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SAN FRANCISCO (December 7, 2015)—The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco and the Whitney 

Museum of American Art are pleased to announce Danny Lyon: Message to the Future, the first 

comprehensive retrospective of the career of Danny Lyon (American, born 1942) to be presented in 25 

years. The exhibition is organized by the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco and will premiere at the 

Whitney in summer 2016 before its San Francisco debut.  

Adam D. Weinberg, the Alice Pratt Brown Director of the Whitney Museum of American 

Art, noted: “We are delighted to partner with the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco on 

Danny Lyon: Message to the Future, the first major photography exhibition to be 

presented in our new downtown home. Since the early 1960’s, Lyon’s photographs and 

films have turned conventional notions of America upside down and given voice to those 

who might otherwise have gone unheard. The Whitney has long championed Lyon’s work 

and we are thrilled to present this retrospective which encompasses more than half a 

century of important work.” 

The exhibition assembles 175 photographs and related films and ephemera to highlight Lyon’s concern 

with social and political issues and the welfare of individuals considered by many to be on the margins of 

society. The presentation includes many objects that have seldom or never been exhibited before and 

offers a rare look at works from Lyon’s archives alongside important loans from major public and private 

collections in the United States. This is also the first exhibition to assess the artist’s achievements as a 

filmmaker. 

“Danny Lyon is one of the great artists working in photography today,” said Julian Cox, 

chief curator and founding curator of photography at the Fine Arts Museums of San 

Francisco. “Lyon’s dedication to his art and his conviction to produce work underpinned 

by strong ethical and ideological motivations sets him apart from many of his peers.”  

http://deyoung.famsf.org/exhibitions/danny-lyon�
http://deyoung.famsf.org/exhibitions/danny-lyon�
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A leading figure in the American street photography movement of the 1960s, Lyon has distinguished 

himself by the personal intimacy he establishes with his subjects and the restless inventiveness of his 

practice. With his ability to find beauty in the starkest reality, Lyon has sought through his work to provide 

a charged alternative to the bland vision of American life often depicted in the mass media.  

While a student at the University of Chicago, Lyon hitchhiked to the segregated South in 1962 to make a 

photographic record of the civil rights movement. His other early projects include documentations of 

motorcycle riders in the Midwest, the architectural transformation of Lower Manhattan and the lives of 

inmates in the Texas prison system.  

About the Artist 

Born in 1942 and raised in Queens, New York, Lyon was shaped by the prose of Beat-generation writers 

and the photo albums of his father, an immigrant from Germany. He also was inspired by the unvarnished 

realism of photographer Walker Evans and writer James Agee. With the support of early mentor Hugh 

Edwards, a curator at the Art Institute of Chicago, Lyon developed the restless, compassionate vision that 

marks his work in all media. Lyon’s photographs are held in public and private collections throughout the 

United States and internationally.    

After moving from New York City in 1970, Lyon settled in New Mexico and has tackled a broad range of 

subjects: life with his own family, and also the lives of his neighbors, Native Americans and the Latino 

children of Bernalillo, a town just north of Albuquerque. Lyon has also worked with abandoned street 

children in Colombia, photographed  the political turmoil in Haiti; the chaos of life in the polluted industrial 

cities of  Northern  China and, most recently, the Occupy movement in New York, Los Angeles and 

Oakland. 

 Examples of Lyon’s writings and related information about his work in photography and film can be found 

on his website: www.bleakbeauty.com.   

Media image gallery available here. 
deyoungmuseum.org | @deyoungmuseum 

whitney.org | @whitneymuseum 

Exhibition Catalogue 
Danny Lyon: Message to the Future is the first in-depth examination of this leading figure in American 
photography and film, and the first publication to present his influential bodies of work in all media in their 
full context. Lead essayists Julian Cox and Elisabeth Sussman provide an account of Lyon’s five-decade 
career. Alexander Nemerov writes about Lyon’s work in Knoxville, Tennessee; Ed Halter assesses the 
artist’s films; Danica Willard Sachs evaluates his photomontages; and Julian Cox interviews Alan Rinzler 
about his role in publishing Lyon’s earliest works. With extensive back matter and illustrations, this 
publication will be the most comprehensive account of this influential artist’s work. 
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Exhibition Organization 
This exhibition is organized by the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco in collaboration with the Whitney 
Museum of American Art. 
 
About the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco  
The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, comprising the de Young Museum in Golden Gate Park and 
the Legion of Honor in Lincoln Park, is the largest public arts institution in San Francisco. 
 
The Legion of Honor was inspired by the French pavilion, itself a replica of the Palais de la Légion 
d’Honneur in Paris, at San Francisco’s Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915. The museum 
opened in 1924 in the Beaux Arts–style building designed by George Applegarth on a bluff overlooking 
the Golden Gate. Its holdings span 4,000 years and include European painting, sculpture and decorative 
arts; ancient art from the Mediterranean basin; and the largest collection of works on paper in the 
American West. 
 
The de Young originated from the 1894 California Midwinter International Exposition and was originally 
known as the Memorial Museum. Thirty years later, it was renamed in honor of Michael H. de Young, a 
longtime champion of the museum. The present copper-clad landmark building, designed by Herzog and 
de Meuron, opened in October 2005. It showcases the institution’s significant collections of American 
painting, sculpture and decorative arts from the 17th to the 21st centuries; art from Africa, Oceania and 
the Americas; costume and textile arts; and international modern and contemporary art. 
 
About the Whitney 
The Whitney Museum of American Art, founded in 1930 by the artist and philanthropist Gertrude 
Vanderbilt Whitney (1875−1942), houses the foremost collection of American art from the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries. Mrs. Whitney, an early and ardent supporter of modern American art, nurtured 
groundbreaking artists at a time when audiences were still largely preoccupied with the Old Masters. 
From her vision arose the Whitney Museum of American Art, which has been championing the most 
innovative art of the United States for more than eighty years. The core of the Whitney’s mission is to 
collect, preserve, interpret, and exhibit American art of our time and serve a wide variety of audiences in 
celebration of the complexity and diversity of art and culture in the United States. Through this mission 
and a steadfast commitment to artists themselves, the Whitney has long been a powerful force in support 
of modern and contemporary art and continues to help define what is innovative and influential in 
American art today.  

Media Contacts 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco 
Erin Garcia | egarcia@famsf.org  
Miriam Newcomer | mnewcomer@famsf.org  
 
Whitney Museum of American Art 
Stephen Soba | stephen_soba@whitney.org  
Amanda Angel | amanda_angel@whitney.org 
 
Image Credits (L-R) 
 
Danny Lyon, Maricopa County, Arizona, 1977.  Vintage gelatin silver print. 22.8 x 33.5 cm.  Collection of the Artist. © Danny Lyon, 
courtesy Edwynn Houk Gallery, New York 
 
Danny Lyon, Tesca, Cartagena, Columbia, 1966. Cibachrome, printed 2008. 25.7 x 25.7 cm. Collection of the Artist. © Danny Lyon, 
courtesy Edwynn Houk Gallery, New York 
 
Danny Lyon, Occupy Demonstration on Broadway, Los Angeles, 2011.  Digital inkjet print. 13 x 15 ¾ in. Collection of the Artist. © 
Danny Lyon, courtesy Edwynn Houk Gallery, New York 
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