
	

	

 

 
Always Something Unnerving in Paul 
Outerbridge Photographs	
By Ken Johnson 
September 8, 2016	

 
 
Paul Outerbridge (1896-1958) was a master of photographic desire, a shape-shifting orchestrator of 
Apollonian light and Dionysian shadow. His strange career is well served by a beautiful, museum-caliber 
retrospective at the Bruce Silverstein Gallery in Chelsea. 
 



	

	

In the 1920s, along with Alfred Stieglitz, Paul Strand, and his chief rival, Edward Steichen, Outerbridge 
was among the most acclaimed of avant-garde photographers. In the 1930s his alluring, richly colored 
pictures of consumer products made him New York’s highest paid commercial photographer. But tastes in 
art and advertising changed, and from the ’40s to the ’70s, he practically disappeared from public view, a 
nearly forgotten man. In his 1973 book, “Looking at Photographs,” John Szarkowski, the Museum of 
Modern Art’s longtime director of photography, judged his later works to be mere “commercial 
illustrations.” 

 
But tastes changed again, and today, 
thanks to the popularity of color in art 
photography that began in the ’70s 
(color was regarded as tacky before 
that) and the focus on photographic 
artifice later proffered by artists like 
Cindy Sherman, Gregory Crewdson 
and Christopher Williams, Outerbridge 
has re-emerged as one of the 20th 
century’s most intriguing 
photographers. 
 
The exhibition of 41 prints makes no 
distinction between Outerbridge’s 
commercial assignments and his fine-
art works. In many cases, it’s hard to 
tell the difference. No matter what the 
impetus, he brought to bear on each 
effort a kind of photographic perfect 
pitch. Consider “Ide Collar” (1922), a 
palm-size platinum print that is one of 
his best-known pieces. Depicting a 
man’s white detachable shirt collar 

lying on a checkerboard, it’s a precisely composed image of Jazz Age elegance, and it has a subtle, 
surrealistic poetry hinting at a game of erotic moves and countermoves. Marcel Duchamp kept the page 
from the magazine tacked to his studio wall. It was Outerbridge’s first advertising assignment — for 
George P. Ide & Co., collar makers — and it appeared in the November 1922 issue of Vanity Fair 
magazine, but it transcends its original commercial purpose. Outerbridge was determined to raise 

advertising photography to the level 
of fine art, and he did. 
 
Appropriately, the exhibition also 
mixes styles, for Outerbridge was a 
photographic chameleon. His earliest 
works were in the paintinglike 
manner of Pictorialism, as in a 
dreamily gauzy image of the Brooklyn 
Bridge made in 1921. Then he shifted 
to a form of Cubism, turning objects 
like Jell-O molds, a telephone and an 
automobile engine crankshaft into 
compressive, nearly abstract designs 
in black, white and velvety shades of 
gray. Using color in the 1930s, he 
created pictures of supernatural 
lucidity. In “Christmas Tree 
Ornament” (1937), a close-up image 
of a reflective, sparkling ball, it’s as if 



	

	

you’re seeing through the fascinated eyes of Roger Sterling the time he took LSD in “Mad Men.” 
 
The show’s most unusual, and, in a way, most instructive image is “Self-Portrait” (1927), a deliberately 
blurred and distorted, black-and-white picture of the mustachioed artist in a tuxedo, top hat, mask and 
white gloves. This is the photographer not as a truth-telling documentarian but as a weaver of fantasies, a 
possibly evil, certainly decadent sorcerer. You might imagine this mischievous fellow to be the creative 
persona behind the female nudes that Outerbridge produced in the 1930s, fetishistic, borderline-kinky 
pictures of which there are several in the show. “Nude With Mask and Hat” (1936) depicts a woman 
standing with her back turned wearing only high-heeled shoes, a fishnet stocking on one leg, a top hat 
and a yellow mask. The Marquis de Sade would approve. 
 
Although contemporary standards of decorum wouldn’t allow him to exhibit such pictures, Outerbridge 
invested a lot of time and effort in them. Today they seem more comical than pornographic, yet there is 
something unsettling in them, a deeply personal undercurrent of Freudian pathos. Had Outerbridge been 
born a few generations later and become a filmmaker, he would have been a Stanley Kubrick or a David 
Lynch. “First Robin of Spring” (1938), for example, is weirdly ominous despite its ostensibly cheerful 
subject. It offers a view of the titular bird perched on one of the black branches of a blossoming fruit tree 
with an intensely blue sky above and the roof of an old, white, clapboard-sided house low in the 
background. With its slightly burned, saturated color, it’s like a horror film still, calling to mind the end of 
Mr. Lynch’s “Blue Velvet.” There’s a brief moment when Jeffrey Beaumont, the film’s protagonist played 
by Kyle MacLachlan, is resting in a lawn chair and he looks up to see a robin in a tree, an image that is 
almost a direct copy of Outerbridge’s picture. 
 
