edward steichen family of man

Edward Steichen's Family of Man is a landmark photography exhibition that has left an
indelible mark on the art world. Curated by Edward Steichen in 1955, this exhibition was a
celebration of humanity, showcasing the interconnectedness of people across different
cultures and backgrounds. This article delves into the history, themes, and impact of the
Family of Man, exploring its significance in the realm of photography and beyond.

Historical Context

The Family of Man exhibition was conceived during a time of great social and political
change. Post-World War II, the world was grappling with the consequences of war, the
rise of the Cold War, and significant shifts in societal norms. In this context, Edward
Steichen, a renowned photographer and art curator, sought to create a unifying narrative
that emphasized shared human experiences.

The Genesis of the Exhibition

In 1953, Steichen was appointed the director of the Department of Photography at the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York. Drawing from his extensive network of
international photographers, he envisioned a project that would transcend geographical
and cultural boundaries. The exhibition was meant to serve as a testament to the
resilience of the human spirit and as a reminder of our common humanity.

Selection of Photographs

The Family of Man featured 503 photographs by 273 photographers from over 68
countries. Steichen meticulously selected images that captured the essence of human
experience, including themes of love, family, work, and play. The photographs varied in
style and technique, showcasing the diversity of perspectives across different cultures.

Notable Contributors:

- Alfred Eisenstaedt: Known for his candid photography, Eisenstaedt's work often captured
spontaneous moments of joy and emotion.

- Robert Capa: A war photographer, Capa's images of conflict revealed the harsh realities
of war and its impact on humanity.

- Dorothea Lange: Lange's poignant photographs from the Great Depression highlighted
the struggles of everyday people.

Each photographer contributed to a visual narrative that resonated with viewers, creating
a collective representation of the human experience.



Exhibition Themes

The Family of Man encompassed a myriad of themes that spoke to the complexities of
human existence. Some of the most prominent themes included:

1. Unity in Diversity

At the heart of the exhibition was the idea that despite cultural, social, and economic
differences, humanity shares fundamental experiences. Steichen’s selection of images
demonstrated that love, suffering, joy, and hope are universal emotions that bind people
together.

2. The Cycle of Life

The exhibition also explored the cyclical nature of life, showcasing images that depicted
birth, childhood, adulthood, and death. This theme emphasized the shared journey of life
that every individual undergoes, creating a sense of connection among viewers.

3. The Impact of War

War was a recurring motif in the exhibition, with photographs depicting its devastating
effects on individuals and communities. Steichen aimed to foster a deeper understanding
of the consequences of conflict, urging viewers to reflect on the need for peace and
reconciliation.

4. Everyday Life

In addition to grand themes, the Family of Man celebrated the beauty of everyday life.
Images of families, laborers, and children engaged in daily activities highlighted the
richness of human experience in all its forms.

Presentation and Impact

The Family of Man was not only a remarkable collection of photographs; it was also
presented in an innovative and immersive manner. The exhibition opened at MoMA in
January 1955 and subsequently toured various venues worldwide, drawing millions of
visitors.



Exhibition Design

Steichen envisioned the exhibition as a journey through a series of interconnected themes.
The photographs were arranged in a way that encouraged viewers to navigate through the
narrative of human experience. The layout, combined with Steichen’s thoughtful curation,
created an emotional resonance that left a lasting impression on visitors.

Global Reach and Legacy

The Family of Man traveled to over 30 countries, reaching an estimated 9 million people.
Its universal message of unity and shared humanity resonated across cultural boundaries,
making it one of the most influential exhibitions in photography history. The exhibition not
only elevated the status of photography as an art form but also encouraged a broader
discourse on human rights and social justice.

Cultural Significance

The Family of Man remains culturally significant for several reasons:

1. Promotion of Human Rights

The exhibition served as a powerful advocacy tool for human rights, emphasizing the
importance of empathy and understanding in a world often divided by conflict and
prejudice. Steichen's work inspired subsequent generations of artists and activists to use
visual storytelling as a means to promote social change.

2. Influence on Photography

The Family of Man played a crucial role in shaping the trajectory of documentary
photography. By showcasing the power of images to convey complex narratives, Steichen
encouraged a new generation of photographers to explore themes of human experience
through their work.

3. Educational Initiatives

In the years following the exhibition, many educational institutions adopted the Family of
Man as a teaching tool, using its themes to foster discussions about empathy, cultural
understanding, and the shared human experience. The exhibition's impact extended
beyond the art world, influencing educational curricula and social programs.



Conclusion

Edward Steichen's Family of Man is a monumental achievement in the world of
photography and visual art. Through its powerful imagery and universal themes, the
exhibition transcended cultural boundaries, highlighting the shared experiences that
define humanity. Its legacy continues to inspire artists, educators, and advocates for social
change, reminding us of the importance of empathy and understanding in an increasingly
complex world. The Family of Man is not just an exhibition; it is a timeless reminder of our
collective journey as human beings.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Edward Steichen's 'Family of
Man' exhibition?

The main theme of 'Family of Man' is the universal aspects of human experience,
emphasizing commonalities across cultures and highlighting the shared emotions,
struggles, and joys of humanity.

How did Edward Steichen curate the photographs for
the 'Family of Man' exhibition?

Edward Steichen curated the photographs by selecting over 500 images from various
photographers around the world, arranging them to convey a narrative about human
existence, love, and connection through visual storytelling.

What impact did 'Family of Man' have on the field of
photography?

'Family of Man' had a significant impact on the field of photography by popularizing the
concept of photojournalism and documentary photography as tools for social commentary,
inspiring future generations of photographers to explore humanistic themes.

In which year was the 'Family of Man' exhibition first
displayed?

'Family of Man' was first displayed in 1955 at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New
York City, becoming one of the most visited exhibitions in the museum's history.

What was the cultural significance of the 'Family of
Man' exhibition during the Cold War era?

During the Cold War era, 'Family of Man' served as a powerful statement of unity and
peace, promoting understanding and empathy among nations at a time of political division,



and highlighting the importance of shared human values.
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