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Self-portrait, location unknown, May 5, 1955.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, 1960.
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FOREWORD

The Matron Stays in the Picture

A few years ago, I gave myself a challenge: see something new every day. At the time, I was happily in a rut, rising every day in Baltimore, walking the same route to a neighborhood coffeehouse, ordering the same breakfast, working for three hours, returning home. But did I really see the streets through which I passed? I decided to use my phone to snap whatever I noticed. I looked for odd architectural details, the names of the alley streets that dot my neighborhood, the dioramas that neighbors constructed in old storefront windows.

My self-challenge lasted two days, maybe three. As it turns out, I have more in common with Vivian Maier’s subjects than I ever will with her. I can imagine myself as her camera might have captured me, a middle-aged woman with knitted brows and mussed hair, shouldering a ridiculously large backpack. It’s an image reminiscent of one of my favorite photographs in this book, a veiled matron caught glancing over her shoulder at the moment the shutter clicks. Who are you? What do you want with me?

Even then, would I have seen Maier, truly seen her? Would I have recognized the artist at work, or would I have dismissed her as I myself sometimes feel dismissed: Who’s that crazy middle-aged lady? Oh, well, she’s probably harmless enough. It’s not like she’s taking photographs that anyone else will ever see.

Like almost everyone, I learned of Maier only after she died, discovering her work through that most un-Maier-like venue, Facebook. Almost immediately, I began wistfully clicking through the images of prints offered for sale—and I have real pangs of regret to this day that I did not make it a priority to own one. (I have a long-standing belief that writers should take the odd bits of money that come in—say, Turkish royalties—and earmark them for art or travel.) I’m sure there are many others who have experienced that same yearning. Luckily, this gorgeous book goes a long way toward slaking that thirst.

Maier’s work and life have echoes of two other artists I adore. Helen Levitt, known for her streetscapes, is an obvious comparison. And so, in a different way, is Henry Darger, the outsider artist whose treasure trove of work was discovered in a Chicago apartment after he died.

It’s important to note, however, that Maier was not an outsider artist like Darger, but an artist who was canny and intentional in her work. I write this sentence, then walk around it, consider it. Why is it important to make such distinctions? I ask this as a genre writer who is constantly being informed that what I do is lesser, with no claim to art. Would Maier have cared? She clearly valued her work, lugging cartons of negatives with her when she moved from one residence to another, but did she value what the world would have to say about it? We can never know. I flinched when I found one essay that described her photographs as a hobby, for although she met the Internal Revenue Service’s definition of a hobbyist, there’s a whiff of condescension in that word. And I cannot imagine anyone condescending to Maier. Even her employers, when she worked as a nanny, seemed to have found her somewhat, um, unruly, with her disdain for housekeeping and her insistence on a place to store all those boxes.

Think about those forever-multiplying boxes of her work, the sheer effort it required to move them from place to place. Consider the number of photographs, more than one hundred thousand. If a photo is worth a thousand words, that puts Maier’s output at one hundred million.

And excuse the cliché, but a Maier photo is worth a thousand words. Each one tells a story, but it probably doesn’t tell the same story to any two people. The faceless, humanless photos are as evocative as those in which her subjects make eye contact. A discarded high heel in front of a baby carriage, a coat rack, a shadow.

And excuse the cliché, but a Maier photo is worth a thousand words. Each one tells a story, but it probably doesn’t tell the same story to any two people. The faceless, humanless photos are as evocative as those in which her subjects make eye contact. A discarded high heel in front of a baby carriage, a coat rack, a shadow.

But the faces. Oh, these faces. The children are easy to love, as are those portraits that exploit our nostalgia for long-ago decades that we persist in thinking of as simpler. The self-portraits only deepen the mystery that was Maier, showing us everything, telling us nothing. I find myself drawn back to the nervous matron in her veiled hat, glancing back over the shoulder of her mink stole. Who are you? What do you want with me? I feel Maier more vividly present in that photo than I do in those in which we see her face or silhouette. In seeing someone see her, I sense Maier’s presence.

Poring over this collection, I found myself thinking of a story my husband recently shared with me. A musician, a gifted harmonica player, had a small group of students. They were good musicians, technically accomplished. He took them to see the blues musician and harmonica player Kim Wilson. Wilson played a Little Walter song. It was simple, accessible. One of the students said to his teacher: “I can play that.”

The teacher responded: “But would you?”

Vivian Maier’s photos ask the same question. The people and sights she photographed were in the public domain, available to all. But you have to see them before you can photograph them. Yes, she was an artist, with a terrific eye and unmistakable technique. We have these photographs because she chose to immerse herself, through her Rolleiflex, in the world around her. To paraphrase the musician’s lesson, we all theoretically can see the world that Maier saw. But would we?

—LAURA LIPPMAN

New Orleans, April 2014


Lost, Then Found: The Life and Photographic Work of Vivian Maier
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Maier’s bathroom doubled as a darkroom. Highland Park, Illinois, c. 1950.



When Vivian Maier, in her early thirties and with a camera around her neck, traveled to Egypt to see the Sphinx in the late 1950s, she must have known on some level that she was turning into one herself. Over the course of a lifetime, she’d experienced both the democratizing and the addictive natures of photography. When she died in 2009, Maier left behind an extraordinary archive of approximately 150,000 photographic images—negatives, transparencies, prints, and rolls of undeveloped film—that few had known of, heard about, or seen. But once they did, and as news of Vivian Maier’s work and life spread via social media, the woman who was so passionate but guarded about picture taking while alive became celebrated for it in death.

The intertwined stories of Maier’s enigmatic life and the resurrection of her photographic work have generated unprecedented public and media attention. They touch on provocative themes and issues: the rise and power of an image-driven culture, the truths and stereotypes about artists’ lives, the linkage of celebrity and the marketplace, feminism, otherness, and obsession. As biographical details about this complex woman and her hauntingly beautiful images have surfaced, an unknown mid-twentieth-century picture maker has become a twenty-first-century phenomenon, the subject of art exhibitions, episodes of television shows, and a feature-length documentary film. Beyond the depth and quality of the work and all the speculation stirred up by the circumstances of her life—a narrative worthy of a made-for-television movie, the story of a nanny photographer that is good enough to be written about but without her— another aspect of the recent fascination with Vivian Maier is important to consider as well: the extent to which we see something of ourselves in her work.

In profound and surprising ways, Maier’s photographs from decades ago tell us a lot about where we are today, as many of us feel something like her desire and drive to make photographs—and, with the digital-imaging technology that’s always within reach, we now can. There is, of course, a difference. Maier devoted herself to photography and practiced it with discipline. She used photography to structure and give meaning to her life, but then she hoarded the images she made, seldom speaking of them, sharing them, or using them to communicate with others. In an age of Facebook, Flickr, and Instagram, as we produce images and propel them around the world with light pressure on a touchpad, Vivian Maier’s undeniable talent, complicated by her firm resolve to keep her picture making private, intrigues and confounds us. Our interest is not surprising. As photography is being redefined, so are the people who pique our interest in it, particularly in the current cultural moment. Like Maier, we are not merely exploring our relationships to image making, but defining ourselves through photography.
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Vivian Maier, photographer unknown, France, c. 1950.



Vivian Maier’s rapid rise to fame is unusual in that it has been based as much upon scant biographical facts as on the powerful photographs she made. The fuzzy details that shroud her life story and fuel public interest are unlikely ever to be resolved. Numerous and diligent attempts to piece together a seamless timeline of what Maier did, and why, have fallen short. Even factoring in all the research that professional and amateur genealogists and photographic sleuths have done, Maier’s story is still full of holes—the results of spotty public and private records, the barriers she so rigorously set up and maintained to keep her private and photographic lives separate, and the decades-old memories of people who were acquainted or even lived with her but who readily admit that they never really knew her.


Not surprisingly, little evidence exists to explain the events and circumstances of her early years. What is certain is this: Vivian Dorothea Maier was born in 1926 in the Bronx, New York, to French-born Maria Jaussaud and her husband, Charles Maier, an Austrian who had worked as an electrician in the years prior to Vivian’s birth. Other relatives of Vivian’s were living in New York at the time: her maternal grandmother, paternal grandparents, and aunt Alma. Vivian also had a brother, Charles, six years her senior, who became an enigmatic figure himself. He separated himself from the family and adopted the alias of William Jesard, and little is known about him beyond a last recorded address on East Thirty-Fourth Street in Manhattan, sometime around 1950.

“It’s not just her brother [who is] a real mystery man,” Michael Strauss, who runs the Genealogy Research Network, has said. “It’s her entire family.…All these people seem to share one thing in common: All of them seem to be private. All of them seem to want nothing to do with the rest of the family.” Early in Maier’s life her parents separated. Census records from 1930 locate Vivian and her mother—who was thirty-two at the time and working as a practical nurse for a private family—in the Bronx apartment of Jeanne Bertrand, an artist nearing the age of fifty who was employed by a New Jersey photography studio.

Decades earlier, Bertrand had experienced photographic success herself. “From Factory to High Place as Artist,” an adulatory 1902 profile of Bertrand in the Boston Globe, described the French-born twenty-one-year-old former factory worker as “a fatherless girl, a stranger in a strange country” who was “a certain inspiration for all girls.” Her portraits were included in a 1909 exhibition in Rochester, New York, featuring the “principal women photographers in the country,” alongside the work of Jessie Tarbox Beals, Gertrude Käsebier, and Frances Benjamin Johnston. While portraits of Bertrand were found among Maier’s possessions after her death, how formative an influence she might have been on Maier, who was only four when she lived with Bertrand, is one early subject of conjecture in a chronology riddled with ellipses.

    What has been documented is that Maier, first accompanied by her mother and then later on her own, traveled back and forth between New York and the Champsaur valley in the French Alps at least three times over the next three decades. She first arrived in Saint-Bonnet-en-Champsaur, the medieval village her mother came from, in 1932. Surviving local elders there still remember her as a pretty blond, blue-eyed six-year-old who at first spoke no French and clung to her mother’s side. As Strauss notes, the family was “very transient”; six years later, Maier and her mother disembarked from the SS Normandie and were back in New York, where her parents reconciled and lived for some time with both of their children in a rental apartment on the Upper East Side.

