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A tan and brown cowboy boot with 
patterned stitching, enhanced by  
a splash of bright light, is the focal 
point of one of Shore’s pictures. The 
photographer has tipped the camera 
slightly, and in the narrow excerpt 
draws the eye of the viewer to two 
chrome stools set in an ordinary, 
somewhat shabby diner, where a cus-
tomer has set his protectively booted 
foot between the two. It is in fact, a 
rather mundane motif, not particu-
larly interesting from a photographic 
perspective were it not for the light 
and shadows that give structure to  
the image and transform the whole 
composition into an eye-catcher. Al-
though laconic at a first glance, after 
longer observation the picture slowly 
takes on a more iconic and timeless 
quality. The bell-bottom trousers are 
the only thing establishing a sense  
for the time frame, placing the scene  
in the seventies. The cowboy boot 
however, can also be understood as 
an expression of a certain lifestyle; or 
could even be considered a synonym 
for the American way of life. What 
reason did the photographer have for 
capturing this particular image with 
his Leica? An explanation, which  
also underlines the photographer’s in-
terest, only emerges when the picture  
is seen in combination with others.  
It is the camera’s subjective eye, the 
precise composition, that elevates  
and draws our attention to the objects, 
scenes and details of the image.

Street corners, billboards, shop 
windows: middle-class America in  
the seventies, largely overlooked and 
made up of highways, small towns 
and landscapes that very specifically 
reflect the living environment of the 
United States five decades ago. At the  
time, the general public and, in particu-
lar, museum curators were irritated 
by such banal and commonplace im-
agery. It was not self-evident for the 
photographer either: until he turned 
twenty-three years old, Stephen Shore 
had only ever been aware of an area 
covering a few square kilometres of 
Manhattan. As the photographer ad-
mitted in an earlier interview,  

travelling by car across the United 
States was something of a culture 
shock, a wakeup call that hit him hard. 
Soon his eye was being drawn to com-
monplace things as though he was see-
ing them for the first time.

Shore’s Leica pictures, now being  
comprehensively published for the 
first time, do not simply deliver  
new variations of his already known 
8x10 images. The change of format 
to 35mm slides from large-format 
negatives also changes habitual ways 
of seeing and perceiving. In her essay 
accompanying the photo book, Britt 
Salvesen, Curator at the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art (LACMA), 
compares the two formats to the dif-
ferences between the spoken and the 
written word. Shore described that his 
interest lies in producing photos that 
correspond to the way people speak in 
everyday life; rhythms of speech that 
stand in contrast to the formality of 
the written text. This includes various 
levels: picturing themes that formerly 
were not considered serious enough 
for artistic photography, and the de-
liberate use of what could appear to be 
snapshot photography. 

Yet this apparently quotidian imagery 
is enhanced by the photo techniques 
used, the presentation, print quality 
and, above all, the personal vision.  
It is precisely these superficial quali-
ties (as already suggested in the title 
of Shore’s legendary series American 
Surfaces) that Shore considers offer 
the best format to speak about the 
world as it is, without imitating the 
conventions of amateur photography. 
Though they may appear simple and  
laconic, each photograph is preceded 
by a significant amount of thought 
and consideration. It is worth men-
tioning that Shore was a photographic 
perfectionist long before he adopted 
this way of seeing, having been given 
his first camera when he was just nine 
years old: providing him with 
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TRANSPARENCIES 

He is considered one  
of the most renowned  
US photographers. As a 
representative of New 
Color Photography –  
a movement started in 
the seventies, capturing  
everyday life and the 
American landscape in 
large-format colour pic-
tures – Shore’s work has  
a defining style. His latest 
book is dedicated exclu-
sively to his Leica images. 
A real discovery. 
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To underline the universality of his photographic interests, Shore forewent adding any captions to the  
motifs he captured during road trips he took through the western USA. Having grown up in New York City,  
the discovery of typical, small towns was an eye-opener for the photographer
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Using a Leica, Shore was significantly less conspicuous than with his 8x10 camera, allowing  
him to capture streets scenes and groups of people from up close without being noticed. His eye,  
however, remained fixed on patterns, surfaces and shapes
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Whether an interior or a street scene: thanks to Shore’s pictures, the perception of and deliberate  
emphasis on both unusual places and ordinary ones, turns them into a classic compendium of US living  
environments in the seventies that have long been considered visual classics 
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The photographer tries to avoid time-specific insignia, but the types  
of cars, billboards, and the particular colours of the fashion and accessories  
worn by passers-by, point towards the seventies
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Colour, surfaces, space: during his road trips through western USA, Shore was particularly  
interested in the everyday. He pointed his camera preferably towards things otherwise overlooked.  
Each moment was valuable enough to give rise to a picture
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Shore found beauty in everyday things. Apparent banality and the indisputable brilliance of the  
photographs lead to a fascinating ambivalence of the motifs. Things that seemed alienating or even  
shocking at the time have long been acknowledged as great art
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plenty of time to go through his ama-
teur learning curve.

