Harvard University and the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia both hosted 

an exhibition called The Architecture of Oil. The Museum of Modern Art in 

New York featured the work of four Standard Oil photographers in its In 
and Out of Focus: A Survey of Today's Photography exhibition (Museum 

of Modern Art exhibition number 373, 6 April—11 July 1948). Steichen’s 

Family of Man show included an image from the file, which showed 

children dancing in a circle outside a school in Peru, sited beneath an oil 

derrick. This again reveals the extent to which these images were known. 

Trolley – New Orleans (1955, The Americans #18, Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York) is another of Frank’s photographs which echoes Standard 

Oil’s imagery. In 1947, Esther Bubley took a series of photographs 

illustrating a cross-country bus journey. This would appear two years later, 

in volume 31 of The Lamp, as ‘Via Bus’, and in Photo Memo, a smaller, 

specialized magazine advertising the Picture File’s latest photographs, 

under the title ‘By Bus’. Bubley photographed Greyhound Bus Terminal, 
N.Y.C. Loaded bus ready to depart (Standard Oil Archive, University of 

Louisville) in July of that year. Three side windows of a Greyhound fill the 

top half of the image. These are illuminated, the interior warm and busy 

against the darker tone of the bus’s side. The affluent white passengers are 

furred and hatted: some smile, some are glum. Crisp, white-covered seats 

leave no doubt that every effort has been made to ensure their comfort. A 

legend painted along the coach reads ‘Coast to Coast’. These travellers are, 

after all, the descendants of the pioneers; they also journey the wide land. 

Frank’s image is entirely other. Five windows similarly occupy the top half 

of the photograph, but the passengers thus framed are very different to 

Bubley’s. White faces occupy the windows to the left. The first is evanescent 

behind the glass. The second passenger stares with unveiled suspicion and 

distaste at the photographer and, through him, by implication at the viewer. 

Black hair and a dark coat frame her disdain, an expression as evil as the 

witch in MGM’s hugely popular 1939 version of The Wizard of Oz. Behind 

171 Stryker, R. (1946), transcript of lectures at the Design Institute, Chicago, 
August, held in the Roy Stryker Papers, Photographic Archives, Ekstrom Library, 
University of Louisville.  
172 Keller, p. 47. 
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her, a white boy and his sister have a caged look, the boy clinging to the bar-

like window frame. His hair, suit and bowtie define him as middle class and 

middle management in embryo. This boy stands in stark contrast to the 

dearly loved dream of adventurous and anarchic American boyhood, 

described in Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn (Mark Twain, 1876 and 

1884). This is boyhood at its most suppressed, exactly ‘the look of 

sadness’173 that Frank sought. The matronly perpetrator of this bondage 

broods protectively in the shadows.  

To the right, towards the back of the bus, sit two black people. They have 

no option but to sit there; the photograph was taken before the US Congress 

ruled that segregated buses were unconstitutional, on 20 December 1956. 

The black man is powerfully built. He echoes the white boy’s position, yet 

his open-shirted body language speaks an appeal. He appears to be in 

supplication. The white boy looks trapped, but at the same time holds 

himself with a confidence entirely lacking from the muscular adult behind. 

Not all of these colour-classified and restricted passengers seem uneasy 

with their demarcation. The black lady at extreme right seems to be staring 

unconcernedly out of shot. 

Frank’s image is uncomfortable. It examines racism in America without 

overtly representing it. The photograph’s tension exists in the unequal 

appearance and body language of its subjects. Its message is heightened 

enormously by its position, following Fourth of July – Jay, New York 
(1954, The Americans #17, private collection, New York), a photograph of 

white families comfortably celebrating Independence Day beneath the Red, 

White and Blue supposed signifier of the equality of all men. Perhaps most 

significantly of all, the tension lies in the hindsight-equipped eye of the 

viewer. We are all, I suspect, looking for the unassuming Rosa Parks, 

quietly and unwittingly starting a revolution by refusing to give up her seat. 