No records of Maier’s teenage years exist. She returned to France in 1949 to help sell off Beauregard, a farm property that belonged to a great-aunt who had died during World War II, and to claim her share of the estate as an inheritance. While there, Maier hiked, explored the countryside, and traveled south toward the Riviera and north to Switzerland, taking so many snapshots with her Brownie camera along the way—of postwar life, landscapes, and those she knew and encountered—that wary townspeople suspected her of being a spy, of carrying a gun as well as a camera. As Richard Cahan and Michael Williams, authors of Vivian Maier: Out of the Shadows, learned in the process of researching Maier’s trip to France, one suspicious neighbor from the Champsaur valley suggested to her that she seemed to be taking an inordinate quantity of pictures. Maier’s tart response— “Did you count them?”—hinted at the kind of criticality and secrecy that would characterize her interpersonal relationships and photographic work throughout much of her life.

In fact, Maier did take many snapshots with her box camera, thousands of them: bucolic farm scenes, dramatic Alpine vistas, and respectful portraits of obliging locals that reflect her youthful photographic interests and the picture-making clichés of travelers everywhere. Dressed in long skirts, hats, and billowing blouses, a look that would become her identifying and anachronistic uniform as the years passed, Maier looked like the ultimate Kodak Girl. Four years after Kodak triggered a snapshot craze in 1889 by marketing cameras with the slogan “You Press the Button, We Do the Rest,” the company introduced a lithe and lovely figure, the Kodak Girl, who would be prominently featured in illustrated ads for the next eighty years to promote the modernity, ease, and liberating adventure of photography.

As Nancy Martha West points out in Kodak and the Lens of Nostalgia, the Kodak Girl radiated youth, beauty, and independence; she was conceived of and depicted as an attractive character who promoted photography “as a medium through which consumers, particularly female consumers, could invent new modes of appearance and thus new identities.” Almost always seen outdoors and never in the company of men, the Kodak Girl was free-spirited, a well-traveled loner, someone excited by photography and for whom the camera was a tool essential to the navigation of life. In an era when women’s opportunities and options were tightly proscribed, the Kodak Girl was inspirational. Her ubiquity was emblematic, too, of the increasingly pervasive nature of photographic images themselves.

During the early decades of Maier’s life— with the flourishing of motion pictures and picture magazines, the introduction of television, the spread of color photography, and the marketing of handheld 8 mm home movie cameras—a new photographic culture, one driven as much as it was documented by photography, began to emerge. Between 1920 and the mid-1930s, as photographic illustrations began to outnumber drawn ones in newspapers and magazines, advertising for cameras and photographic film increased by more than 40 percent. Photography became essential to the ways people looked at, imagined, and expressed themselves. Within a year of Maier’s return to the United States in 1951, she put aside her cardboard Brownie to work with a more sophisticated twin-lens reflex camera, and her photographic vision and skills matured substantially. The Kodak Girl grew up.

Back from France, Maier lived in Queens and is said to have worked briefly in a sweatshop. But judging from the photographs she made, she spent a fair amount of time over the next five years with or working for families on Manhattan’s Upper West Side and in Peter Cooper Village, a complex of modern, high-rise brick apartment buildings on New York’s east side between Fourteenth and Twenty-Third Streets. Few details about this period are known: no friends, employers, or people she might once have cared for as children have stepped up to speak about her. What is evident from the format of her negatives and the dates written on the glassine sleeves she stored them in—as well as in the self-portraits she began to make at the time—is that in 1952 Maier began using a Rolleiflex camera, a German import favored by professionals and serious amateurs alike for its precision, dependability, and ease of use.
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Some of the photographs Maier made in France.



With her new camera strapped around her neck, Maier traversed the city. She made pictures in the apartments she probably worked in, photographing children, their birthday parties, and various domestic rituals. She shot portraits of people with whom she was obviously acquainted and who posed for her repeatedly. But the most animated and original early photographs Maier made were the ones she shot on and of the streets of New York, depicting the city and its residents in a time of urban and cultural flux. As America was transformed by postwar opportunities, New York was refashioning itself as well.

The jagged profiles of granite art deco skyscrapers that had defined the city’s energy and skyline were now reflected in the sleek glass curtain walls of midcentury buildings that defined an updated version of modernity. And yet for all the signs and symbols asserting New York’s vitality, glamour, and sophistication, a lingering undertow of hardship—the legacy of the Great Depression—and an air of uncertainty resonate in many of Maier’s photographs.

Maier, a smart, single woman who worked for well-off families with the means to employ her, was and would always remain sensitive to the ways that privilege, gender, race, politics, and fate play themselves out. The photographs Maier made in New York—of people who were getting by and those who were broken, on Fifth Avenue and the Bowery, of modernist masterpieces and tenements, in parks, on ferries, and in the shadows cast by Manhattan’s remaining elevated subway lines— reflect the quick mind and restless eye of a woman who reveled in photography, the medium that enabled and emboldened her to move through, take note of, and make sense of her world.

New York was without doubt the center of American photographic culture in the years Maier lived there. Tabloids like the Daily News, whose front page proudly proclaimed it to be “New York’s Picture Newspaper,” presented photography as the tool necessary to describe and negotiate everyday life. The popular and influential New York–based picture magazines of the period, including Life and Look, exemplify the central role photography had come to play in the culture at large, not as illustration but as a discourse in its own right. On the pages of those periodicals, in books and movies, and on television and the radio, photographers were represented not only as image makers but as cultural heroes. Cathedral-scaled camera stores, like Willoughby’s near Herald Square, reflected the grandeur of the photographic enterprise and suggested the uplift that might come to those who actively participated in picture making. The Family of Man, Edward Steichen’s innovative walk-through installation of photographs at the Museum of Modern Art in 1955, attracted record-breaking crowds, underscoring people’s eagerness to celebrate photography as an expressive and documentary medium capable of tackling big themes. It is more than likely that Maier would have been aware of the highly publicized exhibition, as she was a photography enthusiast and avid newspaper reader. A number of photographs Maier made in MoMA’s outdoor sculpture garden in 1954 and 1955 suggest even more strongly that she was no stranger to the place and could have experienced the now-legendary exhibition firsthand.
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The Sculpture Garden at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1954.



There were, of course, many other places for people to see and learn about photographs in New York around that time. Helen Gee’s Limelight Gallery, which opened in the West Village in 1954, regularly exhibited works by both esteemed and up-and-coming photographers, including Berenice Abbott, Lisette Model, Imogen Cunningham, and Julia Margaret Cameron. In the decades before Maier took up the medium, when “formal instruction in photography was still the exception rather than the rule,” as historian Sally Stein observes, “quite a few notable women in photography got their start by turning to other women to learn the basics or cultivate the sense of purpose to proceed on their own photographic path.” That situation began to change after World War II, when photography classes were more widely offered at institutions of higher education, introducing the medium to the overwhelmingly female art student population as a tool of self-expression rather than just for scientific or commercial applications.

In New York in the 1950s, both Lisette Model and Josef Breitenbach taught photography at the New School for Social Research. Alexey Brodovitch, the influential art director of Harper’s Bazaar, held private classes in photographers’ studios. Sid Grossman, who’d shaped the educational programs of New York’s Photo League in the 1940s, one-third of whose members were women, took on students as well. Magazines such as Popular Photography ran encouraging pieces about mastering technical matters and addressed ethical issues in articles such as “Don’t Be Afraid to Take Pictures of People You Don’t Know.”

The subject matter, compositional sophistication, and assurance of Maier’s New York work suggest that she was seriously looking at pictures and thinking about making them, not just taking them. And once again, some of her own photographs shed light on her learning curve. An image from 1954, for example, shows a family about to sit down to a meal in a room where framed photographic views of New York hang above the dining table. A second image, made in the same apartment and shot through a bathroom doorway, shows the man of the house washing photographic prints in the developing tray that balances on his lap. It’s possible, of course, that Maier learned photography entirely on her own, but this image (as well as the many others she made of people holding cameras, taking pictures, or being photographed) seems to suggest otherwise—that early on, she was engaged in a dialogue with others about picture making. Another Popular Photography article of the period, “Are Women Allergic to Photography?,” urged, “Ladies, take yourself out of exile and make friends with your camera! There’s a world waiting for the eye of the camerawoman.” Maier, as her New York and subsequent work reflects, was very well aware of that.

“Big-shot town, small-shot town,” Nelson Algren wrote in a typically syncopated passage in his 1951 prose poem, “Chicago: City on the Make.” “Jet-propelled old-fashioned town.…Town of the hard of and bitter strikes and trigger-happy cops.…Town of the small, cheerful apartments, the beer in the icebox, the pipes in the rack, the children well behaved and the TV well tuned.…A Jekyll-and-Hyde sort of burg.”

Chicago was where, for reasons unknown, Vivian Maier relocated in 1956. She would work there as a nanny, caretaker, or housekeeper for various families well into the 1990s. The first position she secured was in Highland Park, where she cared for the children of Nancy and Avron Gensberg—John, Lane, and Matthew—from 1956 through 1972. As the Gensberg boys matured, Maier also worked in the Wilmette home of Dr. Walter and Margerie Raymond, where, from 1967 through 1973, she helped raise their daughter, Inger. She worked briefly as a nanny in 1975 for the popular television show host Phil Donahue, who had won custody of his five sons in a recent divorce. She subsequently worked with children in numerous other homes; and as she grew older herself, Maier cared for the disabled and elderly as well.

Through those years and well into her seventies, Maier made photographs. At the Gensbergs’, behind the door to her bedroom, which she always kept locked, was a bathroom fitted out with an enlarger and developing tanks; Maier hung negatives to dry in the shower. According to those who knew her at that time, she was always shooting pictures. Maier made them when she was with the kids and when and wherever she disappeared on her evenings and days off. If being vigilant and watching over people was her job, careful looking—when it came to photography and the observation of people and places—was her particular and private pleasure. Those who knew or encountered Maier casually, as well as the handful of people she befriended, often note her distinctive appearance and gait, but invariably they all remember the cameras that dangled around her neck.
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An acquaintance of Maier’s making photographic prints. New York, 1954.



