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Statement

“Don’t call me a photographer,” said Jacob Holdt, when we first met in Co-
penhagen some months ago. “What are you then, if not a photographer?” | asked
him, and he said, “I'm a lecturer. I've made my living with lectures.”

After more than 6500 slide shows in Europe and North America, at high
schools in Denmark and at colleges and universities in the USA, after count-
less workshops on racism, he can certainly call himself a lecturer. Nonetheless,
Holdt’s “American Pictures” are much more than a lecture. The fifteen thousand
plus photographs, mostly shot on slide film with a half-format camera, are an ab-
solutely unique document of racism, poverty, oppression, love, hate and friend-
ship in America.

During his five years of intensive travels across the USA - as a vagabond with
forty bucks in his pocket - friendship and almost unconditional love towards hu-
mankind were his driving force. Holdt lived with and became friends with pimps,
prostitutes, pushers, Ku Klux Klan leaders, millionaires, plantation owners, poli-
ticians and murderers. He'd never refer to those people as protagonists or sub-
jects, but as his friends, most of whom he’s returned to several times over the
past decades, even though he has not only withessed but experienced extreme
violence himself.

“American Pictures” has been a wakeup call for generations of students and
readers on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean in regards to poverty, racism and
structural oppression. “American Pictures” has also been a source of inspiration
far beyond the photographic world. Holdt has encouraged activists and sparked
interest from the Black Panther Party, Yale law students, flmmakers such as Lars
von Trier and Steve McQueen, musicians like Tracy Chapman, even an Eastern
German spy and, quite probably, Jurij Vladimirovi¢ Andropov, the former Soviet
leader himself, who - so it is said - read one of the first manuscripts of “American
Pictures.” Holdt has been supported by Martin Luther King's family and the writer
James Baldwin and criticized by activist Angela Davis of the African-American
movement.

When I first came across the “American Pictures” slide show back in 2009 in
New York City, it totally blew my mind and instantly raised countless questions:
How did he do it? How could Holdt get access and get so close to all these very
different people? Or, as African-American artist Arthur Jafa - who was reminded
of his own family’s photo albums, from the days of his Mississippi childhood -
asked, how had Holdt managed to tear down those “walls of aestheticism” which
you find, to a greater or lesser extent, in almost all documentary work?

It is the intimacy and the dedication which are defining for this equally sub-
jective and groundbreaking body of work. This exhibition therefore focuses on
the most intimate photographs, taken in homes in the Southern United States,
on front porches in Appalachia, in ghettos on the East and the West coasts, and
then images showing Holdt himself, which, by “breaking the fourth wall,” start a
dialogue between “American Pictures” and its author.

Lars Lindermann
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Biographies

Jacob Holdt (1947, Copenhagen, Denmark) is a Danish photographer, writer
and lecturer. He is renowned for his series “American Pictures,” in which he doc-
umented his odyssey across the United States. In the early 1970s, he set out to
hitchhike across America. He never intended to stay in the United States - he
wanted to become a guerrilla fighter in Guatemala - but on his way to Latin Amer-
ica, he got stuck in the USA.

Holdt hitchhiked 150,000 kilometers over the next five years and stayed with
more than four hundred families. He would sometimes write letters to his par-
ents describing the horrible conditions Black people lived in and the inhumane
oppression they endured. Intrigued by the stories, his parents sent Holdt a thir-
ty-dollar Canon camera to document everything. By selling his blood twice a week
to get two rolls of film, Jacob Holdt took fifteen thousand photographs exposing
the devastating living conditions in the ghettos, the hopeless life in shacks, se-
vere poverty, raging racism, violence and famine, contrasting it with the lavish life
of the rich, who also opened their doors to this self-described vagabond.

Rather than using a purely documentary style, he emphasizes the subjectivity
of his own and his subjects’ experiences.

Lars Lindemann (1973, Hamburg, Germany) is the Director of Photography
and Deputy Visual Director at GEO and PM. After studying geography, history and
education, Lars Lindemann became a self-taught photo editor, photographer and
curator. He joined GEO in 2008 and became the magazine’s Director of Photog-
raphy and Deputy Creative Director in 2015.

In parallel to his journalistic work, Lindemann has taught photo editing at the
University of Applied Sciences and Arts in Dortmund, Germany and curated and
co-curated a number of photo exhibitions.

He has been a reviewer and jury member for various national and internation-
al photo competitions, including the Canon Ambassador Program Review Panel
and the World Press Photo Contest in 2020 and 2021. Lindemann is one of the
founders of the Hamburg Portfolio Review.
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Details

Title

Artist

Curated by*

Prints and mounting
Quantity and dimensions
Linear development
Video

Texts & captions

Additional materials

Notes

*any changes to the selection or
layout of the exhibition must be
consulted with the curators

American Pictures - | Just Do Things
Jacob Holdt

Lars Lindermann & Paolo Woods
Fine-art prints mounted on dibond
n.26 - 104x77 cm (approx.)

32 m? (spaces not included)

1 slideshow (9'57” with sound)

Text material must be printed at the expense
of the hosting organization. We provide
introduction text, biography both in Italian
and English. The work has no captions.

Also available are 3 enlargements + a series
of Jacob Holdt’s portraits. The production of
this material must be printed at the expense
of the hosting organization.

The exhibition includes also the book
“American Pictures” that can be displayed if
properly secured.

We do not provide the projector for the
slideshow.
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Prints on dibond
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Additional material

Small prints (about 30x40 cm) on adhesive vinyl
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Installation views
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