173 Frank, quoted in Maloney, p. 115. 
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Image 9. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Crosses on Scene of 
Highway Accident–U.S. 91, Idaho”, 1956, The Americans #49, private collection http://
tinyurl.com/phlna9t 

Frank, then, has taken Bubley’s representative American image and 

rewritten it. His observation of the faces in Trolley Bus reveals the reality of 

an America far more complex and divided than Standard Oil would dare 

depict.  

Frank’s deconstruction of the work of Standard Oil, conscious or 

otherwise, is not limited to particular responses to individual images. The 

Picture File was a major contributor to the developing iconography of 

America, and notably of the American diner. Jovial Americans consuming 

quantities of food are frequently represented and celebrated. This is not 

surprising. By advertising its ability to feed its population (occasionally to 

the point of obesity), America contrasts itself starkly with the shortages and 

rationing experienced throughout Europe.  

The American diner represented in Standard Oil’s promotional 

photographs is a microcosm of the land of plenty, peopled by well-fed, 

fertile women and well-fed, hard-working men who coexist in a happy and 

harmonious society. Smiling waitresses happily serve customers who are 

happy to be served. Sol Libsohn’s Truck Story, which we have already 

mentioned, exemplifies this. Group of truckers in Eagle Grill, Akron, Ohio; 
May 1945 (Standard Oil Archive, University of Louisville) pictures Charles 

Henry and his associates drinking beer and coffee beneath a neon eagle. 

They sit in front of a door marked ‘men’. A buxom young waitress serves 

them the latest in what appears to be a long line of drinks. She is smiling 

winningly at them, perhaps sharing a joke. The message is clear. This is the 

place for the men who serve the eagle. Happiness and fulfilment, materially 

and socially, follow as a natural consequence of working for the nation. 
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There is even an intimation of sexual promise. It may be limited to flirting, 

but for these crabbed drivers that pleasure may be a not-inconsiderable 

one. The young waitress certainly accepts them and appears to enjoy her 

role and their company. Uncle Sam and his aquiline familiar are looking 

after their own. 

There is no doubt that many of these suggestions of a land of plenty and a 

happy society in which everyone, especially the stranger, is welcomed, were 

reasonably accurate and ingenuous. Frank had, after all, contributed to this 

visual strophe with a ‘happy diner’ picture of his own, one of his 

contributions to The Family of Man. He recorded several jovial young 

women laughing and eating beneath a huge ‘Hamburger’ sign in New York. 

Although their hairstyles and clothes are almost too similar, revealing a 

worrying degree of social conformity, there is little else that is critical, and 

Frank’s image sits comfortably amongst a number of depictions of people 

eating, drawn from cultures across the planet. Interestingly, he took a 

companion photograph at the same time, called NYC, 14th Street, White 
Tower Hamburgers (1948, Museum of Modern Art, New York). This shows 

the same women looking out of their window with caution and a little 

aggression. It is not surprising that Steichen chose the image he did. 
In The Americans, however, Frank’s reactions to the figurations of the 

diner in the images of Standard Oil and others is typically considered and 

sophisticated. The nearest he ever comes to bonhomie is in En route from 
New York to Washington, Club Car (1954, The Americans #8, Addison 

Gallery of American Art, Andover, Massachusetts). The train’s dining car is 

lit with fluorescent light. Half of the photograph is occupied by the backs of 

two tweed-jacketed men. They are hunched conspiratorially, blocking us 

out. The camera is at chair level, looking up, a viewpoint that heightens the 

sense of exclusion. Between the jackets is a bald man’s head. He listens to 

the left-hand jacket, ignoring the camera utterly. Our isolation in this 

transient, stark environment is complete. The jovial inclusivity of the Eagle 
Grill is entirely absent here. 
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Image 10. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “U.S. 285, New 
Mexico”, 1955, The Americans #36, collection of Mark Kelman, New York  
http://tinyurl.com/p3hub97 

Frank continues his examination of Americans eating in Cafeteria – San 
Francisco (1956, The Americans #68, private collection). This echoes 

another image from Standard Oil’s Truckers Story, Libsohn’s Charles 
Henry eating steak at Martin’s restaurant, Darlington, Pa.; March 1945 
(Standard Oil Archive, University of Louisville). Charles sits squeezed into a 

suit, shirt and tie. His clothes look as though they will burst at any moment, 

as he resolutely cuts into a plate-sized steak, lips parted in anticipation. His 

hands are corpulent, wearing a large, square ring. The dark tones of the 

photograph suggest warmth and safety.  

