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The Tokyo Photographic Art Museum is delighted to present TOP Collection—Eugene
Atget: The Eternal Inspiration. It follows several earlier exhibitions in which we introduced
the photographer Eugéne Atget from a variety of angles, including two in which he was the
primary focus.

The first of those two exhibitions, held in 1992, was The Paris of Atget, Man Ray,
and Brassai: Photography, 1920-1940. It explored the flowering of photography as a means of
creative expression adopted by avant-garde artists, concentrating specifically on Atget’s
contemporaries. The second was Eugene Atget—A Retrospective: An Intimate View of Paris
at the Turn of the Century. Held in 1998, that Atget solo exhibition presented Atget as a
creative photographer, an artist in his own right. With works in our collection supplemented
by others on loan from the Musée Carnavalet in Paris, the New York Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA), and other museums overseas, the exhibition presented a comprehensive view of
what makes Atget’s work so compelling.

While those exhibitions focused on Atget’s presence as a photographer for whom
Paris was his stage, Eugene Atget: The Eternal Inspiration shifts the main stage to the United
States and emphasizes how the Atget story unfolded there. Atget was almost unknown in his
lifetime. Posthumously, however, he acquired a strikingly important position in the history of
photography as “the father of modern photography.” The Americans Man Ray, Berenice
Abbott, Julien Levy, John Szarkowski, and the New York Museum of Modern Art, which chose
Szarkowski as director of its photography department, played vital roles in transforming and
elevating Atget’s status. The efforts of those individuals and of MoMA focused on Atget as an
artist and ultimately led to attempts to elucidate the distinctive nature of photography as an
artistic medium. Through their delineation of those distinctive characteristics, the Atget
advocates drew the connections between Atget and the next generation of photographers,
allowing a genealogy of modern photography to emerge.

This exhibition presents a subset of the photographs by Atget that our museum
collected from the late 1980s to the latter half of the 1990s as well as work by Atget’s
predecessors and contemporaries and by post-Atget American and Japanese photographers.

Through them, it explores the qualities and magnetism unique to photography.



Part 1: Atget’s Enduring Legacy—Man Ray, Berenice Abbott, Julien Levy

Eugene Atget used an old fashioned large-format camera to follow his own inclinations and document in
detail the streets of Paris in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He photographed not only all
of the city’s twenty arrondissements but also its outskirts and the lives of the poor who lived there.

Near the end of his life, Atget met Man Ray, Berenice Abbott, and Julien Levy, the three individuals
who played key roles in introducing his photographs to the world as works of art. Man Ray first recognized
that Atget was an artist. Abbott did more than anyone else to publicize his art, dedicating half her life to
promoting Atget’s work. Levy exhibited Atget’s work at his gallery in New York and took advantage of his
extensive connections to build awareness of it.

‘The efforts of Ray, Abbott and Levy resulted in the remarkable posthumous rise in Atget’s reputation
in the United States, which, from the 1930s on, was rapidly becoming a center for the global art world. Their
efforts on behalf of Atget contributed to the formation of Modern Photography as a framing moment in
photography’s history.

Part 2: Atget’s Precursors and Contemporaries —Le Secq, Marville and Stieglitz

Atget’s precursors in using photography to document the city included Jean-Louis-Henri Le Secq and
Charles Marville. Starting in the 1850s, they were commissioned by the governments of France and the City
of Paris to create an official photographic record of historic buildings and changes in the city’s appearance.

Atget began taking his photographs at the end of the 1890s, just before the start of a new century. His
work spanned the transition from Pictorialism to Modern Photography. Modernism in photography had also
appeared in America, in the work of Alfred Stieglitz, who pursued a style of photography rooted in
photography’s unique character.

Part 3: Atget as the Father of Modern Photography —MoMA and John Szarkowski

In 1940 the New York Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) created the museum world’s first department
dedicated to photography. Then, in 1962, John Szarkowski was chosen to succeed Edward Steichen as the
department’s director. In 1967 MoMA at last acquired the Abbott/Levy Collection of Atget's photographs,
more than thirty years after Levy and Atget began trying to sell the collection to the museum in 1930. From
1981 to 1985, MoMA organized a series of four “The Work of Atget” exhibitions. Both the exhibitions and
their catalogues were the result of extraordinary research and analysis.

Under Szarkowski’s leadership, MoMA’s photography department had already positioned Gary
Winograd, Lee Friedlander,, and Diane Arbus as the leaders of a new wave in Straight photography in its
“New Documents” exhibition in 1967. It had then gone on to produce “New Japanese Photography,” the
first exhibition to introduce avant-garde Japanese photographers to America in 1974. These and other
outstanding exhibitions strengthened the claim of snapshot aesthetics and documentary style as the primary
directions of Modern Photography and laid the foundations for Eugéne Atget being positioned as “the father
of Modern Photography” in the movement’s genealogy. The legend they created established Arger’s enduring
reputation.
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