At a time when many working women sought out jobs as clerical, factory, or shop workers, or trained to become teachers, nurses, or professionals in fields demanding years of study or accreditation, Maier had practical reasons for the career choice she made and stuck with. “She did say that she had chosen, early in life, to be a nanny because she felt that it gave her a certain amount of freedom, because somebody was providing shelter for her,” recalls Chuck Swisher, a family member of one of her employers in the mid-1990s. Furthermore, Maier told Linda Matthews, whom she worked for in the 1980s, that she’d “wanted to do something where she could be outside in the world and see the sun. She didn’t say she did it so she could take photographs, but I suspected then and I realize now that it had to be true.”
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A selection of Maier’s blouses.



People speculated about Maier’s private life then, and still do. She was, and remains, as elusive a figure as she was a compelling one. In the affluent Chicago suburbs where she was employed, Maier, to put it bluntly, stood out. During the Eisenhower era and through the 1960s and 1970s, when women’s everyday clothes were characterized as “sportswear” and became more colorful, more closely cut, and more revealing, Maier stuck with an austere and unchanging look. A tall, trim woman, she covered herself up in boxy men’s shirts, no-nonsense blouses, simple dresses, and mid-calf-length skirts. She rolled up her sleeves and rolled down her stockings. The sturdy lace-up shoes she favored earned her the nickname of “Army Boots” from neighborhood kids. Recollecting the distinctive figure she cut, some of those same children, once they had grown up, as well as others who knew Maier, said that she looked like a nun, a Soviet factory worker, a female prison guard, or a lesbian.

In keeping with her no-nonsense domestic-worker look, Maier eschewed jewelry and makeup, and tended to push her blunt-cut hair away from her face behind a barrette when she wasn’t hiding it under the brim of one of the variety of hats she’d collected and would later be remembered for. Strongly built, whether swinging her arms with determination as she walked or zooming by on her motorized Velosolex bike (she never got a driver’s license), Maier was instantly recognizable, a woman who, at least visually, always seemed out of place or from another time.

The unconventional qualities of Maier’s appearance and demeanor extended to the ways she spoke and expressed herself. A person of strong opinions, Maier conveyed them directly and unapologetically, a personality trait that endeared her to some and made her a little scary to others. People were curious about and somewhat unnerved by the hard-to-pin-down origin of her accented speaking voice. “It wasn’t German” but “wasn’t quite French either,” said Carole Pohn, a former photo-stylist, a neighbor of the Gensbergs, and someone Maier considered a friend in the 1960s. She never imagined Maier’s accent to be less than authentic, because “there was nothing artificial about her.” But Barry Wallis, who knew Maier in the 1970s and has a doctorate in linguistics, was convinced that Maier’s accent was trumped up; if she’d first traveled to France around the age of six, it’s likely that her sense of language was already well established, which suggested to him that her accent was adopted.

If that were the case, it was in keeping with the various aliases that Maier used over the years—Miss V. Smith was a favorite—in her interactions with shopkeepers, camera store technicians, and movie theater personnel. In the homes she worked and sometimes lived in, Maier asked or allowed herself to be addressed differently, too. She was Miss Maier to some and Viv, Vivian, or Vivianne to others, perhaps reflecting the various roles she chose or was asked to fill.

In The Lonely Crowd, the 1950 best-selling analysis of the middle class coauthored by University of Chicago sociologist David Riesman, distinctions are drawn between “outer-directed” Americans, whom postwar suburban culture nudged down a path of conformity, and “inner-directed” individuals, who more boldly forged ahead by following their instincts and challenging convention. Maier, a profoundly curious and determined woman who had sidestepped expectations, was easily in the latter category. In 1957 she took time off from her job to travel on her own to Puerto Rico and South America, and in 1959 set off again, this time to Hong Kong, Manila, Bangkok, Singapore, Cairo, Genoa, and Paris.

Beyond the routine tasks she was responsible for—getting kids fed and bathed and to school, bed, and doctors’ appointments—and the everyday skills and competencies she was expected to nurture, Maier strove to expand her wards’ cultural horizons. For example, Inger Raymond described how the international borders and level of difficulty reflected in Maier’s cooking lessons expanded from simple puddings to white sauces, empanadas, and soufflés. Maier also took Raymond to see animal pens at the Chicago Union Stockyards so she would have a more complete understanding of how the food on her plate got there. Maier would help children hand-letter signs and set up lemonade stands on the sidewalks of their safe, tree-lined streets, but then take them downtown to tougher neighborhoods and the secondhand stores she frequented, where transactions were more fraught and lifestyles less playful. She’d organize excursions to local parks, beaches, and Saturday movie matinees, where she and her wards would watch fanciful stories play out, but the sites where violent student demonstrations took place during the Democratic National Convention in 1968 merited a visit, too.
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Maier traveled and photographed abroad in the late 1950s. Egypt, 1959.



Little is known about where Maier would slip off to on her own. She saw and talked about movies regularly. Her photographs of the paintings on display at the Chicago Art Institute suggest she was a regular visitor there. But details beyond that remained a mystery to Maier’s employers, who felt it was inappropriate to ask her where she went. Since the discovery of Maier’s work in 2007, the people who have stepped forward to speak about their interactions with her vividly recall the tenor, if not the details, of their conversations with her, which often revolved around politics, film, art, and architecture. But what most consistently stands out in their reminiscences is the fact that Maier seldom shared personal details about her life or her history. Carole Pohn, who Maier perhaps jokingly called “the only civilized person in Highland Park,” recalls: “Some people are open and they like to talk about themselves. She didn’t. ... What you see is what you get, and you don’t go any further than that. Otherwise, they’re never going to talk to you again. ... I didn’t want to ask her questions that made her sad or unhappy.”

People were fascinated by Maier, even if or when their interactions turned awkward. There was “the good Viv” and “the more problematic Viv,” as Linda Matthews put it. Those who knew Maier say she was intelligent, opinionated, and adept at sizing up the world. While she had a wry sense of humor and could laugh at life’s ironies, she was also formidable. She seemed to talk at people as much as converse with them. “She was intense, a close talker,” recalled Jim Dempsey, who met Maier around 1988, when he ran the Film Center, an art movie house in Chicago that she frequented. “I would find myself sort of backing up when I talked to her,” he went on. “By the end of the conversation, I was thinking, ‘Oh, she is such an interesting woman,’ and the next week I would see her coming up the stairs and have a little dread that I would be sucked into that vortex of talking to her.”

Maier could be prickly. Inger Raymond tells a story about how Maier, who had balanced herself atop a tree stump to get the right angle for a picture she’d hoped to make, once took a swing at a man standing nearby who, thinking Maier might fall, reached up to steady her. He ended up in the hospital with a concussion and threatened to sue her.

In fact, Maier had a history of railing against men or keeping more than an arm’s distance from them. A few of the children she cared for said that Maier repeatedly cautioned against men’s aggressive and inappropriate behaviors. As adults, they came to speculate that Maier might have been a victim of early abuse. Phil Donahue recalls that when he casually asked Maier, who worked with his family in the mid-1970s, how she’d like to be addressed, she barked back, “Miss Maier, and I’m proud of it.” He interpreted her answer as a reflection of her feminism, but it might also have spoken to her choices about whom she would or would not engage with. Bill Sacco, who knew Maier in the 1980s, once asked if she’d ever been married. Maier’s answer was that she was still pure.

If photography is often an isolating pursuit, it is also one that helps us to feel a part of and to connect with the world. For Maier, who seemed uncomfortable with the intricacies and intimacies of human relationships, photography may have provided her with a more comfortable and productive way to engage with and reflect upon her life. “I’m thinking about the camera,” commented Maren Baylaender, who employed Maier in the late 1990s, “[and how it] was her friend. And with that friend she developed a way of looking at other people, and ... maybe she didn’t have to think about herself.” Photography made it possible for Maier to pull “people into her life without being personal.”

If that is the case, it may help to explain why she made so many pictures. “As photographers, we live through things so swiftly. All our experience and training is focused toward snatching off the highlights. ... That all-significant perfect moment, so essential to capture, is often highly perishable,” Margaret Bourke-White wrote in her 1963 autobiography, Portrait of Myself. The argument can be made that anyone who photographs as often or seriously as Maier did, who for one reason or another tries to keep people and ephemeral moments from disappearing, is in the business of holding on to what Roland Barthes called the “that-has-been.”

Images were not the only things that Maier actively gathered up. She assembled a library of thousands of books that included monographs on photographers ranging from Cecil Beaton to Thomas Struth. She collected picture postcards, autographed photos of celebrities, baseball cards, costume jewelry, political buttons, stamps, cigarette lighters, shoehorns, and bottle openers. She subscribed to the New York Times and also read the Chicago Tribune and the Christian Science Monitor. Not only did she save entire daily newspapers, but she also filled hundreds of three-ring binders with the articles she carefully cut out, on topics that ran the gamut from mobsters and anything Kennedy-related to Dear Abby columns and reviews of contemporary photography shows.

As Maier’s accumulation of all that newsprint grew bulkier, problems ensued in the homes where she worked. At the Raymond residence, the weight of the newspapers in her second-floor rooms caused the ceiling of Dr. Raymond’s dental office, directly below, to sag, and a metal pole had to be installed to avert its collapse. As the number of cartons holding her things increased and as she aged—moving more frequently between jobs because she had fewer long-term clients with young children to raise—her employers began to worry about potential safety and fire hazards. When she interviewed for a position in the home of Zalman and Karen Usiskin in 1987, Maier told them, “I come with my life, and my life is in boxes.” They hired her, and when she arrived to start work, to their surprise she brought along two hundred of them.
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Maier read, hoarded, and photographed newspapers. Location and date unknown.



With the sensational and widely publicized story of the Collyer brothers still vivid in the public’s imagination—in 1947, the bodies of the two siblings were found crushed to death by the towering piles of newspapers they’d saved and that ultimately filled their Manhattan townhouse—Maier’s hoarding became a contributing factor in the termination of some of her jobs. At some point, she began renting additional storage space to house her growing volume of ephemera, the cost of which would contribute to the financial problems she faced in later years.

