Biography Leonard Freed
Leonard Freed was born on 23 October 1929 in Brooklyn, into a working-class Jewish family of Russian descent. At the age of 19 his love for painting led him to enrol in a drawing and design school. He then found a job in a printing house and set up an artist's studio in his parents' cellar.
In 1952 he set off for Europe, where he spent a couple of years travelling through various countries. In Italy he had an illumination destined to mark his professional as well as private life. He visited the country together with a painter friend who made a living shooting pictures. Freed soon realized that a similar solution would be ideally suited to his own inquisitiveness, travel lust and desire to know the world, as well as himself. He thus returned to the United States with the intention of becoming a professional photographer. He looked for his first subjects in Little Italy, where the liveliness and traditions of local Italian-Americans forever captivated his gaze and won his affection.
In the belief that photography might serve as a tool for social enquiry and detailed research into human nature, in 1954 Freed began studying his own Jewish roots through the lenses of his camera. He did so first in New York and then in a range of different places (such as Holland, Germany and Israel), in the trail of a restless people proud of its origins. Many years later, in 1984, these pictures were collected in the book La Danse des Fideles.
In 1958 he moved to Holland, where he married the German woman Brigitte Klück, whom he had first met two years earlier in Rome.
When he returned to the United States in 1963, he became deeply absorbed by the theme of racial discrimination: he followed the Washington march and the leading figures behind it, as well as the daily life of African-Americans in the Black neighbourhood of his hometown Brooklyn. This recording of the civil rights movement led to the publication in 1965 of the compelling book Black in White America. Freed personally took care of every detail of the volume: “I wanted it to be rough, so it would fit my experience”.
In 1972 Freed joined the prestigious Magnum agency as a partner. 
In the early 1970s he closely focused on what he personally described as a sociological study of the police: “I wanted to understand what they do, why we cannot do without them. Policemen are working class people. I wanted to get involved in their lives”. The outcome was a detailed reportage that was published on several important newspapers around the world. 
Countless solo exhibitions devoted to his work have been held. Freed also took part in several group exhibitions, including the legendary 1967 one, The Concerned Photographer, curated by Cornell Capa. Freed's works are now featured in leading museum collections all over the world. 
Leonard Freed passed away on 20 November 2006 in the city where had been living since 1975, Garrison (New York). Until the very end he unflaggingly continued to work on new projects, including a book devoted to Italy, his great love.