Also Lynchian is “Father and Son in Kitchen” (1941), the exhibition’s last-dated piece, in which two men 
enjoy sugar-dusted doughnuts and glasses of milk. They’re chuckling over a handwritten note attached to 
a cupboard door that reads, “Gone to Bed/ Prowlers Welcome” and signed, “Mother.” They’re amused 
because of course there can be no evildoers about in such a comfy, Norman Rockwell-esque setting. But 
this is Outerbridge’s world, where there is always something unnerving lurking just beyond the pale of the 
visible. 

 
 
 

Source: http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/09/arts/design/always-something-unnerving-in-paul-outerbridge-
photographs.html?_r=0 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	

 
 

When Color Was Vulgar: Paul Outerbridge’s 
Avant-Gardist’s Eye 

By Andrea K. Scott 
August 5, 2016 
History can be an unreliable narrator. Paul 
Outerbridge was once a major force in 
photography, straddling the worlds of commerce 
and art. He shared European assignments for 
Vogue with Edward Steichen, and in 1929 
became the second photographer to have his 
work acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. But he died in obscurity in 1958, at the age 
of sixty-one. In 2009, the Getty Museum 
reintroduced Outerbridge to Los Angeles with a 
major retrospective. Now a fine show at the 
Bruce Silverstein Gallery gives New Yorkers a 
turn. 
 
Born to a wealthy family in New York City, 
Outerbridge began his formal study of 
photography in 1921, after a stint in the Army 
and a failed attempt at a Hollywood acting 
career. A year later, his black-and-white still-life 

of a shirt collar—an elegant triumph of angles and 
curves, in which ordinary drifts into strange—was 
published in Vanity Fair. Marcel Duchamp was so 
impressed with the image that he tore the page 
from the magazine and pinned it to his studio 
wall. 

 
 
One reason that Outerbridge fell from the spotlight may be hard to fathom in the Instagram age: 
he was a pioneer of color photography. In the nineteen-thirties, after a decade of finessing the 
chiaroscuro subtleties of black-and-white, he mastered carbro color printing, an intricate, now 
obsolete process favored by magazines and Madison Avenue. (Outerbridge literally wrote the 
book on the subject: “Photographing in Color,” which was published by Random House, in 
1940.) He ran a thriving studio and brought an avant-gardist’s sense of composition to even the 
most apparently banal endeavors. Seen through his eyes, an assortment of striped beach 
equipment attains nearly Cubist levels of fragmentary complexity. 
 
For decades, there was an inviolable rule in camera-arts connoisseurship: color was vulgar. As 
the Museum of Modern Art’s legendary photography curator John Szarkowski wrote, 
“Professionals used color when they were paid to, doing their very best without knowing quite 

Beach Equipment, 1937 
© 2016 Estate of Paul Outerbridge Jr. Courtesy Bruce 
Silverstein Gallery, New York 



	

	

what they meant by that. Considering the lack of enthusiasm and confidence with which most 
ambitious photographers have regarded color, it is not surprising that most work in the medium 
has been puerile.” The point-and-shoot ease of the Instamatic camera only made matters 
worse: any amateur at a picnic could call himself a photographer. (Szarkowski made an 
exception for William Eggleston, who, in 1976, became the first color photographer to have a 
solo exhibition at MoMA.) 
 
One version of the story has Outerbridge relegated to the footnotes of art history because he 
championed experimentation in color over the purist pursuit of black-and-white. He also failed to 
adapt when the less expensive Kodachrome dye-transfer process replaced carbro printing, and 
his studio business dried up. He moved to Los Angeles for a career change, having been 
promised a job as a cinematographer that never panned out. But stories have shadows, and 
there was also the matter of Outerbridge’s nudes. He believed that the fullest expression of the 
new color process was the study of the female body—but, again, what was tasteful in black-
and-white was considered unseemly in color. Almost none of Outerbridge’s erotic pictures were 
shown in his lifetime. They remain among his most striking works. 
 