Although bankbooks, stock certificates, and even uncashed checks from the Internal Revenue Service were found among her papers after her death, it appears that Maier needed to work for as long as she could, and did so through the 1990s. Once she turned sixty, in 1986, and as her days of chasing after young children came to an end, the nature of Maier’s domestic work began to shift; newer clients hired her to work with their disabled children or aging parents. The anecdotes these later employers tell about Maier—about her intelligence, hoarding, and secretiveness—echo the earlier assessments of her competency and quirkiness, but a sadness creeps into their stories about her. She would buy bruised fruits and vegetables to save money. She’d drink the water the vegetables were cooked in as well as the fat from meat pans as a way to keep up her health. She gave up her bike and took taxis to shop for the groceries for some of the homes she worked in, resulting in a neighborhood reputation for railing at cabbies, then stiffing them on tips. When phones rang, Maier would pick up the receiver, ask who was calling, and then hang up without taking a message.

The rolls and rolls of film she’d shoot but not process, the dunning letters from various storage facilities where she kept her cartons of stuff, and the impatient personal notes she received from people asking her to repay the loans they’d made to her suggest that money was tight. Matt and Lane Gensberg, who were raised by Maier and adored her, tried to stay in touch with her, but there were periods when they’d have no idea where she was. Others who knew her occasionally spotted her around town. Cathy Bruni Norris, whose sister hired Maier to work with her kids in the 1980s, would sometimes run into her downtown, a decade later, near the historic Water Tower or at train stations; Maier would sometimes recognize her and say hello, and sometimes wouldn’t. From time to time she’d show up at the Film Center, pull out her wallet, and start to “slowly go through it as people lined up behind her,” says Jim Dempsey, who’d befriended her. He would tell her that she could pay next time, sensing that Maier, a proud woman, was on the edge economically. “She liked to come to events where there was a reception,” Dempsey recalls, and “I would see her sometimes roam around the food table and stash some food in her purse. And many nights when she left the theater, I would think, Where does she go at night?”

It is believed that around 1999 Maier was homeless for a while, and then moved in and out of several apartments, two of which Matt and Lane Gensberg, in touch with her once again, set her up in, determined to care for the woman who once cared for them. In the neighborhood where Maier last lived, she would be seen sitting on a bench in the local park in all sorts of weather, dressed in her signature skirt, jacket, hat, and sensible shoes, reading books and newspapers, sometimes talking to herself in French, and from time to time yelling at passersby. She was spotted in alleyways going through dumpsters and looking for newspapers, but would routinely decline offers of help or food.

One day around Christmas in 2008, not far from her apartment, Maier fell, hit her head, and was taken by ambulance to a hospital. Patrick Kennedy, who lived in the neighborhood and was at the scene when Maier was hoisted onto a stretcher, recalls, “She reached to me and said, ‘Don’t let them take me, I don’t want to go,’” as paramedics prepared to take her away. Maier was hospitalized and expected to make a full recovery, but she resisted eating, weakened, and was moved to a nursing home in Highland Park, where she died on April 21, 2009. Her ashes were scattered by the Gensberg brothers in the wild strawberry fields near their childhood home that Maier took them to often when they were all young.

“A photograph is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you, the less you know.”

—DIANE ARBUS, from “Five Photographs by Diane Arbus,” Artforum, May 1971

During her lifetime Vivian Maier was, for the most part, purposefully silent about her photographic interests and activities. Beyond the small circle of people who actually knew her, Maier exists for the rest of us, as the writer Geoff Dyer noted, “entirely in terms of what she saw.” But making sense of and assessing the relics of vision that she left behind—images she never particularly wanted anyone to see and that no one did until their first public exhibition in 2010—is a tricky business, too. Though much can be read into or assumed from the information Maier’s photographs offer up to us, they’re eloquent only up to a point.
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Uncashed tax-refund checks amounting to thousands of dollars were found among Maier’s belongings.



If one tries to figure out how or why Maier took up photography, it’s easy to rack up a long list of maybes. Maybe she became a photographer because her formative years were spent in the home of a photographer. Maybe, like millions of amateurs around the world, she learned to make “good” pictures from the manuals for the snapshot cameras that democratized the medium. Maybe, upon her return from France, she took classroom instruction or learned her technique from magazines or friends. Maybe she wanted to take pictures because women, traditionally seen as muses of culture, were more regularly becoming producers of it. Maybe she saw and was inspired by images like the vertiginous 1934 photograph of Margaret Bourke-White balancing atop the gargoyle outside her Chrysler Building office, or another image of the photographer that same year, all smiles and in a flight suit, clutching her camera and posing confidently in front of a World War II fighter plane. Maybe she knew about the community and work of midcentury Chicago-based photographers—including Harry Callahan, Wayne Miller, Aaron Siskind, Ray Metzker, and Barbara Crane—who were all active when she arrived there.

What is clear from the work itself is that Maier, shooting by and for herself, felt no need to rein herself in or to specialize. The archive she left behind suggests that over the four decades she was active, she worked in, but didn’t create hierarchies among, various photographic genres—family pictures, portraits, self-portraits, landscapes, industrials, street photography, and paparazzi shots. Maier’s street photographs are the best known of her work to date, but the surprising breadth of her interests, which reflect so many of photography’s uses, suggests how mesmerized by photography Maier was and why she made so many pictures for so long.

Her extant negatives and transparencies confirm not only her commitment to photography, but her undeniable visual sophistication and talent. Contact sheets made posthumously from the black-and-white film Maier shot from the 1950s through the mid-1970s reveal her to have been an assured and intuitive shooter. While many photographers tend toward caution, shooting multiple frames of what they hope to capture in order to play it safe, Maier almost always took just a single shot of whatever caught her eye and interest. That could reflect either her confidence or the fact that she couldn’t afford to squander film and so took her chances and kept moving. In either case, the percentage of interesting shots on any given roll of film is startlingly high. Maier clearly knew exactly what she was doing.

Over the years, Vivian Maier owned and worked with different types of cameras, but the Rolleiflex was her camera of choice for more than a quarter century. The professional-level twin-lens reflex camera and the 2¼-inch square-format negatives it produced played a central role in shaping Maier’s vision and defining her work. Popularized in the 1930s and beloved by professionals and amateurs alike for its precision optics and instinctive handling, the Rolleiflex was advertised in 1954 as being “the camera invariably used by photographers who have arrived,” the camera that would “head you straight for the TOP in photography.”

Unlike the more compact 35 mm cameras introduced around the same time, you do not raise the midformat Rolleiflex to your eye to take a picture; it hangs down from a neck strap or is cradled in your hands somewhere between the heart and the waist, at your core. It has a viewfinder that you look down into, instead of directly at whomever or whatever you plan to photograph. And as you do, your attention is deflected away from the world in order to focus on the photograph you plan to make of the world. Making a picture with a Rolleiflex becomes a meditative act that requires concentration, even if it only lasts for a split second. “You must learn to recognize a picture when you see it on the ground glass,” instructed photographer Fritz Henle, who was so partial to the camera he was nicknamed Mr. Rollei. “You must see everything that is there, and frame in the ground glass only the parts that form a little unified world to tell your story. ... There may be only one perfect moment and point of view. You may lose that ... if you hesitate.”
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A model posing at a camera show. Location unknown, c. 1960.



The Rolleiflex had additional features that made it attractive to midcentury photographers. The larger-sized negatives it produced delivered more detail and subtler tonalities than 35 mm negatives could. A self-timing feature with a twelve-second delay made some shots, like Maier’s self-portraits, easier to strategize. And even though the Rolleiflex was a boxy camera, it tended to minimize the kinds of photographic frictions that sometimes result when more direct and aggressive eye-to-eye contact connects photographers and their subjects.

But the most important and defining aspect of the pictures made with these cameras is the shape of the negatives they produce. Keeping subject matter and composition lively and in balance and preventing them from becoming formulaic within the square shape of the images is a challenge. Unlike 35 mm images and their horizontal formats, which more casually invite panning and narrative, square pictures are blocky and confining, and can easily look static. For a photographer, choreographing what will work well within that elegant but boxy space demands a specific kind of visual thinking and shrewd puzzle-solving skills.


[image: image]

A contact sheet made posthumously from one roll of Maier’s negatives.



From the moment she started shooting with her Rolleiflex, Maier understood how the camera’s stolid format could mute or equalize content, so she consciously set out to make pictures full of incident and life. One way she accomplished that in her portraits, for example, was to place people smack in the middle of the frame, pitting the idiosyncratic qualities of their features against the frame’s rigorous geometry. Another tactic was to fill the frame with other sorts of juxtapositions, such as contrasting shapes, shadows, or patterns. Looking at contact sheets made from her negatives, you can actually track the way Maier’s eye was drawn to circular shapes on one day and the optical play of parallel lines on another. Some of Maier’s pictures are minimal and exquisitely composed, while others are more jangly in their lively and rhythmic orchestration of myriad and telling details.

“When you are an enthusiastic amateur or a beginning professional,” Henle wrote in his book Fritz Henle’s Guide to Rollei Photography, in a chapter titled “The Rollei Opens Your Eyes,” “you may discover you have somewhat the same attitude that I have; I am a little restless when I am not using the camera. ... Everywhere I go I see potential pictures.” Something similar happened to Maier.

“I AM A CAMERA,” proclaims the marquee of the Thalia, a revival movie theater on New York City’s Upper West Side, in a photograph Maier made on a visit in 1959. Based upon the quantity of negatives and prints she was amassing, it’s likely Maier made that picture because in some ways she felt similarly. That desire to take in all that there is to be seen in the world is not an uncommon one. “I become a transparent eyeball,” wrote an exhilarated Ralph Waldo Emerson in “Nature,” his 1836 essay on transcendentalism. “I am nothing; I see all.” More than a century later, Garry Winogrand would say something similar in explaining what drove his restless picture making: “I get totally out of myself. It’s the closest I come to not existing, I think, which is the best—which to me is attractive.”

Photography, for those who devote themselves to it, becomes a philosophical pursuit as much as a way of life. Looking for pictures is speculative and liberating, a compulsive activity that paradoxically sets you a distance apart from the world as you contemplate and do your best to connect with it. For photographers, that intense level of engagement is not only pleasurable but addictive. From anecdotal evidence, we know that Maier photographed often, both on the job and off. From the material she left behind, we get a sense of what she thought was worth taking note of.

