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WILLIAM EGGLESTON’S “DEMOCRATIC IMAGES” OF AMERICAN CULTURE  

REVEALED IN MAJOR EXHIBITION AT THE ART INSTITUTE 

William Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs and Video, 1961–2008 

Iconic Artist’s First Retrospective Comes to Chicago 

 

The unconventional beauty and artistry of 

works by photographer William Eggleston  

will be showcased in a major exhibition 

opening at the Art Institute of Chicago this 

winter. William Eggleston: Democratic 

Camera, Photographs and Video, 1961–

2008—on view from February 27 through 

May 23, 2010, in the Modern Wing’s 

Abbott Galleries (G182, G184) and Carolyn S. and Matthew Bucksbaum Gallery 

(G188)—is the most comprehensive retrospective to date of the Memphis–based 

contemporary photographer. The exhibition brings together more than 150 extraordinary 

images of familiar, everyday subjects with lesser-known, early black-and-white prints and 

provocative video recordings, all produced over a five-decade period. 

 

Born in 1939 in Memphis, Tennessee, and raised on his family’s cotton plantation in 

Mississippi, William Eggleston held a casual interest in photography until 1959, when he 

came across photo books by Henri Cartier-Bresson and Walker Evans. Among his earliest 

pictures, made during stints at universities in Tennessee and Mississippi, were black-and-

white scenes found in his native South, as well as portraits of friends and family members. 



By the 1960s and early 1970s he had begun experimenting with color film, and he 

eventually produced rich, vivid prints through the dye transfer process—prints that are 

created through the alignment of three separate matrices (cyan, magenta, and yellow) 

generated from three separate negatives (red, green, and blue filters). The resulting prints 

are known for the vividness and permanence of their colors. Hence, Eggleston is often 

credited for single-handedly ushering in the era of color art photography.  

 

Eager to show his work to a broader audience, Eggleston traveled to New York with a 

suitcase of slides and prints to meet with Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) curator John 

Szarkowski. This visit eventually yielded a controversial but revolutionary exhibition in 

1976—MoMA’s first solo show to feature color 

photographs—and a classic accompanying book, William 

Eggleston’s Guide. At this point in his career, Eggleston had 

already distinguished himself by treating color as a means of 

discovery and expression, and as a way to highlight aspects 

of life hidden in plain sight.  

 

William Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs and 

Video, 1961–2008 demonstrates Eggleston’s “democratic” 

approach to his photographic subjects in both color and 

black-and-white. Everything that happens in front of the 

camera is worthy of becoming a picture for the artist—no matter how seemingly 

circumstantial or trivial. Eggleston finds his motifs in everyday life, resulting in telling 

portrayals of American culture. His iconic images such as Elvis’s Graceland, a 

supermarket clerk corralling grocery carts in the afternoon sunlight, and a freezer stuffed 

with food proves that the photographer points his “democratic camera” at everything. 

Eggleston’s quiet, thoughtful pictures have profoundly impacted subsequent generations 

of photographers, filmmakers, and scholars.  

 

The exhibition also includes Eggleston’s cult video work, Stranded in Canton. In the 

1960s, Eggleston used film to document Fred McDowell, a well-known Delta blues 

musician, but ultimately abandoned the film project. Eggleston later acquired a video 

camera and began using video to shoot in bars and in people's homes; sometimes he 

shot monologues friends delivered for his video camera, most often at night. The result, 



Stranded in Canton, recently restored and re-edited, is a portrait of a woozy subculture 

that adds dimension and texture to the world of Eggleston’s color photographs. 

 

Internationally acclaimed, Eggleston has spent the past 

four decades photographing around the world, 

responding intuitively to fleeting configurations of cultural 

signs and specific expressions of local color. By not 

censoring, rarely editing, and always photographing 

even the seemingly banal, Eggleston convinces us 

completely of the idea of the democratic camera. 