 
 
 

Source: http://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/when-color-was-vulgar-paul-outerbridges-avant-gardists-eye 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	

 
 
 
 
Three Photography Shows in New York City  
By: William Meyers  
July 22, 2016 4:59 p.m. ET 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paul Outerbridge  
Bruce Silverstein  
535 W. 24th St.  
212-627-3930  
Through Sept. 17  
 
Paul Outerbridge (1896-1958) helped bring avant-garde modernism to advertising and the world of commerce. 
He first learned about photography in 1917 in the U.S. Army, and then studied in 1921 with Charles H.White. 
But by 1925, when he traveled to Paris and met Man Ray, Marcel Duchamp and Berenice Abbott, he had left 
White’s pictorialism for the surrealism and Dada of his new friends.“Study in Balance” (c. 1919) is a picture of a 
boat near shore; soft in focus, idyllic, and rather characteristic of the period.“Ide Collar,” taken just three years 
later for Outerbridge’s first commercial assignment, is a marvel of geometry; the curve of the detachable shirt 
collar is emphasized by its being placed on the black and white squares of a checkerboard. The platinum print 
at Silverstein catches the delicate gradations of light and shadow that give the collar a three-dimensional 
quality and make it more monumental than any simple item of clothing has a right to be.“Telephone” 
(1922),“Jell-O” (1923) and “Marmon Crankshaft” (1923) have the same characteristics: sharp focus and 
dramatic, simple compositions.  
 
Two other things Outerbridge is noted for are his nudes and his color work, both of which are well represented 
among the 41 pictures in this exhibition. He was a master of tri-color carbro printing, a technically difficult 
process that produced the best quality color photographs available in the 1930s.“Beach Equipment” 
(1937),“Kandinsky (Advertising shot for Cinzano)” (1937) and “Nude With Cat” (1939) are among the 17 
examples.  

 
Source: http://www.wsj.com/articles/three-photography-shows-in-new-york-city-1469221163  

 



	

	

 
 
 
 

 
Paul Outerbridge at Bruce Silverstein Gallery 
By John Bailey 
August 1, 2016 

	
There is no dearth of self-portraiture in art history: Rembrandt, 
Van Gogh, Egon Schiele, F. Holland Day and Francesca 
Woodman are a few of the artists consumed by recording their 
own likenesses in oil or gelatin silver. Even by their remarkable 
standards, there is nothing  quite like the photograph above, a 
1927 self portrait by American Paul Outerbridge. 
 
In the 1920s and 1930s, first in luminous, platinum, black-and-
white images … 
 

 
… and later in the demanding three-color-matrix separation 
process of Carbro … 
 
 
… Outerbridge created a diverse body of work that was at times 
on the cutting edge of modernist-art abstraction, making him 
friends with Man Ray, Duchamp, Brancusi and Archipenko, but 
also placing him alongside Edward Steichen, the darling of the 
Conde Nast world of commercial and fashion photography. 

 
Outerbridge trumped Steichen when he perfected the only true color 
printing process of the era, Carbro, which demanded intense 
concentration in the lab. A satisfactory print took no less than nine 
hours to produce, each one being a singular challenge.  And then 
abandoning commercial work entirely in the late 1930s, this former 
flaneur of Paris, Berlin and London retreated from the social whirl of 
the Euro elite— to his family’s suburban home in Monsey, N.Y. 
 
This self-imposed retreat allowed him to explore an entirely new kind 
of photography: bold nudes that went well beyond the decorous 
“studies” by black-and-white colleagues like Weston or even the 
nudes of the older Alfred Stieglitz. Outerbridge’s nudes featured such 
vibrant color and fetishistic focus that they remained largely unseen 
until his death in 1958. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



	

	

 
 
Outerbridge’s professional career spanned little more than two decades, yet his artistic journey carried 
him from the Art Students League and Clarence White’s School in New York City to near overnight 
success with his first major assignment for the Ide Collar Co. in the November 1922 issue of the 
prestigious Vanity Fair … 
 
 

… and then to a rapidly rising career in the Manhattan magazine 
world. When Outerbridge left New York (with a stopover at the Royal 
Photographic Society in London) in early 1925 for a lucrative job 
for Vogue in Paris, he soon connected with expatriate 
artist/photographer Man Ray, whom he had known in New York, as 
well as with Bernice Abbott, who was working as an assistant for 
Ray. Escorted by Ray to meet Marcel Duchamp, the reigning Dada 
and Surrealist artist of the time, Outerbridge found the magazine ad 
for Ide Collars tacked to Duchamp’s studio wall. Duchamp was even 
then an addicted chess player and father of the “ready-made” art 
object; Outerbridge’s collar ad must have  pressed several buttons in 
Duchamp’s soul. The Ide Collar, today one of the most iconic images 
of modernist photography, embodied all the formalist concerns that 
Outerbridge was working out in the upper-floor studio of his parents’ 
Manhattan apartment on W. 74th Street. His painstaking attention to 
scale, composition, lighting and later, color, define him as a 
modernist every bit as resolute as his European Bauhaus-influenced 
peers Moholy-Nagy and Rodchenko, or the Americans Steichen and 
Sheeler. 
 