When her work surfaced in 2009, her urban photographs were among the first to pique interest, in no small part due to the waves of nostalgia they evoke in many viewers. Street photographs, especially when they are viewed years after they were made, always have a hypnotic blend of time travel and tourism about them. The photographs Maier made in New York City and, later on, in and around Chicago confirm her fascination with and commitment to capturing urban spaces and the complex crisscrossing of lives on the street.

Maier’s acute awareness of the innate divisions within the multiple worlds she moved through—what separated the urban from the suburban, the disadvantaged from the privileged, women from men, the old from the young, and the lonely from the loved—is evident in her body of work. She understood what was beautiful and what was ugly about urban environments and life. Over the years her photographs circled around key themes: the abstract and modern beauty of cities, the social dynamics and choreography of public space, the willfulness with which people present themselves and go about their business, and what happens when they no longer have a reason, energy, or the resources to try.

It is not surprising that a woman charged with teaching children how to move through the world paid close attention to people on the go, what they looked like and did on the street. In her photographs, Maier often zeroed in on women, and in particular on “women of a certain age,” as she called them. Maier’s photographs of women who were middle-aged and older, taken while she was standing directly behind them or observing them obliquely, fall along a spectrum that stretches from sympathetic to unforgiving. She seemed to work off a checklist of visual indicators—body types, makeup, hairstyles, hats with nets, furs and foxtails, well-heeled or worn-down footwear—that she surveyed for clues that shed light on motivation, character, class, and age. She seemed to be thinking about the options that both they and she did and did not have. In some photographs, in which it appears as if the intensity of all that attention felt palpable, Maier’s subjects look right back at her, wary of, uncomfortable with, or annoyed by the uninvited and critical scrutiny.
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Maier often made photographs that referenced image making. New York, 1959.



Because she primarily photographed outdoors, Maier also kept an eye on people whose jobs or chores kept them out and on the streets: commuters, shoppers, construction workers, maintenance and delivery men, policemen, sanitation workers, and service people. And as often, Maier was drawn to city dwellers who seemed to have little to do or no place to go. These photographs are almost always of men whom she spotted asleep on benches or slumped in doorways, reaching down into garbage cans, wandering the streets, or being questioned or propped up by the police. Maier’s unflinching photographs of the poor, marginalized, and broken seem to echo the traditional concerns of social documentarians who, in previous decades, believed that photography could effect political change. People who knew or worked with Maier report that she was liberal in her political beliefs. And yet the work doesn’t feel like or appear to be a call to action.

Perhaps that’s so because Maier took up photography during a transitional period, as the legacy of the 1930s’ principled and hard-hitting documentary tradition of picture making was giving way to more elliptical kinds of personal narratives and modes. In an introduction to the 1967 exhibition New Documents at the Museum of Modern Art that featured the work of Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, and Garry Winogrand, curator John Szarkowski wrote: “In the past decade this new generation of photographers has redirected the technique and aesthetic of documentary photography to more personal ends. Their aim is not to reform life but to know it. ... The world, in spite of its terrors, is approached as the ultimate source of wonder and fascination.”

Maier’s work falls somewhere between the two positions. It was never meant to function as advocacy or reportage; Maier made her photographs for and kept them to herself. While many photographers of the period were on the lookout for what Henri Cartier-Bresson called “decisive moments,” it doesn’t seem as if Maier’s primary motivation or interest was to search out ironies or the iconic. What her urban portraits most powerfully reflect is not a willful desire to ennoble, fetishize, or change people’s thinking, but her own need to repeatedly confront and acknowledge for herself what life does or might do to any one of us.

It took nerve to make the pictures that Maier did. Years after the fact, some of the children she’d taken on excursions to downtown Chicago and into rough neighborhoods and who were sometimes at her side as she worked describe the confusion they felt standing by while Maier was shooting. “I don’t know if she even asked if she could take their pictures,” said Ginger Tam, who often accompanied her friend Inger Raymond and her nanny on these walks. “I just remember Inger going, ‘Miss Maier ... come on, stop it,’ and it was just embarrassing. We would feel like, those poor people, why would you want to document that, people’s misfortune?”

Maybe Maier believed that those experiences were important for children to have, even if they were not necessarily pleasant. The photographs Maier walked away with from those encounters do not feel exploitative or driven by voyeurism, but, rather, part of some larger, ongoing effort to sort things out, to understand one’s own life versus the lives of others. “Most people are terribly afraid to take pictures of people because, so-called, they are invading their privacy,” said Lisette Model, whose work Maier might have known and owed a debt to. “Isn’t it rather that, when we see a drunk lying on the street, we feel that that is him but it can’t happen to me? ... What one is, everybody is. ... As long as I have the feeling, ‘This is me,’ I can do it.”

The early street photographs Maier took in New York tend to be lighter and more romantic in tone than the ones she later made in Chicago. “The Second City,” as A. J. Liebling described Chicago in a serialized 1952 article for The New Yorker, was characterized by economic and geographic splits that separated the “haves” from the “have nots,” and Maier, traveling back and forth frequently between Chicago’s leafy suburbs and downtown, couldn’t help but take note of them. Those contrasts even extended to the city’s infrastructure. The Chicago streets Maier photographed were in the midst of a dynamic transformation, an aggressive building boom that spanned Democratic mayor Richard J. Daley’s twenty-one years in office. In 1956, the year Maier arrived in town, construction topped out at $1 billion, and Frank Lloyd Wright was developing plans for the Illinois, a mile-high, 528-story skyscraper. That structure was never built, but the Robert Taylor Homes, which comprised twenty-eight sixteen-story buildings and were the nation’s largest public housing project, were completed in 1962.

The big, mid-American metropolis was a place where expressions of populism and elitism flourished side by side. In 1956, Hugh Hefner moved the offices of his new magazine, Playboy, next door to those of architect Mies van der Rohe. Chicago was where both Kukla, Fran and Ollie—a nationally syndicated children’s television show on which hand puppets tested the limits of propriety and conformism—and the leather-bound, multivolume Encyclopaedia Britannica, trying to authoritatively sum up civilization as a whole, were produced.
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Chicago’s Marina City apartments towers nearing completion. Chicago, 1963.



Chicago, like New York, was an image-driven city in which photography played a prominent role. In 1955, the locally based Chicago Defender newspaper and Jet magazine, two prominent African-American publications, printed the photographs of young Chicagoan Emmett Till’s battered body, helping to galvanize the civil rights movement. That same year, creatives at the Leo Burnett advertising agency introduced the Marlboro Man campaign, in which self-consciously mythic photographs played a prominent role.

Chicago was where celebrities such as Frank Sinatra, Judy Garland, Bette Davis, and Clark Gable, in the years before jet travel became commonplace, changed trains on their coast-to-coast journeys, signing autographs, sipping cocktails in the Pump Room, and striking poses for photographers, including Maier, before heading on to New York or Hollywood. The Art Institute of Chicago was gaining national distinction for its mounting of photographic exhibitions. During Maier’s first decade in the area, the museum showed the work of Margaret Bourke-White, Life photographer Lisa Larsen, Edward Weston, Dorothea Lange, Frederick Sommer, Inge Morath, Aaron Siskind, Imogen Cunningham, Walker Evans, and Bruce Davidson, among others. By the late 1950s, the Institute of Design, where both Harry Callahan and Siskind were on the faculty, was widely recognized as one of the most adventurous and influential photography schools in the United States.

Early in his career, Callahan, who liked to make daily photographic forays in the city, wrote a grant application proposing “to photograph as I felt and desired; to regulate a pleasant form of living.” From the look of Maier’s Chicago work, while she photographed as instinctively and maybe even as often as Callahan did, pleasantness doesn’t seem to have factored in strongly as a goal. Callahan made lovely and, mostly, serene photographs. Maier’s Chicago was a tougher, more ambivalent place.

Downtown Chicago was one of the primary locales where Maier explored what mattered to her, in photographs that ranged from lyrical to harsh, from appreciative to anxious. Those same qualities are evident, too, in the pictures she made away from the city center, in or near the homes where she worked. Those images were often of the children she spent her days with, the activities they engaged in, the places they went. Shot indoors in family rooms or outside in yards and tree-lined neighborhoods safe to wander, these images mostly depict a comfortable world where late-model cars were parked in driveways, roses blossomed in gardens, and kids played outdoors on sunny summer days.

But Maier made melancholic photographs during snowstorms, when winter wonderlands turned claustrophobic. Pictures of roofers and repairmen coming and going, of a Cadillac being towed away, of a raccoon trapped on a front lawn suggest that even the good life has its share of bumps. Kids routinely populate Maier’s pictures, watching television, building backyard forts, playing at the beach. But Maier—a caring person, but an unsentimental photographer—was just as quick to photograph children when they were crying or vulnerable. For her, everyone and everything was fair game. One day, for example, when a neighborhood kid riding his bike home from school got swiped by a car and lay on the ground, badly shaken up if not injured, he was quickly surrounded by a crowd of concerned onlookers. But not Maier. She stood apart and took pictures of the commotion.
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At the scene of an accident. Highland Park, Illinois, c. 1960.



Surprisingly, given her guarded nature, Maier did confront herself head-on and repeatedly in her photographs. From the time she first picked up her Rolleiflex and for as long as she took pictures, Maier made self-portraits. In many of them she is seen with camera in hand, reflected in mirrors of all shapes and sizes, in the plate-glass panes of store windows, or on the chromed surfaces of the cars she walked by. As often, Maier photographed herself with the sun at her back and appears as a looming presence, though not quite a mysterious one, as she is so easily identified by the signature hats and coats she tended to wear year-round. In some of these photographs, she is the central subject. In others, her shadow stretches up from the bottom or side of the frame and across the images she so purposefully insinuated herself into, turning the most basic of amateur photographers’ mistakes into a showy signature theme.

