
Danny Lyon began his career while a student at the University of Chicago. In 1962, after seeing an image 

of University of Michigan student newspaper editor and activist Tom Hayden being beaten during a 

voter registration drive, he hitchhiked to the segregated South to try his hand at photojournalism. 

There, he documented marches, sit-ins, and Civil Rights leaders, including Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Lyon soon became the first official photographer for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC), and his hard-hitting, iconic images from this pivotal time launched him onto a creative path 

dedicated at its outset to, in his words, "destroying Life magazine"-to providing powerful, genuine 

alternatives to the hollow pictures and stories permeating the American mass media. 

Lyon was inspired early on by the "absolute realism" of photographer Walker Evans, the propulsive 

prose of Beat generation writers, and the photo scrapbooks created by his father, a Jewish physician 

who emigrated from Germany in the 1930s. With the support of Art Institute of Chicago Photography 

Curator Hugh Edwards, an early mentor, Lyon developed the restless, searching, and compassionate 

vision that permeates his work. After returning to Chicago, he joined the Outlaws motorcycle gang, 

becoming a participant-observer documenting the rallies, races, and carousings of a hard-living and 

hard-partying subculture. The resulting book, The Bikeriders (1968), includes transcribed interviews with 

the bikers and serves as a predecessor to the subjective, first-person "Gonzo Journalism" popularized by 

writer Hunter S. Thompson. The book not only reflects Lyon's belief that objective reporting is a myth, 

but also honed his eye for what he calls "bleak beauty," a tough, poetic factualism. 

He continued his experiments in serial photography with The Destruction of Lower Manhattan (1969), 

which documents the enormous tracts of historic architecture being demolished prior to the 

construction of the World Trade Center and the colorful teams of "house wreckers" doing the dangerous 

work. Next he headed to Texas where, after spending a week photographing and tape-recording a group 

of young transvestites in Galveston, he drove to Huntsville to see a prison rodeo. Using a press pass, he 

was able to speak with inmates roping cattle and working as clowns, and they suggested he document 

life in the penitentiary. Lyon persuaded director Dr. George Beto to grant him access to the prison, 

where he produced haunting, heartbreaking images of hard time and hard labor published in 

Conversations With the Dead (1971).  

In the 19705, Lyon started to divide his time between New York City and Bernalillo, New Mexico, where 

he photographed his mostly Chicano neighbors and his own growing family. Many of these images 

became components of the montages he began to create a decade later, juxtaposing old and new, 

black-and-white and color photographs. Intricate and personal, they commemorate figures from his life 

and work. The montages serve as a poignant counterpoint to Lyon's more ideologically driven series. He 

has continued to advance his dynamic, journalistic approach to photography over the years, 

documenting political turmoil in Haiti; the vanishing surf fishermen of Long Island; Native American 

reservations in the Southwest; drug-hustling teens in Bushwick, Brooklyn, and life in China's polluted 

and chaotic Shanxi Province. Most recently he has traveled to New York, Oakland, and Los Angeles to 

photograph protesters in the "Occupy" movement. 

 


