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‘I never got on with Edie’
Edie Sedgwick gazes to her right, looking wistful and apprehensive. Nearby, Andy Warhol, in a
stripy T-shirt, seems unsure whether to smile or pull a face. Elsewhere, we see him larking
about, swigging delicately from a bottle and exuding cool with Lou Reed.
“I never got on with Edie,” reflects Stephen Shore, as he walks me round this selection of his
Velvet Years portraits – monochrome images capturing private and public moments during the
heyday of Andy Warhol’s Factory – at Sprüth Magers gallery in London’s West End. “She was
always kind of aloof towards me. But I got on with Andy very well.”
In 1965, Andy Warhol, having made his name in the art world with his Marilyn Monroe and Liz
Taylor, his Disasters and his Brillo box, was busy re-minting the concept of celebrity. Shore was
just 17 but on his way to becoming a path-breaking American photographer, having already sold
three of his pictures to the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The chutzpah that enabled him
as a 14-year-old to pick up the phone and call Ed Steichen, MoMA’s head of photography, was
on tap three years later when he encountered Warhol.
“I’d made a film that was shown the same night as one of his at a theatre in New York and,
afterwards, I was introduced to him,” Shore explains. “I asked if I could come to the Factory to
photograph and he said ‘Yes’.” Within days, the teenager was hooked. “It was so much fun
compared to my life at the time – putting on a blazer, going every day to a private school. There
was just no contest: I dropped out of school.”
Shore spent two years there, going every day for the first six months. He forged friendships, set
up his own little photographic studio and worked on the Velvets’ lighting – despite the fact that
Lou Reed was “mean”. The buzz that surrounded Warhol – the glitz, the entourage, the parties
– clearly captivated Shore. But there was more to it than that.
“The Factory was my first exposure to a real artist at work,” he says. “Some artists like to work
in solitude but Andy liked a swarm of people around him. I think he took energy from them. So if
you were one of those people there, you got to see and be involved in his decision-making.“
Although hardly a household name, Shore, 60 this year, is one of the giants of contemporary
American art photography. In the 1970s, in a series of overlapping projects, he stood
convention on its head by re-appropriating the forms of the postcard and the family snapshot
and, above all, working in colour. Shore’s work, alongside that of fellow American William
Eggleston, has paved the way for the German star photographers Andreas Gursky and Candida
Höfer, for the American Nan Goldin and the UK’s Martin Parr.
Shore portrays himself as the accidental innovator. “It wasn’t that I was trying to break the rules
– more that I became fascinated by the look of the colour image. It was more a disregard for
convention than a desire to break with it.”
Shore’s seminal 1970s collections – American Surfaces and Uncommon Places – are both
based on journeys across America by car. They seem to have little to do with the black and
white portraits from the Warhol years.
But Shore might never have taken to the road at all had he not become friends with Michael
Marsh, whom he’d met at the Factory. In 1969, Marsh invited him to his home in Amarillo,
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Texas, and Shore was smitten by the south. “The look of the place – the light, the space, the
architecture, the car culture. I loved it. It made me want to see more of America.”
In 1972, he set out alone on a photographic quest that became American Surfaces. He found
beauty in mundane reality: in parking lots and gas stations as much as spectacular wide-open
spaces. There are pictures of televisions and toilets, fried eggs and breakfast pancakes.
“I wanted to record what each of the motel rooms looked like, what meals looked like and
everyone I met. It became a visual diary, not of my normal life, but of a trip made to make the
pictures.” My favourite picture from The Velvet Years shows Warhol in a Chinese restaurant, a
clock on the wall indicating it has just gone 1.30 in the morning. A forerunner, surely, of the
visual diaries that were to come?
What knits his work together on a formal level, Shore believes, is an emotional restraint, a
classical sensibility he feels he shares with Walker Evans. But did Warhol influence him
aesthetically?
“I think so – and I’ve recently found the phrase for it. He had a detached enjoyment of American
culture. I found it fascinating that he wasn’t cynical. He felt, ‘Wow, this is amazing,’ but there
was a detachment, too. I think I picked up something from that, looking at what is around me
and taking pleasure in the culture.”
For the past three years, Shore’s focus has been on creating books using print-on-demand
technology. “Instead of just taking pictures, I am thinking about how they are going to be
sequenced. I’m shooting with a book in mind.”
So far he has made about 60, some of which are on show with work from the 1970s at the
International Center of Photography in New York. Mostly shot in a single day, the books vary
widely in focus.
“They look like they might have been done by three or four different people,” Shore says. “But I
have one series I do on days when The New York Times publishes a six-column banner
headline. On those days, I do a book with examples of life on that day that don’t have anything
to do with the news.”
In the early 1970s, Shore shot one project with a Mickey Mouse camera. Today, with his digital
books, he’s making art from the modern family album, just as he once made art from the idea of
the family snap. In Shore’s delight in popular forms, the spirit of Warhol lives on.
‘Stephen Shore, The Velvet Years: Warhol’s Factory 1965-67’ , Sprüth Magers, London W1
until August 25; tel: +44 (0)20-7804 274239; www.spruethmagers.com
‘Biographical Landscape: the Photography of Stephen Shore, 1969-79’, International Center of
Phototography, New York until September 9; tel: +1 212-857 0045; www.icp.org