Frank’s photograph follows Libsohn’s composition quite closely. San 
Francisco pictures a man sitting in about the same position as Charles, also 

eating steak. His table is squalid, though, covered in the remains of other 

people’s meals. The man’s clothes are not as smart as Charles’, although 

neither are they threadbare. The room doesn’t have the protective darkness 

of ‘Martin’s Diner’; it is well lit. The back of a hat and coated man suggests a 

busy and impersonal place. Perhaps the most defining characteristic of 

Frank’s picture is the expression on its subject’s face. It is exactly that “look 

of sadness”174 of which Frank wrote. He may be eating steak, his clothes 

may be reasonable but this is a despondent image of a man for whom no 

amount of cafeteria food will bring joy or inclusion. He takes little delight in 

the meal; his mind on other things. He is an individual who sits in this 

American institution untouched by its mythology; its disorder and sense of 

alienation emphasize his absorption in his own experiences.  

174 Frank, quoted in Maloney, p. 115. 
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Drug store – Detroit (1955, The Americans #69, collection of Susan and 

Peter MacGill) further comments on the bonhomie of images like Esther 

Bubley’s Greyhound Bus depot, Scranton, Pa. Bus passengers eating lunch 
at the terminal lunch counter; September 1947 (Standard Oil Archive, 

University of Louisville), another of her Bus Story photographs. Bubley’s 

photograph looks over a busy but tidy counter. Steel cups with protruding 

straws suggest milkshakes. A man at extreme right ladles soup into himself. 

The eye height viewpoint suggests normality and comfort. The viewer sees 

the room as it would be if one was there. The lighting is also comfortable, 

neither too bright nor too dim. A woman’s face is at the exact centre of the 

composition. She is smiling, engaged in intercourse of some kind with 

someone out of shot to the right. Her manicured hand holds her straw in 

readiness. The pleasure of consumption is delayed momentarily for the 

pleasure of fun with her companions. Another woman to her right watches 

her with satisfaction; she has an approving and friendly audience. Both 

wear light, clean blouses. Their hair is neat and attractive. An older man to 

the left is shirt-and-tie dignified. He doesn’t hassle them, content with his 

lunch; he is turned instead towards a larger female, perhaps his wife. The 

image is of order. Everything is very proper, yet fun. No one is tired, no one 

is sweating. This is diner Utopia again. 

Frank leads us quietly to the side of this staged idealization and directs us 

to a view on to other, mostly unself-conscious diners in his Drug store – 
Detroit. Nothing is really amiss with the diner: it isn’t dirty or squalid. The 

harsh contrast with Bubley’s Scranton lies in the faces of its customers. 

None of them are smiling; they look bored, dissolute and uncomfortable. 

Two of them look with suspicion at Frank as he photographs them. It is the 

kind of suspicion that might erupt into disapproval, even threat. One 

baseball-capped customer covers his mouth protectively with his hand. He 

stares into space, oblivious of his companions. The sloping diner counter 

leads the eye across and down to a black-haired man at far right. The man 

hunches over his milkshake in a primal gesture of protection, like a 

predator over its kill. He has an aggressive look, the kind that demands 

space, demands that it is not disturbed. None of the customers is engaged in 

any interaction with the others. There is no community here, only a group 

of disparate and dissociated individuals, who nonetheless sit closely 

together in a temporary truce, regimented before the counter. Frank’s 

composition expresses this tension. Bubley used a frontal composition, 

which suggests space, while Frank shoots obliquely along the counter from 

its corner, foreshortening its sweep and compressing the space occupied by 

each of the diners, revealing and heightening their mutual isolation. This 

claustrophobia is heightened as their personal and pictorial space is further 

invaded by huge cardboard glasses of Orange Whip (at 10 c. each, King Size 

15 c.). Other assorted signs hang from the ceiling. 