During the phase where he used 
both the 8x10 and the Leica 35mm 
side by side, he produced his own  
signature mix of formalism and eve-
ryday motifs. In comparing the two 
formats, the different perceptions  
are clearly in evidence and they are 
not solely the result of the Leica’s 
greater mobility. The 35mm picture is 
horizontal and flat, whereas the 8x10 
picture can acquire greater depth.  
We also should not forget the con-
siderably higher production costs of  
a large-format picture, which means 
that each single composition needed 
to be played through in the photog-
rapher’s imagination, before he then 
went on to press the release button. 
Without a doubt, this precise thought-
fulness also has significant impact on 
his 35mm photography.

LFI: How did you rediscover your 
Leica images?
Stephen Shore: I shot them on Ko- 
dachrome. The only acceptable meth-
od of printing slides at the time was 
dye-transfer; but I preferred the sub-
tlety of Type C prints, so I just never 
printed them. Then Quentin Bajac 
and I went through all my work to 
prepare for my MoMA retrospective  
in 2017, and decided to include some 
of them. I made inkjet prints from 
scans of the slides.

And now you have the new book, 
Transparencies. What is the state of 
preservation of the slides like?
They’re in excellent condition. Ko-
dachrome is the most stable product 
Kodak ever produced. There are no 
changes in the colours.

What was the relationship between 
the Leica and the 8x10 camera that 
you worked with at the time? 
For years, my primary camera was the 
8x10. Using this was the focus  

of my attention. There are a couple  
of groups of pictures in the book 
where the Leica was the only camera 
I was using: a trip to Europe and a 
project photographing in Fairfield 
County, Connecticut, for Geo Maga-
zine (never published).

What is the difference between  
35mm photography and large format 
photography?
Rather than talking about different 
motifs, it might be interesting to look 
at a picture that I might have taken in 
an 8x10. There’s an image of a rusted 
old mailbox. I could have taken it with 
an 8x10. There is nothing about the 
vantage point that demanded a hand-
held camera. The mailbox is, obviously, 
stationary. But the image would feel 
different as an 8x10. The emotional key 
of the image would change.

Which equipment did you use  
to take all the images of the book? 
Mostly an M2 with a 35mm Summi-
cron; but I also have an M3 with a 
50mm Summicron. I got my M2 about 
58 years ago!

In her text referring to the images, 
the author Britt Salvesen wrote that 
she is “struck by their now-ness”. 
How do you see these images today? 
Some people think my pictures from 
the seventies are nostalgic; but this 
is simply the result of the passage of 
time. If a photographer is working in 
the moment, is attentively present, 
the resulting pictures can have a feel-
ing of now-ness. 

What memories do you have of your 
travels in those days? 
In American Surfaces, I was photo-
graphing almost every meal I ate, every 
person I met, every waiter or waitress 
who served me, every bed I slept in, 
every toilet I peed in. But also, I was 
photographing streets I was driving 
through, buildings I would see. I most-
ly travelled alone, but not always. The  
biggest change in travelling around to-
day is that the quality of food across the 
country has improved markedly.
TEXT AND INTERVIEW: ULRICH RÜTER

ST E P H E N  S H O R E
was born in New York City 
on October 8, 1947. Early suc-
cesses: the first exhibition of 
a living photographer at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in 1971; a Guggenheim Grant 
in 1975; and the participation  
in the New Topographics ex-
hibition in Rochester. He is 
considered one of the most 
important representatives of  
New Color Photography, his 
series Uncommon Places and 
American Surfaces, established 
colour photography as an art 
medium. He has published 
over 30 photo books, has been 
exhibited and awarded on nu-
merous occasions. 

STEPHEN SHORE: TRANSPARENCIES. 
SMALL CAMERA WORKS 1971–1979

192 pages, 136 images, 30 x 31 cm,  
MACK, with a text by Britt Salvesen;  
www.mackbooks.co.uk ©
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LEICA M10-P “ASC 100 EDITION”

Leica sets a tribute to the world of cinema: The special edition M10-P “ASC 100 Edition”.  
The set includes the Leica M10-P camera, the Leica Summicron-M 1:2/35 ASPH. lens, the 
Visoflex viewfinder and a Leica M PL-mount. An exclusive, professional tool for cineasts and  
film enthusiasts in search of the extraordinary.

Find more inspiration at www.leica-camera.com