If Maier’s work tended toward directness, the self-portraits are notable because they became increasingly cryptic over the course of her life. Maier looks the happiest in the earliest of them, those made in New York, during her first decade living in Chicago, and in the course of her travels. While she never quite vamps for the camera or plays the ingenue, a sweetness comes through in the pictures, as does her satisfaction with the process. But as time passes and the photographic self-scrutiny continues, Maier’s impassive expressions and intent get harder to read. She both does and doesn’t fit neatly into the lineage of women photographers who have repeatedly and variously portrayed themselves, from Claude Cahun and Ilse Bing to Cindy Sherman and Nan Goldin.

Maier’s self-portraits were performative in the sense that she was always consciously deciding where and how to pose and picture herself. But it is the reiterative quality of these pictures, the fact that Maier took them again and again, that makes them interesting. Since the photographs were intended to be private, this repeated act of self-representation must have been more than a curiosity—it must have served a purpose. Perhaps they were diaristic, made to track where Maier had been, or to mark moments whose import is lost to us now. Perhaps, since photography so emphatically freezes time, Maier was making these pictures as a way to contemplate or cope with aging. Perhaps, on some existential level, they were intermittent but emphatic declarations of her sense of aloneness in the world. Perhaps they were simply a way for her to restage and restate for herself that no matter who she worked for or what she did, she was, above all, a photographer.

Given the quantity of work Maier left behind, it’s to be expected that other types of images and recurring themes would emerge. Some of those are surprising. Known for her forceful stride, Maier repeatedly took pictures of people stopped on the street and with their hands clasped behind their backs. Never known to have had a romantic partner, Maier photographed people holding hands. When nuns in billowing habits passed by her, Maier couldn’t resist picturing them as surreal figures visually at odds with the streets they metaphorically hovered above. Like many who grew up during the Great Depression, Maier paid careful attention to the things people desired and bought, and she was drawn to photographing window displays and the interiors of shops and department stores. She would make oddly evidential photographs of things she wanted or needed to remember (checks made out to her, insurance papers, medical reports) and things that were discarded, like hats or bottles left behind, or food that had been tossed or fallen to the ground and the squirrels or pigeons who might eat it.
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Vivian Maier, photographer and location unknown, 1954.



Maier rejected the “note of grace and femininity” that, as Naomi Rosenblum wrote in A World History of Photography, was once expected to be a defining characteristic of women’s photographs. She thrust her camera through open car windows to make startlingly aggressive shots of men asleep and sprawled across the front seats. And though Maier’s work seems uninterested in acknowledging or lingering on the sensual, she did pay repeated attention to indicators of sexuality: remnants of flyers or stickers that advertised abortion services; the signage and facades of porn shops, strip clubs, and adult movie theaters; and the centerfolds from men’s magazines that inexplicably wound up in garbage cans on the street.
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Actress Ava Gardner signing autographs. Location unknown, 1954.



The growing impact and spectacle of mass media—a controversial subject in the years Maier was active, sparked by cultural events such as the 1964 publication of Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man and the rise of pop art—were themes Maier continually explored in her work. Televisions are often the center of interest in the many domestic landscape images she made. In addition, she frequently photographed television screens, as if to indicate what or who was on and of interest to her.

Celebrity intrigued her. A movie buff and follower of foreign art films, Maier photographed posters and theater marquees, and waited patiently behind wooden police barricades to catch movie stars such as Audrey Hepburn and Ava Gardner as they made entrances or signed autographs at premiere screenings. Maier took quick and casual shots of the popular performers and public figures of the day whom she encountered in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles: Tony Curtis, Lena Home, Rudolf Nureyev, Jackie Gleason, Frank Sinatra, Kim Novak, Marcel Marceau, Sandra Dee, Muhammad Ali, and Gloria Swanson. And like millions of other citizens who tracked the comings, goings, and foibles of the famous, Maier couldn’t resist the bold type and siren call of tabloids like Midnight and the National Enquirer, eager to know what happened to those at the top when they got pushed to or over the edge.

She would also go out of her way to be on the scene to photograph public figures and power brokers such as Eleanor Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, Jimmy Hoffa, Richard Nixon, Nelson Rockefeller, and Prince Charles. By the 1960s but most noticeably in the 1970s, a surprising percentage of the pictures Maier took featured headlines and stories tracking Kennedy family dramas, breaking news about Watergate, and the ups and downs of Chicago politics. In the end, Maier created images that were more permanent than the artifacts they depicted: the daily papers stacked high at local newsstands; the rolled-up and rubber-banded ones that were flung onto driveways by delivery boys; and the papers that, once read, instantly became old news and were dumped in the trash. Hoarding newspapers provided Maier with one way to hold on to time or catch up with the world later; photography may have functioned similarly for her.

Maier’s desire to scoop up information expanded beyond photography to other media available to her. Among the materials uncovered after her death were about 150 rolls of home movies that she had shot; the majority of them are 3¼-minute spools of 8 mm color film whose subject matter, paralleling those of her still photographs, is the rituals of suburban and urban life and the events that disrupt them, like fires or parades. Though Maier had an impressive talent for framing shots and distilling images with her Rolleiflex, the images she made with her movie cameras were jumpier and less resolved. Like most amateur filmmakers at the time, she couldn’t resist the temptation to pan across or zoom in on scenes, and didn’t go back to edit and splice together narratives out of the footage she shot. But her short progressions of clips underscore her eagerness to explore whatever recording technologies were within reach.

When portable tape recorders were marketed to consumers, Maier tried them out as well. The audiocassettes she made capture the cadence of her distinctive voice, quirky humor, and strong views. On one tape, for instance, recorded when she went into a local grocery story to elicit people’s responses to President Richard Nixon’s resignation in 1974, you can hear her urging people to speak up and then chiding them, and sense how startled they must have been by her request that they go on record. On other tapes, she delights in stories that chip at the halos of Hollywood’s he-men, describing how, for example, actor Douglas Fairbanks was “not too fresh looking” when she encountered him in person. Maier also recounts, with obvious amusement, a story told to her by a woman who, when she found herself face-to-face with silent-movie heartthrob Rudolph Valentino, actually found him to be ugly.

Maier’s photographs, films, and tapes suggest that the act of recording her experiences in the world was central to how she lived in it. Through media, and particularly in her photographs, Maier was able to simultaneously engage in and position herself as an observer of life. Her work, like photography itself, draws much of its power from its ability to embrace contradiction, to be simultaneously distanced and intimate, to balance presence against absence.

In his 1951 memoir, A Walker in the City, the writer Alfred Kazin lamented, “It troubled me that I could speak in the fullness of my own voice only when I was alone on the streets, walking about.” Photographers, on the other hand, are much more dependent upon and appreciative of that fact. Photography offered Maier—whose proscribed day-to-day work required her to care for and cater to others—the freedom to find her own voice by looking down into a viewfinder, giving shape to what was too random or raucous to control otherwise. Through photography and the act of composing pictures, Maier entered what critic Max Kozloff has described as “an imaginative space, a kind of mental stepping back,” a personal space distinct from the one in which she saw or encountered her subjects.

Maier’s photographs, particularly the ones made at a distance from the homes she worked in, suggest what those creative moments felt like for her. In them, there is a palpable sense of her autonomy and excitement regarding what she looked at and what she was able to extract and shape from what she saw. For serious photographers—and Maier was one—picture making is problem solving. Due to the split-second nature of the activity and the contingencies that intervene—luck and light are two of them—the satisfaction that comes with making a good picture doesn’t last long. Some photographers do their best to stretch out those moments by making prints of and revisiting particular images; others, like Maier, keep moving on and making more.

Maier did occasionally show, sell, or give prints of families, friends, and neighborhood life to those depicted in them. But in interviews conducted after her death, the people who knew her express astonishment at the quality and quantity of images she made. As prolific as Maier was, though, there is scant evidence to suggest she harbored any fantasies or ambitions about inserting her work into a greater dialogue about photography. And while Maier made prints, thousands of them, they are curious artifacts. The content, composition, and quantity of her negatives reveal an original eye, a unique talent, and a rigorous practice. What is strange is that it is Maier’s images not as she printed them herself but as seen full frame in books, online, or in posthumous prints made from her negatives that most fully reveal the work’s subtlety and richness. The majority of the extant black-and-white prints she made—often indifferently printed and cropped to extract the more obvious details from bigger and more complex pictures—do not.

“Pictures are made in the camera,” photo-journalist Fritz Henle explained, “not in the darkroom.” Ads for the Rolleiflex cameras that were Maier’s favorite stressed that their twin-lens reflex mechanism let photographers look down into their viewfinders and see exactly what the camera would record, allowing them to fully visualize their finished images on the spot. “At the slightest pressure of a finger,” as one 1938 advertisement excitedly described the process, “the Rollei camera’s finder hood springs open, ready for instant use. You bring the lens into focus by simply turning a knob on the side until the image becomes crystal-clear on the ground glass. ... You see the picture in actual size, right side up, before, during, and after the exposure.” There would be “no question about your picture,” as a Rollei ad from 1954 confidently put it.


[image: image]

Rolls of undeveloped film were found among Maier’s effects.



If that is the case, it could be argued that once Maier composed and took her shots, she no longer felt a driving need to revisit them, and she would not have been alone on that front. In the heyday of photojournalism and during the analog film era in which Maier worked, it was common practice for professional photographers to turn over their undeveloped rolls of film to laboratories and darkroom technicians for processing, then to picture editors for selection, and then to artists or graphic designers for cropping. Interestingly, at the same time, many “creative” and art photographers, arguing for a more personally expressive and aestheticized materiality for their medium, dedicated themselves to producing meticulously crafted artisanal prints. Then, as now, what photography is and how photographers define and differentiate themselves are complicated issues.

“The negative,” wrote Ansel Adams, “is comparable to the composer’s score, and the print to its performance.” In that sense, Maier authored but typically did not perform or interpret her pictures. Photography was, for her, as much about conceptualization and action as it was about the delectation of images. “I am a camera with its shutter open,” Christopher Isherwood wrote in his 1939 novel, Goodbye to Berlin. “Some day, all this will have to be developed, carefully printed, fixed.” In Maier’s case, that process would begin only after her death and through the agency of others.

