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Disfarmer: the Heber Springs Portraits, 1939-1946.

27 April – 19 June 2004

Exhibition Space
SpazioFoto, Credito Artigiano, Florence

Opening
  
Saturday 24 April h. 18,00
SpazioFoto presents The Heber Springs portraits made by the studio photographer Disfarmer (1888-1959) in rural America in the 30s and 40s. 

Celebrated as one of the most significant bodies of work in the history of portraiture, Disfarmer’s photographs are included in the permanent collections of the New York Museum of Modern Art, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Arkansas Art Center, and the International Center of Photography in New York. Disfarmer's work has also been exhibited in museums and galleries throughout Europe and the United States.
Disfarmer was one of thousands of small studio owners in the US who offered an important service to the people they lived among. The majority of his photographs revolve around family: the need to record a growing infant or a newborn baby, to capture the relationship between sisters or the longevity of a marriage. Yet, they also have a more universal meaning constructing, as they do, a picture of life in the Depression. 

Disfarmer’s subjects look into the camera with an enormous amount of self-possession. They are ordinary people with clothes carefully pressed for the important encounter with the photographer, standing straight for the camera, or sitting in carefully arranged groups. For them, the making of a portrait was an important act, bound up with notions of community and sense of place. Disfarmer did not try to change his subjects into what they were not; he acknowledged their simplicity and solemnity and expressed it with the plainness and dignity of his work. 

The exhibition has been produced by the Hasselblad Center in Göteborg.

It consists of a hundred 40X50 cm black and white prints and 10 50X60cm prints selected by Martino Marangoni. 

Disfarmer is exclusively represented by the Howard Greenberg Gallery, New York.

The Disfarmer story
Born Mike Meyers from a German immigrant family, Disfarmer rejected the Arkansas farming world and the family in which he was raised. He expressed his discontent with his family and farming by changing his name to Disfarmer. In modern German "Meier" means dairy farmer, and since he thought of himself as neither a "Meyer" nor a "farmer," Mike Meyer became "dis"- farmer. Perhaps, it was his desire to break free of his Arkansas roots that led him to photography. Disfarmer taught himself how to shoot and develop photographs. In the 1930s, Disfarmer built a studio on Main Street and became a full-time photographer. Disfarmer's reclusive personality and his belief in his own unique superiority as a photographer made him somewhat of an oddity to others. Having your picture taken at Disfarmer's studio became one of the main attractions of a trip into town.

After Disfarmer's death in 1959, retired engineer Joe Albright bought the Disfarmer studio, including its contents. As he picked through the abandoned studio, they found thousands of dollars hidden away in film plate boxes. The true bonanza, however, was the discovery of more than 3,000 glass plate negatives. Having an interest in photography, Albright carefully stored the negatives in his basement hoping one day to "do something with them". In 1974, professional photographer Peter Miller moved to Heber Springs to publish a local newspaper, The Arkansas Sun. The Sun ran a new main page featuring old family photographs submitted by readers, Albright submitted some of Disfarmer's work. Recognizing the unique artistry of the Disfarmer photographs, Miller purchased the collection of negatives from Albright and forwarded copies to Julia Scully, editor of Modern Photography magazine. From her initial viewing of the photographs, Scully recognized their unique qualities and since then has worked with Miller to bring Disfarmer's portraits into public view. 
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