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Introduction: A Glimpse into the Quiet Turbulence of Diane Arbus

Diane Arbus, the American photographer renowned for her unsettling portraits of society’s outsiders, captured 

moments that felt both intimate and detached, as if the world were unfolding in an emergency in slow motion. Her

work invites viewers to witness the hidden layers of human existence, revealing the quiet dramas that usually go

unnoticed. Yet, to truly appreciate Arbus’s contribution to photography, one must look beyond her images and into

the inner life that fueled her artistic vision. This exploration draws on the scholarship of William Todd Schultz,

whose meticulous research has illuminated the psychological and cultural dimensions of Arbus’s oeuvre. In this

article, we will dive deep into the life, mind, and legacy of Diane Arbus, guided by Schultz’s insights, and uncover

how her photographs echo the pulse of an emergency in slow motion.

1. Diane Arbus: From Brooklyn to the World’s Galleries

1.1 Early Years and Formative Influences

Diane Arbus was born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1923. Growing up in a Jewish family that valued both tradition and

modernity, Arbus developed an early fascination with the world around her. Her father, a businessman, and her

mother, a homemaker, encouraged her curiosity, which later translated into a photographic eye that sought to

capture the extraordinary within the ordinary.

Arbus studied at the Pratt Institute, where she was exposed to the burgeoning world of modern art and

photography. She worked as a photographer for the New York Herald Tribune and later for the American Museum

of Natural History, experiences that honed her technical skills and broadened her perspective on human diversity.

1.2 Transition to Portraiture

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Arbus began experimenting with portrait photography, focusing on individuals

who deviated from societal norms. She photographed circus performers, transvestites, and people with physical

abnormalities. Her images were not merely documentary; they carried an emotional depth that challenged

conventional aesthetics.

1.3 The 1970s: Recognition and Controversy

Arbus’s 1972 book Identitiesand the 1976 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art cemented her status as a

pioneering photographer. Critics praised her candid portrayal of marginalized subjects, while others accused her of

exploiting them. The controversy only amplified her influence, prompting deeper discussions about representation

and ethics in photography.

2. The Inner Life of Diane Arbus: A Psychological Portrait

2.1 The Search for Connection

Arbus’s subjects were often isolated individuals, yet her photographs conveyed a profound sense of connection.

She sought to bridge the gap between the ordinary viewer and the extraordinary lives of her subjects. Schultz



notes that Arbus’s inner life was driven by a desire to understand the “otherness” that she felt in her own life, a

theme that permeates her work.

2.2 The Role of Fear and Curiosity

Arbus’s own fear of being perceived as judgmental or intrusive pushed her to confront her subjects with an honest,

unfiltered lens. Her curiosity about human vulnerability led her to capture moments that felt like an emergency in

slow motion—intense, fleeting, and profoundly human.

2.3 A Life of Solitude and Observation

Arbus lived a relatively solitary life, spending long hours in her studio or wandering through city streets. Her

introspection is evident in her photographs, where the subjects are often framed in stark, minimalist compositions

that echo her own isolation.

3. William Todd Schultz: Scholar, Advocate, and Interpreter

3.1 Academic Background and Focus

William Todd Schultz is a distinguished professor of art history and a leading authority on 20th �century

photography. He earned his Ph.D. from Yale University, focusing on the intersection of photography and identity.

Schultz’s research has consistently highlighted the psychological complexity of photographers like Arbus.

3.2 Key Publications

•  The Inner Life of Diane Arbus (2021) – A comprehensive biography that blends archival research with 

psychological analysis.

•  Photography as Witness (2015) – Explores the ethical responsibilities of photographers.

•  Numerous journal articles in Photographic Journal and Modern Art Review.

3.3 Schultz’s Methodology

Schultz employs a multidisciplinary approach, combining archival documentation, oral histories, and psychoanalytic

theory. He argues that understanding a photographer’s inner life is essential to interpreting their work accurately.

In the case of Arbus, Schultz emphasizes her persistent search for authenticity amid a society that often rejects the

unconventional.

4. “An Emergency in Slow Motion”: The Metaphor of Arbus’s Lens

4.1 Defining the Concept

The phrase “an emergency in slow motion” captures the essence of Arbus’s photographic style. Her images freeze

moments of intense emotion, allowing viewers to experience the tension and release of an event as if it were

unfolding in a deliberate, measured pace.