The Sheeler still life above incorporates many elements of the 
machine-age Precisionist ethos of the 1920s along with the brilliant, 
unlikely addition of the cactus. Similarly eclectic object  groupings 
inhabit Outerbridge’s work, especially later in the 1930s, when his 
Carbros created stunningly unique compositional and color groupings 
in magazine advertising. 
 
It is the mash up of blatantly non-art objects in his work, done in the 
service of commerce, that for decades have defined the lower end of 
Outerbridge’s acceptance by historians and critics, work that looks to 
be crassly, vulgarly commercial. Ironically, it is this same advertising 
imagery that seems to have caught the imagination of today’s cutting-
edge photographers, artists who no longer care to define or limit their 
expression of photography as either  art or commerce. This 
perspective is the one on display in a new exhibition of Outerbridge’s 
work at the Bruce Silverstein Gallery in New York City, where it will 
run through Sept. 17. 
 
The gallery’s press release explains the timing of this exhibition, the 
first for Outerbridge in New York since 1979, and the largest 
since Command Performance at the Getty in 2009. 

 
A survey of Outerbridge’s influential career is especially timely, as his work is consistently cited by a 
current generation of artists working in the photographic medium. Numerous contemporary artists riff on 
commercial strategies of image-making that derive from the aesthetics of advertising photography and 
our visual lexicon shaped by Outerbridge … By venerating quotidian commercial products through his 
elegant and striking formal arrangements, and taking a functional object out of its useful context, 



	

	

Outerbridge tapped the consciousness of modern art, which grappled with the experience of living a 
commercial existence, the impact of mass consumerism, and an 
ever expanding visual culture. 
 
Outerbridge’s 1937 Carbro, Kandinsky, evokes the formalism of 
the émigré Russian painter while serving a putative commercial 
goal. 
 
But Outerbridge was not immune to purely modernist art 
abstractions, as we see in his ambiguously titled Political Thinking 
from 1938. 
 
Steichen may have been one of the founding artists of the early 
20th century American “art for art’s sake” movement, Photo 
Secession, but by the time Outerbridge emerged into mainstream 
commercial photography, Steichen himself had metamorphosed 
into a successful commercial photographer. He is said to have 
engaged Outerbridge in a kind of bake-off over lighting studies of 
the modest egg. Dozens of photographs were exchanged, and 
when Steichen presented his Triumph of the Egg … 
 
… Outerbridge countered with one of his most clever photographs 

with the same title: 
 
 

Outerbridge’s uncanny ability to present quotidian objects either singly or in eclectic groupings is a 
hallmark of his style. A modest dish of Jell-O, a near mesmerizing study in composition and 
lighting, is, for me, one of his most arresting images. 
 
Was it meant to be a purely formalist and abstracted study or to supplement advertising 
copy? 
 
In the early 1930s, when Outerbridge abandoned black-and-white for the demanding Carbro 
color process, his dominance in commercial photography grew even greater, as few other 
photographers were willing or able to engage in the discipline required by the process. In 
1940, he published his influential book on Carbro photography. 
 
In the introduction to the catalog for the 
1981 Laguna Beach Museum of Art 
exhibition Paul Outerbridge: A Singular 
Aesthetic, the photographer 
discusses an image of a lemon and an 
avocado. A side-by-side view of the Carbro 
and a reduction to black-and-white 

emphasizes the purely formalist elements of 
composition that always even in color, 
preoccupied the photographer. 
 
For a long time I was intrigued with the desire to do a 
composition making use of avocado pears on account of 
their fine simplicity of form, which, although basically 
ovoid, is even more subtle because of the irregularity 
of the curves … [I]n the original [print] the pears are over life size, which accentuates their pure design 
value by removing them somewhat from accepted naturalness. This composition is … angular and an 
example of the balancing of a large, somewhat centralized mass of less intense color by a smaller area of 
more intense color closer to the edge of the picture … It will be seen that these avocados form the base 

 



	

	

of a triangle, which culminates on the highlight of the lemon. 
 