When it came to printing the color photographs she made, Maier chose to operate somewhat differently. Maier made her first color photographs in New York in the early 1950s, but shot rolls of color film only intermittently over the next two decades. Given the slow speed of color film materials available at the time, the few early color images Maier made tended to be landscapes and outdoor portraits. The fact that film processing and print-making costs for color were high may also have been stumbling blocks for her, not to mention the fact that many midcentury picture makers and arbiters of photographic taste harbored a distrust and took a dim view of color photography, questioning its increasingly widespread commercial application, integrity, and seriousness.

That attitude would start to shift in the 1970s with art gallery and museum shows—for example, those of Stephen Shore’s color snapshots, followed by his large-format photographs, and then the controversial exhibition of William Eggleston’s dye-transfer prints at MoMA in 1976, which finally helped nudge hesitant picture makers, curators, and critics toward accepting color imaging as respectable and even the norm.

Maier switched to photographing almost exclusively in color by 1973, shooting color transparencies with a 35 mm camera rather than with her trusty Rolleiflex. There could have been various motivations for this shift. The smaller camera was more compact and easier to carry, and she had worked with it sporadically over the years. Movies and television shows were, by that time, routinely produced and viewed in color. Aggressive marketing, the public’s growing infatuation with the vivid hues of Kodachrome, and the introduction of the faster-rated Ektachrome slide film ensured that color would become more popular, easier, and less expensive to work with. It is likely, too, that working more consistently in color presented Maier with a set of new picture-making challenges.

While the black-and-white 35 mm photographs that Maier had occasionally shot over the years echoed the content, if not always the elegance, of her square-format images, her newer, small-format color work was sometimes bolder, more minimal, and abstract. Perhaps the most noticeable shift was in the quantity of pictures she took of signage, posters, and graffiti and the startling number of repetitive photographs she made of newspapers, which suggests that she, in her work and in her life, might have gotten stuck.

Maier’s output began tapering off sharply in the 1980s, and, judging from dates imprinted on the cardboard mounts of her color transparencies, her photographic work appears to have come close to a halt around 1994. Over the course of a half century, from her first snapshots through this late color work, Maier compiled something unique, a staggering number and stunning collection of images that reflected her interests, attention, and concerns, and that, with no record of her thoughts about or intentions for them, seem equally powerful and oblique.
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A local camera store, Wilmette, Illinois, date unknown.



Vivian Maier ran into trouble on both the care-taking and photography fronts as she grew older and jobs became harder to find and hold on to. In 2007, the contents of five storage lockers she had failed to keep up payments on were purchased sight unseen for $250 by Roger Gunderson, a Chicago auctioneer. He then divided up the boxes and trunks filled with Maier’s clothes, books, personal effects, and photographic work into multiple lots and sold them off to the highest bidders. For $250, Ron Slattery, a collector and dealer of vernacular photography, bought about two thousand prints, a thousand rolls of undeveloped film, and some home movies. Another buyer, Randy Prow, purchased approximately eighteen thousand negatives for $1,100, and then later resold them to Jeff Goldstein, an artist and contractor.

John Maloof, a real estate broker, paid $380 and walked out the door of RPN Sales with about thirty thousand of Maier’s negatives and some of her ephemera. By default, he became the chief curator of artifacts from Maier’s life, an extraordinary miscellany of personal effects ranging from the expected—cameras, notes written on scraps of paper, holiday cards, travel brochures, and vintage suitcases filled with her patterned blouses, simply cut dresses, sensible shoes, well-tailored coats, and many hats—to the uncanny, including a few unmarked envelopes stuffed with human hair, perhaps hers.

At the time, Maloof was researching the history of Portage Park, his Chicago neighborhood, for a book he hoped to write, and thought that images in the lot he purchased could turn out to be useful in his project. As he began sorting through the material, however, Maloof started sensing that the surprisingly accomplished pictures might have a backstory and value beyond the one he had originally imagined for them. He scanned about a hundred negatives and offered them for sale on eBay, where they were spotted by the respected artist and critic Allan Sekula, who advised Maloof to think twice, withdraw the material, and learn more about them and their maker.
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Boxes of Maier’s belongings contained clothing, collectibles, books, and ephemera.



At the auction house, Maloof had heard that the material had belonged to an elderly woman who was ill. A label from a film-processing lab with Maier’s name and address on it, which Maloof later found sandwiched between some negatives in his cache, led him to Google. Early online search efforts to find out more about Vivian Maier led nowhere. It was only in April 2009, when Maloof decided to try again, that he came across a death notice that the Gensburg family had placed in the Chicago Tribune a few days earlier:


Vivian Maier, proud native of France and Chicago resident for the last 50 years, died peacefully on Monday. Second mother to John, Lane and Matthew. A free and kindred spirit who magically touched the lives of all who knew her. Always ready to give her advice, opinion or a helping hand. Movie critic and photographer extraordinaire. A truly special person who will be sorely missed but whose long and wonderful life we all celebrate and will always remember.



After contacting and speaking with the Gensbergs, Maloof set up a website and blog, posted some of Maier’s images, and posed a question—”What do I do with this stuff (other than giving it to you)?”—to a street photography discussion group on Flickr, the popular photo-sharing website. Within twenty-four hours, about two hundred people, excited by what they saw, responded with suggestions and comments. As news of the work spread farther, the work Vivian Maier had purposely kept private went viral.

In less than a year, the first exhibition of Maier’s work was mounted in Denmark without much notice, followed by a second in 2010 in Oslo. In 2011, a well-attended exhibition at the Chicago Cultural Center, featuring approximately eighty ink-jet prints printed full frame from Maier’s original negatives, and gallery shows in New York sparked a frenzy of mainstream media attention. Soon CBS News broadcasts and features in Chicago magazine, the New York Times, The Nation, Smithsonian, Vogue, The New Yorker, and the Wall Street Journal trumpeted the discovery of the work of a previously unknown and improbable photographic star.

What, actually, is Vivian Maier’s work? Since Maier seems never to have prioritized the images she made, the work is the sum of all of them, an archive split among a handful of owners. Maloof, who later bought up more material from other purchasers, now holds what is believed to be the bulk of Maier’s output. Of the images known to exist, what we’ve seen so far are those that have been posthumously edited for various purposes and audiences. The Vivian Maier we think we know is, to one degree or another, a construct, one for which there are notable precedents in photographic history. In the late 1920s, Berenice Abbott purchased many of Eugene Atget’s glass-plate negatives and worked to preserve his legacy, which included editing a book, Atget: Photographe de Paris, in 1930. The nineteenth-century photographer E. J. Bellocq’s haunting Storyville portraits of New Orleans prostitutes are known today because his fragile negatives, salvaged by Lee Friedlander in 1967, were exhibited in museums and galleries and published in Storyville Portraits in 1970.

Because of photography’s ubiquitous nature, it is a medium that, more easily than others, allows for the resurrection and recontextualization of forgotten images and their inclusion in a history that, because it is still young, keeps being rethought and rewritten. In Maier’s case, the recognition of her accomplishment doesn’t require a huge stretch of the imagination, as so many of her images fit comfortably within the genre of mid-twentieth-century American street photography. What is somewhat problematic about the work is that what we look at in print, online, and in contemporary prints made from Maier’s uncropped negatives is exactly what Maier saw in the viewfinder of her camera, not what she might have chosen to make prints of, had she been so inclined. So to a large extent, what makes the work captivating is that it invites viewers to see the world through the eyes of a woman who most certainly was an artist, but for reasons we’ll never know, could not or would not present herself as one.

And that helps to explain that while gallery sales of limited-edition prints made from Maier’s negatives are brisk, photography curators at art museums have been stymied and restrained when it comes to talking about and collecting Maier’s work. That she neither edited her work nor left behind a substantial cache of accomplished vintage prints makes her a tricky figure to deal with. If the history of photography, as art museums present it, is a story of image makers whose photographic passions are matched by their willful intention to insert themselves and their work into that history and its critical dialogue, Maier is something of an odd woman out. Furthermore, the photography collections of art museums have already acquired work and are invested in the reputations of previously acknowledged photographers such as Helen Levitt and Lisette Model; work like Maier’s, as art historian Geoffrey Batchen aptly put it, can “muck up the familiar story of great masters and transcendent aesthetic achievements.”

Maier was aware of the art world, but she never attempted to engage with it in ways that might have helped her “earn the material support and serious response of others” or connect her work “to a tradition in which it makes sense,” as sociologist Howard S. Becker described it in his 1982 book, Art Worlds. Basically, she worked on her own. And while it would be a stretch to label Maier an outsider artist and compare her to someone like Henry Darger, another Chicagoan who obsessively collected and culled content from newspapers, there is no question that Maier’s fierce independence and idiosyncrasies have further fueled the public’s fascination with and embrace of her work.
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A selection of the paperwork that Maier accumulated and saved.



The biographical details of the circumstances and eccentricities of artists’ lives can add a heightened level of authenticity and meaning to public acknowledgement and appreciation of their work. That Maier has routinely been characterized as a “nanny photographer,” “Mary Poppins with a camera,” and something of an oddball sheds light on people’s fantasies about artists, how Maier’s discovery story became media catnip, and why sorting out her work from her life’s unlikely narrative gets complicated. We all like tales about people, particularly artists, who triumph over adverse circumstances. Creativity is such a profound mystery that any clues that point to or explain its genesis are clung to and plumbed for meaning. Maier’s story and the unlikely surfacing of her work is extraordinary, too, because it speaks to the possibility of second chances. “It’s like something you see in the movies,” said Carole Pohn, Maier’s friend from her Highland Park days. “It’s like somebody wrote the script. It isn’t like real life.”

Maier, who refused to draw attention to herself with pictures she made during her lifetime, became an inspirational figure and something of a photographic folk hero in death. She fascinates us today—when art photographs sell for millions of dollars and graduate schools crank out students with advanced degrees in photography—because she seems like the real thing. “We simultaneously feel sorry for, fascinated with, and in awe of Vivian Maier. In a celebrity-obsessed era, we’re fascinated by the fame that came unsolicited and too late for her, and wonder whether she would even have wanted or been comfortable with it. And given the times, we’re drawn to this work and its backstory for more powerful personal and cultural reasons; in Maier’s long engagement with and life in photography we see a precursor to our own current infatuation with and dependency on imaging.