 

William Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs 

and Video, 1961–2008 is accompanied by a lavishly 

illustrated exhibition catalogue published by the Whitney 

Museum of American Art and distributed by Yale University Press. Numbering 320 pages 

and including 240 color and black-and-white illustrations, the book is filled with new 

scholarship about the artist and proves to be the standard reference to Eggleston’s 

photographs for years to come. The catalogue is available at the Art Institute’s Museum 

Shop for $65. 

 
William Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs and Video, 1961–2008 is organized 

by the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, in association with Haus der Kunst in 

Munich. The exhibition is co-curated by Elisabeth Sussman, curator and Sondra Gilman 

Curator of Photography at the Whitney Museum of American Art, and Thomas Weski, 

former deputy director of Haus der Kunst in Munich, Germany, now professor of the study 

of curatorial cultures at the Academy of Visual Arts, Leipzig. The Chicago presentation of 

William Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs and Video, 1961–2008 is curated by 

Katherine Bussard, associate curator of photography, the Art Institute of Chicago. 

 

Generous support for William Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs and Video, 

1961–2008  is provided by The Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation, Inc., Norman and 

Melissa Selby, The John and Annamaria Phillips Foundation, Marcia Dunn & Jonathan 

Sobel, Diane and Tom Tuft, and the National Endowment for the Arts.  Additional support 

is provided by the Stephen C. and Katherine D. Sherrill Foundation, Lauren and Louis 



DePalo, the William Talbott Hillman Foundation, and The Gage Fund. The Chicago 

presentation is generously funded in part by Jay and Gretchen Jordan. Additional support 

is provided by Joyce Chelberg. 

 
 

IMAGES: 
 

William Eggleston, Untitled  1973, Dye transfer print, 16 x 20", Collection of Winston Eggleston, © Eggleston Artistic Trust, 
courtesy Cheim & Read, New York. 
 
William Eggleston, Untitled, n.d. from Los Alamos, 1965-68 and 1972-74 (published 2003), Dye transfer print, 17-¾ x 12", 
Private collection, © Eggleston Artistic Trust, courtesy Cheim & Read, New York. 
 
William Eggleston, Memphis, c. 1969-71, from William Eggleston’s Guide, 1976, Dye transfer print, 24 x 20”, Collection of 
John Cheim, © Eggleston Artistic Trust, courtesy Cheim & Read, New York. 
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Web: www.artinstituteofchicago.org 
Twitter: @artinstitutechi 
Become a Facebook fan 
 
MUSEUM HOURS 
10:30 am–5:00 pm Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday  
10:30 am–8:00 pm Thursday  
10:00 am–5:00 pm Saturday, Sunday 
TARGET FREE THURSDAY EVENINGS AFTER 5:00 pm 
 
SUMMER HOURS (from Memorial Day to Labor Day) 
10:30 am–5:00 pm Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday  
10:30 am–9:00 pm Thursday, Friday  
10:00 am–5:00 pm Saturday, Sunday 
TARGET FREE SUMMER EVENINGS THURSDAY AND FRIDAY AFTER 5:00 pm 
 
FREE FEBRUARY 1 TO 28   
Closed Thanksgiving Day, Christmas Day, and New Year’s Day.  
 
ADMISSION  
Adults $18.00 Includes all special exhibitions and coat check 
Children 14 and over, students, and seniors $12.00 Includes all special exhibitions and coat check 
Chicago residents receive a $2.00 discount with proof of residency 
Children under 14 always free 
Members always free  
 
Free Evenings are free to all. City of Chicago residents with Chicago Public Library cards can borrow a "Museum Passport" 
card from any library branch for free general admission to the nine members of Museums in the Park, including the Art 
Institute of Chicago.  
 
The Art Institute of Chicago is a museum in Chicago’s Grant Park, located across from Millennium Park. Visitors can enter 
the museum via the Michigan Avenue entrance or the Millennium Park entrance on Monroe Street. 