Perhaps the 
specter of 
Steichen once 
again looms 
here, namely 
Steichen’s 1930 
study of 
avocados … 
 
 
 

… which itself evokes an earlier composition by Paul Strand: 
 

 
 
One of Outerbridge’s most intricate, even obsessive Carbro still lifes is the 1938 Still Life with Fruit and 

Lithograph, in which he duplicates a Currier and Ives litho. 
 
 
There are way too many paths and byways in Outerbridge’s 
life and art to explore here, and, unlikely as it might seem for 
such a major artist, there has yet to be a detailed biography. 
(Paul Martineau’s essay for the Command Performance 
catalog offers an arresting perspective.) 
 
Outerbridge was active in Paris for several years in the mid-
1920s, then returned to New York, where he worked briefly 
with experimental filmmaker Dudley Murphy who whetted his 
interest in cinema. Returning to Europe, Outerbridge opened 
an elaborate studio with backing from the mannequin-
manufacturing company Maison Siegal. The venture quickly 
failed. Outerbridge and his wife, Paula, separated, and 
Outerbridge went to Berlin, where he briefly studied film with 
G.W. Pabst. The next year, he moved to London, where he 
worked with E.A. Dupont on the films Atlantic and Picadilly. 
 
He returned to New York with his life and career in chaos, 



	

	

but in the spring of 1929, he was included in the historic Film und 
Foto exhibition in Germany, and 10 of his early photographs in 
platinum were bought by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The 
next year, M.F. Agha, the art director for Vogue and Vanity Fair, 
wrote of Outerbridge in Advertising Arts: 
 
Only the historian of arts will place Outerbridge in the right 
perspective. His is the place of a pioneer of that school of Modern 
Photography which is so close to the modern movement in 
painting as to be taken by some purists as imitation. 
 
Ironically, that is the moment when Outerbridge began to abandon 
black-and-white photography for experiments in the Carbro 
process. Ten years later, he abandoned commercial work 
altogether, concentrating on his series of fetishistic nudes. 
 
Once again, the possibility of work in the movies beckoned, this 
time not in Europe, but in Hollywood, in the seemingly unlikely 
guise of Technicolor. On reflection, the similarities between the 
registered three-color separation negatives of Carbro still 
photography and the Technicolor process are obvious. It was the 
doyenne of Technicolor, Natalie Kalmus, who 

contacted Outerbridge with a job prospect. The ex-wife of Technicolor founder Herbert Kalmus, she was 
widely regarded by many cinematographers as a meddling nuisance who tried to impose Technicolor’s 
technical guidelines on their aesthetic decisions. (Director Alan Dwan minced no words in calling her “a 
bitch.”) According to curators Paul Martineau and Graham Howe, Kalmus was more interested in offering 
Outerbridge a sexual collaboration rather than an artistic one—and the photographer demurred. As a 
young dandy decades earlier, Outerbridge had looked and played the part of a sophisticated bon vivant. 
One can’t help wondering whether Kalmus still harbored this image of him when she made her overture, 
or whether she might have heard of his controversial nudes and been attracted by the kink factor. 
 
 

In any case, the two had a falling out, and 
this, along with the closed union shop that 
controlled jobs on studio productions, kept 
Outerbridge from securing work in the film 
industry. 
 
He soon moved to the quiet town of Laguna 
Beach and, though nearly indigent, opened a 
small studio. In 1943, he married a local 
woman, Lois Weir, who owned a 
dressmaker’s shop. He wrote for several 
amateur camera magazines and tended Lois’ 
store. He also began to photograph in a much 
more casual, even impromptu style, mounting 
slightly overexposed Kodachrome 
transparencies on white board behind glass; 

he called these “miniatures in color.” He also photographed tableaux for the annual Laguna Beach 
Pageant of the Masters. 
 
Outerbridge traveled in Mexico and made color photos in a snapshot style that anticipated William 
Eggleston by several decades. 
 
There is a photo of Outerbridge from 1951, a melancholy image if you consider the lofty position he once 
held in the world of advertising. He sits on a folding canvas chair, a lion in winter, before a display of 



	

	

some of his most famous images — 
a patient hawker of his own wares, 
not unlike those who inhabit the 
sidewalks outside most art 
museums. 
 