Maier made pictures actively and often. For her, photography was an expeditionary experience, a navigational tool, and a diaristic medium. And in this exciting and fluid moment in imaging history, as photography is being redefined through advances in digital technology, we use the medium similarly. Maier always had one or more cameras around her neck; our camera phones, in our bags or pockets, are always with us. Looking at small, bright digital screens, if not down into the well of a Rolleiflex view finder, we, like Maier, see our pictures the moment we take them. And once we do, we, like Maier, move on. Considering how many images she shot, Maier made prints of very few of them; given the ways and ease with which we now share images digitally, we make almost none. Maier loved and shot square-format negatives, and so do we; forty-five million similarly shaped images are uploaded daily via Instagram, the photo-sharing network. Maier filed away her unedited pictures in sleeves and envelopes, then in boxes and trunks, then in storage lockers. We stash ours away on memory cards, then on hard drives, then in digital clouds; and unless we’re vigilant about maintenance, we stand a chance of losing control of our images, too. Maier hoarded photographs. So do we. And why not? Like Maier, we each have only so much time to wonder about, marvel at, and acknowledge our experience in the world.

Of course, one obvious difference between Maier and the rest of us in terms of photography is that for her, photography was a private pursuit; for us it has become a social one. We understand—or should—how easily our pictures can migrate and reach unintended audiences, and we exploit that fact. Maier believed that she was in control of who would see and what would happen to her images, but ultimately she wasn’t. Within days after the trailer for Maloof’s documentary film, Finding Vivian Maier, was posted on YouTube, more than a half million people had watched it, attesting to the scale of the audience and phenomenon surrounding her work, which Maier herself could never have imagined or anticipated. One of the many responses to that trailer, posted on Facebook—“’Her private passion.’ Now it’s thrust into the world, how sad.”—reflects the unavoidable, and a lingering question: Have Vivian Maier and her work been turned into something that they are not?

Maier died leaving neither a will nor heirs. Those who have come to own, care for, curate, and monetize her negatives and prints have seen, as attention gets drawn not only to Maier’s work but also to their relationships to it, their own lives take unexpected turns as, by default, they become the researchers, spokespersons for, and beneficiaries of the work. Jim Dempsey recognizes the conundrum. He never learned Maier’s name when he conversed with her weekly at the art movie theater he managed in the late 1980s, but he wound up exhibiting her vintage prints in 2012 at the art gallery he went on to open. On the one hand, he has said, “I don’t know anybody who would take this kind of energy and meticulousness and drive and all the struggle that it takes to create ... and want that buried.” On the other hand, Dempsey acknowledged, “This is one of those situations where there is not a right answer. ... We just have to move forward with what we have, and we sometimes have to make decisions for people who can’t make decisions and you hope they are ... the decisions that the main person involved would be happy with, and you just don’t know.”

Visual anthropologists bring yet another perspective to this dilemma. Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, who have written about what they call the social biography of photographs, point out that images and artifacts like Maier’s negatives can go on to live serial lives, impact unexpected audiences, and be read in various ways. While Maier made specific decisions about who would see the work during her lifetime, a clip from one of the audiocassettes she recorded suggests that she might have been sanguine about what ended up happening to the work after she died: “Well, I suppose nothing is meant to last forever,” she is heard saying in her distinct voice and with a knowing tone. “We have to make room for other people. It’s a wheel. You get on, you have to go to the end. And then somebody has the same opportunity to go to the end, and so on.”
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Vivian Maier, photographer, location, and date unknown.



Early on, Maier decided that in order to make sense of her ride around the wheel of life she’d make photographs to capture and savor the view. Now the hundreds of thousands of images she was so passionately driven to make spin around in a second life, without her. Like the children Maier helped to nurture and who would ultimately venture into the world on their own, Maier’s photographs, and all that has and may happen to them, remind us of all that can and cannot be anticipated or controlled. They are evidence of countless ways photography gave her—and gives each of us—a sense of self, agency, and a legacy. Vivian Maier’s photographs fascinate not only because we see her world though her eyes, but also because they give us such a vivid sense of what it is that artists, and the rest of us, need, see, and live for.
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Self-portrait, date and location unknown.
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New York, March 1954.
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New York, 1953.
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New York, February 9, 1953.
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East 108th Street, New York, September 28, 1959.
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Self-portrait, New York, 1953.




[image: image]

Canada, c. 1952.
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New York, June 12, 1954.
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New York, 1952–56.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, c. 1952.




[image: image]

New York, December 23, 1954.
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New York, September 1953.
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New York, 1955.
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New York, January 26, 1955.
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Self-portrait, New York, October 18, 1953.
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New York, March 18, 1955.
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New York, 1955.
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New York, March 27, 1953.
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New York, May 10, 1953.
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New York, 1952–59.
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Self-portrait, New York, February 3, 1955.
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New York, 1956.
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New York, 1954.
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Penn Station, New York, September 1956.
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New York Public Library, New York, c. 1952.
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Self-portrait, New York, 1954.
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New York, 1954.
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Self-portrait, New York, 1955.
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New York, September 1953.
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Central Park, New York, 1954.
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New York, 1953.
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New York, May 1953.
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Paris, September 1959.
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Self-portrait, New York, 1954.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location unknown, 1956.
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New York, 1952–59.
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Location unknown, January 1956.




[image: image]

New York, 1952–59.
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New York, 1952–59.
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New York, June 1954.
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Location and date unknown.
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New York, 1954.
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New York, April 1955.
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New York, 1953.
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Florida, April 7, 1960.
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New York, 1953.




[image: image]

New York, September 26, 1954.
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New York, 1953.
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New York, July 27, 1954.
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Self-portrait, New York, 1952–59.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Lena Horne, New York, September 30, 1954.
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New York, October 31, 1954.
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New York, January 1953.
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Location and date unknown.
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New York, date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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The Empire State Building Observation Deck, New York, 1954.
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New York, November 1953.
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New York, 1952–56.




[image: image]

Self-portrait, New York, c. 1952.
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New York, 1954.
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New York, September 3, 1954.




[image: image]

Queens, New York, June 17, 1953.
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Location unknown, c. 1952.




[image: image]

New York, June 6, 1954.
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New York, April 10, 1955.
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Texas, date unknown.
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New York, 1954.
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New York, 1954.
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New York, July 23, 1954.
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New York, October 29, 1953.
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New York, 1953.
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Self-portrait, date and location unknown.
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Chicagoland, 1965.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicagoland, date unknown.
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Chicagoland, date unknown.
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Chicago, December 21, 1961.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location unknown, May 1958.
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Chicago, December 1962.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, c. 1960.
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Chicago, c. 1952.
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Audrey Hepburn at the premiere of My Fair Lady at the RKO Palace Theatre, Chicago, October 23, 1964.
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Chicago, 1954.
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Chicago, c. 1960.
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Chicago, May 2, 1961.
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New York, c. 1960.
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Chicago, 1962.
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Chicago, 1954.
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Chicago, 1961.
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Chicago, c. 1960.
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Chicago, July 14, 1961.
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New York, 1954.
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Chicago, May 16, 1957.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, July 1956.
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Vancouver, Canada, date unknown.
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Chicago, 1966.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, 1959.
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Canada, c. 1950.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Canada, date unknown.
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Location unknown, 1953.
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Location and date unknown.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, 1957.
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Location unknown, 1957.
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Location unknown, 1953.
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Florida, March 26, 1963.
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New York, 1959.
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Location unknown, 1960.
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Location and date unknown.




[image: image]

Florida, 1955–57.
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Location unknown, 1953.
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Florida, 1957.
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Location and date unknown.
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Florida, January 9, 1957.
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Self-portrait, location and date unknown.
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Chicago, c. 1952.
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Chicago, c. 1970.
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Chicago, April 20, 1956.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Chicago, September 16, 1957.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicago, c. 1960.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicago, 1961.




[image: image]

New York, October 1954.
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Chicago, July 1961.
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New York, c. 1952.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location unknown, October 12, 1955.
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Self-portrait, location unknown, 1956.




[image: image]

Chicago, May 1957.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Location unknown, June 1956.
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Chicago, 1965.
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Self-portrait, Chicago, 1970.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicago, May 23, 1962.
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San Juan, Puerto Rico, 1965.




[image: image]

Maxwell Street, Chicago, 1962.
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Location and date unknown.




[image: image]

Chicago, date unknown.
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Location unknown, c. 1970.
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Location unknown, 1975.
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Self-portrait, Chicago, date unknown.
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Self-portrait, New York, 1954.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Location unknown, September 18, 1962.
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Chicago, March 31, 1966.
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Chicagoland, date unknown.
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Location unknown, 1956.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicago, 1969.
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Chicagoland, c. 1960.
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Chicago, 1971.
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Location unknown, 1962.
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New York, 1954.
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Self-portrait, Chicago, July 27, 1971.
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Self-portrait, Florida, 1960.
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Chicago, July 1957.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, 1966.
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Chicago, c. 1950.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, June 1971.
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Sandwich, Illinois, September 1966.
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Chicago, June 19, 1961.
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Milwaukee, Wisconsin, date unknown.
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Chicago, c. 1960.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Location unknown, 1960.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, 1975.
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Chicagoland, 1975.
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Location unknown, 1975.
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Location unknown, 1972.
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Chicago, 1963.
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Chicago, November 5, 1970.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Location unknown, c. 1955.
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Location unknown, 1976.
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Location and date unknown.
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Chicago, c. 1970.
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Chicagoland, 1971.
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Chicago, 1975.
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Chicago, 1979.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, 1961.
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Chicago, date unknown.
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Chicago, 1973.
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Location unknown, c. 1970.
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Location unknown, 1973.
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Chicagoland, 1976.
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Location unknown, 1976.
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Chicagoland, 1978.
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Chicago, 1984.
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Chicagoland, September 11, 1966.
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Chicagoland, 1971.
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Chicagoland, 1977.
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Location unknown, 1978.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, 1975.
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Location and date unknown.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, 1979.




[image: image]

Location unknown, 1976.
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Self-portrait, location and date unknown.
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Self-portrait, Chicagoland, 1979.
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