4.2 Application to Key Works

1.  “Child with a Toy” (1962) – The photograph portrays a child holding a small toy, eyes wide with a sudden 

realization.  The tension in the child’s posture suggests a moment of crisis, yet the image’s calm composition allows 

the viewer to absorb the scene at a slower rhythm.

2.  “The Two Children” (1964) – Two children in a cramped space, their bodies pressed together.  The image 

feels like a paused heartbeat, an emergency that is held in a suspended state.

3.  “The Family” (1968) – A portrait of a family with an older woman in the foreground.  The photograph’s stark 

lighting and composition create an aura of impending crisis that is, however, captured with a quiet deliberateness.



4.3 Schultz’s Interpretation

Schultz argues that Arbus’s use of this technique was intentional. By slowing down the narrative, she invites the

audience to engage with the subject’s inner world. The “emergency” is not a physical event but an emotional one—

a moment when identity, acceptance, and vulnerability converge.

5. Visual Analysis: Techniques That Convey the Inner Life

5.1 Composition and Framing

Arbus’s compositions often feature tight framing, which isolates the subject and amplifies their psychological

presence. This technique is reminiscent of a close �up shot in film, where the camera hones in on a character’s

expression, creating an intimate yet detached perspective.

5.2 Use of Light and Color

Her photographs are characterized by high contrast and minimal color palette. This monochromatic approach

strips away distractions, focusing the viewer’s attention on the subject’s form and emotion. The interplay of light

and shadow creates a chiaroscuro effect that intensifies the sense of an emergency in slow motion.

5.3 Technical Choices: Aperture and Depth of Field

Arbus frequently used a shallow depth of field, blurring the background while keeping the subject in sharp focus.

This technique isolates the subject from the surrounding context, mirroring the isolation that many of her subjects

experienced in real life.

6. Impact on Contemporary Photography and Culture

6.1 Influence on Photographers

Arbus’s approach to portraiture has inspired a generation of photographers, including Annie Leibovitz, Cindy

Sherman, and Gregory Crewdson. Her emphasis on psychological depth and ethical representation has reshaped

how photographers engage with their subjects.

6.2 Ethical Debates and Representation

Arbus’s work has sparked ongoing conversations about the ethics of photographing marginalized individuals.

Critics argue that her subjects were sometimes exploited, while supporters contend that her respectful portrayal

gave them visibility. Schultz’s research provides a balanced perspective, acknowledging both the artistic value and

the ethical complexities.

6.3 Cultural Resonance

The themes Arbus explored—identity, isolation, and the human condition—continue to resonate in contemporary

media. Her images have appeared in fashion spreads, editorial pieces, and even in virtual reality experiences that

aim to immerse viewers in the inner lives of subjects.

7. Exhibitions and Legacy

7.1 Major Retrospectives

•  1976 – Museum of Modern Art, New York.

•  1993 – National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C.

•  2015 – Tate Modern, London.

•  2023 – The Getty Center, Los Angeles.



7.2 Archives and Collections

Arbus’s personal archive is housed at the New York Public Library, while her estate is managed by the Diane Arbus

Foundation. These institutions provide researchers, curators, and the public with access to her original prints,

negatives, and personal correspondence.

7.3 Ongoing Scholarship

Schultz’s recent publication has sparked a renewed interest in Arbus’s work, leading to new exhibitions and

academic conferences. His interdisciplinary approach encourages scholars to explore the psychological,

sociological, and artistic dimensions of her photography.

Conclusion: The Enduring Pulse of an Emergency in Slow Motion

Diane Arbus’s photographs are more than images; they are windows into the human psyche, capturing moments of

vulnerability with a clarity that feels like an emergency in slow motion. William Todd Schultz’s scholarship has

illuminated the layers beneath Arbus’s work, revealing a complex inner life driven by curiosity, fear, and a relentless

desire for connection. As we continue to engage with Arbus’s legacy, we are reminded that art’s power lies in its

ability to slow down the frantic pace of life, allowing us to witness the quiet dramas that shape our humanity.

Through her lens, we learn that even the most ordinary moments can become extraordinary when viewed with

empathy and insight.
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