Today, many of these platinum and 
Carbro prints hanging side by side in 
the open air and sun command six-
figure prices at auction. 
 
A lifelong smoker, Outerbridge died 
at age 62 on Oct. 17, 1958. He had 
donated a large number of platinum 
and Carbro master prints to the 
Laguna Beach Museum of Art where 
he expected them to remain, but in 
1996 the financially strapped 
institution decided to de-access his 
work. It was hoped by photography 
historians and curators that the 
Getty with its deep pockets would 
purchase the work and keep it in Los 

Angeles. That did not happen although the Getty, already rich in Outerbridge photographs, did acquire 
hundreds of papers and diaries for its archives. Much of the Laguna Beach collection went on the auction 
block and was dispersed into museums and private collections. 
 

Outerbridge made few prints, especially the 
Carbros, and this precluded an active sales 
market with lots of turnover that could 
run up auction bids. It’s difficult to place 
prices on this work that once represented 
the heart of photographic modernism, work 
that influenced Helmut Newton, Guy 
Bourdin and Patrick Demarchelier, work that 
inspires contemporary artists like Thomas 
Demand and legions of fashionista hipsters. 
What was once old, becomes again new. 

	
	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.theasc.com/site/blog/johns-bailiwick/paul-outerbridge-bruce-silverstein/	
 



	

	

 
 

 
 

 

Impossibly Modern 1930s Fashion and Ad 
Photos	
By: Alexandria Symonds  
June, 2016 
 

 
Paul Outerbridge  
Bruce Silverstein  
535 W. 24th St.  
212-627-3930  
Through Sept. 17  
 
The influence of the early fashion and commercial 
photographer Paul Outerbridge on the artists of his time, 
and for generations afterward, is difficult to overstate: 
Marcel Duchamp even kept one of his photos in his studio. 
His careful composition and witty eye — and, crucially for 
the era, his experiments with color — lend a striking 
modernity to photos eight or more decades old. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2016/06/29/t-magazine/fashion/1930s-fashion-ad-photos/s/29tmag-outerbridge-slide-

DKGK.html?action=click&contentCollection=T+Magazine&entrySlide=1&module=RestartSlideShow&pgtype=imageslideshow&regio
n=Slideshow+Promo&slideshowTitle=Impossibly+Modern+1930s+Fashion+and+Ad+Photos&version=EndSlate 

 

Girl in Bathing Suit,” c. 1936. 



	

	

 
 

 
 
How Paul Outerbridge Took Colour Photography 
to New Heights 
By: Daisy Woodward 
Date: July 27, 2016 
 

A rare exhibition of the early 20th-century photographer's pioneering works places his surreal 
compositions and startling advances in colour back in the limelight 

 
Who? American photographer Paul Outerbridge was 
one of colour photography's most innovative 
pioneers. Born in New York in 1896, Outerbridge 
demonstrated creative prowess from a young 
age, working as an illustrator and developing set and 
lighting designs for amateur theatre productions 
while still in his teens. By 1917 he had enlisted in the 
US Army, where he began experimenting with 
photography, and three years later he enrolled at 
Columbia University to study it formally. His aptitude 
for the medium was immediately apparent; within a 
year the young photographer was capturing images 
for such    prestigious magazines as Vanity Fair and 
Vogue. 

 
Outerbridge's early black and white shots were notable for their 
technical precision and original composition; he boasted a 
remarkable skill for arranging ordinary objects in an extraordinary 
manner with distinctly surrealist undertones, and was soon in high 
demand among advertisers and commercial clients. His resulting 
economic success was rare for such an experimental artist, and 
allowed Outerbridge an unusual freedom to work on his fine art 
photography alongside his commercial work, as well as facilitating 
a short but impactive sojourn in Paris.  
 
It was upon his return to New York from the French capital, in 
around 1930, that Outerbridge developed a burning desire to 
photograph in colour, and he quickly began a lengthy investigation 
into new processes to facilitate this. He spent several years in the 
mid-30s perfecting the three-colour carbon transfer printing process 

– a complex and expensive technique that produced vibrant colour prints from black and white 
negatives – and thereafter reinvented himself as one of the most expert and expressive colour 
photographers of his day. 

 
It was upon his return to New York from the French capital, in around 1930, that Outerbridge 
developed a burning desire to photograph in colour, and he quickly began a 
lengthy investigation into new processes to facilitate this. He spent several years in the mid-



	

	

30s perfecting the three-colour carbon transfer printing process – a complex and expensive 
technique that produced vibrant colour prints from black and white negatives – and thereafter 
reinvented himself as one of the most expert and expressive colour photographers of his day. 
 