Frank’s Ranch Market – Hollywood (1956, The Americans #14, collection 

of Danielle and David Ganek) is another assault on American gastric 

bonhomie. In the photograph, a counter assistant glowers, staring out of 
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shot, ignoring Frank and his camera. Her eyes are coldly half-closed, her 

lipsticked mouth pursed. Above her hang several signs. They proclaim the 

lack of filler in the market’s burgers and their range of products and prices. 

The central sign is a maniacal Santa Claus with an alcoholic’s red cheeks, 

proclaiming ‘Merry Christmas’ in a Gothic script. The lines of the ceiling 

and shelving converge slightly towards the left. This subtle view, neither 

fully sidelong nor fully frontal, revealing only the head of the waitress, is 

unfamiliar and uncomfortable. Is she irritated by a customer, perhaps, or 

bored by the tedium of countless burgers and shakes? She has no Christmas 

spirit, merely standing behind her counter, defying the drudgery, defying 

the customers. She certainly has no smile for the men of the eagle. There is 

no suggestion of flirtatious willingness, no happy cafe society welcoming 

every passing driver. The demented Santa and this dour waitress stand 

against Libsohn’s eagle and ingénue in Frank’s unflattering revelation. It is 

not the whole truth, but it is an important part of it, part that needs 

acknowledgement. Frank here figures that part of the inconvenient truth 

which Standard Oil and others chose to ignore. 

Robert Frank in The Americans embraces and responds to images whose 

creation and exploitation were unapologetically commercial. Significantly, 

he treats the ‘gallery of the streets’ with the same level of seriousness as her 

treats images from so-called ‘High’ art sources, whether these be 

photographs found on the celebrated walls of MoMA, or paintings from the 

European tradition. Frank allows the images of Standard Oil to teach him 

and inform his photographs, while at the same time seeking to see beyond 

the polemic, to the actuality of the world before him. He examines the smile 

of Uncle Sam, pictured on the faces and landscape of America and finds 

‘what is invisible to others – the look of hope or the look of sadness’.175  

175 Frank, quoted in Maloney, p 115. 
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Image 11. Jonathan Day, 2014, image in response to Robert Frank’s “Yale Commencement–
New Haven Green, New Haven, Connecticut”, 1956, The Americans #21, private collection, 
http://tinyurl.com/nf8enkv 
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Conclusion 

Robert Frank moved from a position at the core of American photography 

to a place from which he challenged, undermined and questioned it. His 

friendship with Edward Steichen and his assistance with the Family of Man 

exhibition left him uniquely able to critique it, his deep insider knowledge 

informing his devastatingly critical responses. His disappointment with the 

Family of Man opened up for him questions around the adequacy of 

curation and the dominance of the gallery/museum in the dissemination of 

photographic art. His desire for excitement and the truth of the common 

people, an excitement which may seem tired and naive in our post-socialist 

world, led him to imaginatively rip the gallery apart. His wild ride around 

America found its enduring form not in a show, a museum, a gallery or an 

archive, but in a book. By subverting accepted image hierarchies and 

denying the conventional wisdom of the photographic establishment, Frank 

created an influential cultural artefact, much more than simply a series of 

photographs. The Americans is no souvenir catalogue, no record of an 

event. The book is the event.  

Recent books are following in this iconoclastic tradition in a wide variety 

of ways. My own work has been made in direct defiance of Frank’s gallery, 

who warned me against making it. The irony is clear - as so often happens 

in the journey of created works, the initially avant-garde has been 

absorbed by and become the establishment. No amount of reactionary 

revisionism can, though, disguise the radical and inspiring nature of 

Frank’s original gesture. 

Jonathan Day works as a photographer, writer and musician and is 

Research Professor of Transmedia Arts at the Art Institute of Birmingham 

UK, secretary of the Birmingham Photography and Archive Research 

Group, and visiting professor at IVE, Hong Kong; Silpakorn University, 

Bangkok, Thailand; and the Academy of Design, Colombo, Sri Lanka.  
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