What? What set Outerbridge apart was his unique ability to 
create semi-abstractions from commonplace objects – be it 
a Christmas tree bauble or a seemingly random collection of 
items, like the set square, gold paper hat, alarm clock and 
red ball that accompany the vermouth bottle in his famous 
1937 advert for Cinzano – courtesy of his particular 
attention to pattern and lighting. He was a total perfectionist, 
sketching out each shot, complete with lighting 
specifications, on paper before painstakingly recreating it in 
his studio. Such immaculate pre-planning enabled 
Outerbridge to explore spatial relationships in a manner that 
drew comparisons to the work of the Modernist painters, 
while his merging of the high and low in terms of subject 
matter reflected the artistic zeitgeist of the age, from the 
work of the surrealists and cubists to that of Duchamp (who 
kept Outerbridge’s 1922 image, Ide Collar, pinned to his 
studio wall). 
 

Outerbridge was particularly fascinated by the shapes 
and chiaroscuro created by the human figure, and some of his 
most interesting abstracted studies can be found in the many nude 
portraits he took (most of which were banned from being exhibited 
during his lifetime owing to the exacting poses of the models). "The 
advantages of photographing the nude are few," he once noted, 
"because nudes have very little, in fact practically no commercial value. 
The disadvantages are many because it is the most difficult thing to do 
from every point of view." But it is safe to say he mastered it: whether 
draped in a translucent black scarf punctuated with tiny white dots, or 
sprawled languorously across a red velvet sofa, the female figure has 
rarely looked so mysterious. 
 
Why? Outerbridge’s colour prints are extremely rare, due to both to the laborious technical 
processes they required and the artist’s uncompromising standards. Thus, the new 
retrospective of his impressive oeuvre at New York's Bruce Silverstein Gallery, which 
brings together many of his finest colour works alongside a no-less-impressive array of black 
and white pieces, is completely unmissable.  
 
 
 
 

Source: http://www.anothermag.com/art-photography/8909/how-paul-outerbridge-took-colour-photography-to-new-heights  

 
 
 

Descending Descending Night, c. 1936© Paul 
Outerbridge, Courtesy of Bruce Silverstein Gallery 
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Art : PAUL OUTERBRIDGE  
June 30 2016 – September 17 2016  
 
The prolific modernist photographer, a serious rival to Edward Steichen in the nineteen-twenties 
and thirties, seems, in retrospect, to have more in common with Marcel Duchamp and Francis 
Picabia—like those sly avant-gardists, Outerbridge blended Surrealism and kitsch with wit. Well 
known for his elegantly staged still-lifes, Outerbridge produced advertising and editorial work 
that blurred the line between art and commerce; one of his most famous images was made for a 
shirt-collar ad. This thoughtful survey is the most extensive since the Getty’s retrospective, in 
2009, and it whets the appetite for a comprehensive museum show. The bite of Outerbridge’s 
quirkily erotic nudes, many of them not shown in his lifetime, makes him a potent influence on 
today’s young provocateurs.  
 
Silverstein  
535 W. 24th St. New York , NY 10011  
212-627-3930  

 
Source: http://www.newyorker.com/goings-on-about-town/art/paul-outerbridge  
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Real Men Wear Aprons, in Paul Outerbridge Jr.’s 
Vision at the Met 
Daily Pic: The great '30s photographer captured an era of gender tension. 
By: Blake Gopnik 
Date: February 5, 2016  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE DAILY PIC (#1484): When you start digging into the supposedly safe, wholesome, Norman 
Rockwell glories of pre-war America, the gender tensions can turn out to be overwhelming. 
What, for instance, are we supposed to make of this coffee ad, from the old A&P supermarkets, 
photographed by the great Paul Outerbridge Jr. in about 1939 and recently on view in the 
“Grand Illusions” exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York? It shows a bunch of 
guys hanging out in the kitchen drinking coffee, with one of them wearing his wife’s apron, no 
less, such as could hardly be needed to brew some joe. (Aprons were seen as an exclusively 
feminine garment – and still mostly are, judging by the ribbing I get when I wear mine.) There 
was never more than a knife’s-edge distance between the aggressive homosociality of that era 
and its homoerotic flip side. That’s the thing about truly great advertising: It reveals far more 
than it means to about the people being sold on its products, because it has to speak to who 
they really are. (Ford Motor Company Collection, Gift of Ford Motor Company and John C. 
Waddell, 1987;© 2015 G. Ray Hawkins Gallery, Beverly Hills, CA) 
For a full survey of past Daily Pics visit blakegopnik.com/archive. 

 
Source: https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/real-men-wear-aprons-paul-outerbridge-jr-s-vision-met-420371 



	

	

 



	

	



	

	

 
	
	
	

http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-features/magazine/paul-outerbridge/ 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	

 
 
 
Paul Outerbridge  
J. PAUL GETTY MUSEUM 
By: Michael Ned Holte  
October 2009  
 
Is there anybody left who would question the viability of photography as an artistic medium? 
With high-profile exhibitions of the Pictures generation and the New Topographies group, and a 
slew of recent or upcoming group shows of emerging artists working in and around the medium, 
photography never seemed more serious as a medium - or site of discourse. Even Michael 
Fried, a major critic who by and large sidestepped three decades of art's development after 
Minimalism, eventually turned his attention to the once-lowly discussion.  
Still, not every photograph qualifies as art - or even aspires to the category. In fact, given the 
exponential proliferation of photographic images, very few do. But photography's relatively brief 
history is filled with many fascinating border skirmishes, and one of the most compelling 
involves Paul Outerbridge, a master technician who worked successfully executing elaborate 
domestic still- life commissions for magazines such as Vanity Fair, McCall's, and House 
Beautiful in the first half of the twentieth century, but derailed his career by pushing what he 
considered his, well, "serious" art: a body of work increasingly comprised of stagy, erotic female 
nudes.  
 
The historical tension between these perceived poles was amplified in a major retrospective of 
Outerbridge's work at the J. Paul Getty Museum that featured more than one hundred works, 
from early black-and-white prints to the complex carbro- (a portmanteau of "carbon" and 
"bromide") process color works for which he became most famous. The skin tones of the nudes 
showcase the rich hues of the latter, and by contemporary standards the majority of 
Outerbridge's "scandalous" images are rather tame; most would look perfectly at home in Vanity 
Fair - in either the advertising or editorial section. Several of these including Nude with Claws, in 
which a woman presses the blades of leather gardening gloves against her breast and ribs, and 
Phoenix Rising, both 1937, in which a classical male bust sits atop a woman's bare chest - 
aggressively crop out the face in favor of fetishistic attention to the female torso and props, 
hinting at sympathies shared with Outerbridge's Surrealist friends Man Ray and Marcel 
Duchamp. (The latter reportedly hung a reproduction of Outerbridge's elegant black-and-white 
Ide Collar, 1922, in his studio and declared it a readymade.)  
 
Paradoxically, then, the nudes anticipate much contemporary commercial photography, while 
the work-for-hire setups emerge as a significant precursor for a diverse group of younger artists, 
including Roe Ethridge, Elad Lassry, and Eileen Quinlan, among others, who have investigated 
the codes and artifice of the photographic still life. Outerbridge's tableaux are consistently 
rigorous in composition, mixing "textbook" formal refinement (he authored the instructional 
Photographing in Color in 1940) with bottom-line pragmatism. The Coffee Drinkers, 1939, in 
which four men in business attire (one wearing a gingham apron) gather in a modern American 
kitchen, was actually photographed at a department store - a location that afforded a dressed 
set and more space to accomplish the shot. The most striking of Outerbridge's still-life 
compositions feature frames within frames: In Tools with Blueprint, 1939, an image of a house is 
situated so that it appears either as a view out of a construction site or an image tacked to the 



	

	

wall; Images de Deauville, 1936, is similarly composed, with a framed image of a "distant" 
sailboat and an assortment of objects, including a scale-defying seashell and die, situated in the 
foreground.  
 
Outerbridge frequently borrowed from art history (Ingres, Picasso, Kandinsky, and so on) in both 
his commercial and personal work, but regardless of these references, his compositions 
evidence the work of a dedicated modernist who understood that one could fully construct a 
photographic image, twice over: first, in front of the lens; second, in the lab. In retrospect, his 
"art" and his commercial work appear as parallel ways of doing the same inventive thing - 
making photographs rather than taking them. This timely survey should help to redeem 
Outerbridge's valuable contribution at and beyond the boundaries of the photographic medium.  
 
 
 
 
 

Source: http://www.mutualart.com/OpenArticle/Paul-Outerbridge/EF4B56A9E03C2F49  
 
 

 
	
	
	
	


