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b. 1953 Queens, NY; lives and works in Chicago, IL  
 

Bey attended the School of Visual Arts in New York, received his BFA from Empire State 
College, and his MFA from Yale University School of Art. Bey has participated in more than 
twenty artist residencies which have allowed him to work closely with his subject; adolescents, 
typically of a minority, as well as receiving numerous awards and grants. Bey is currently a 
professor of art and distinguished College Artist at Columbia College Chicago.  

Bey’s early work captures Harlem by letting Harlem speak for itself, he does not use 
props or backdrops, but captures everyday occurrences, typically through portraiture. Bey’s 
work celebrates the lure of the ordinary, with no tells of class or lifestyle, the photos treat the 
community with respect and care, by meeting the subjects in their environments and honoring 
the context of their existence.  Bey first spends time with his subjects, talking to them to gain 
their trust, enough that they are willing to pose for him, and then takes his photo with a new 
artist-subject relationship that is present in his work. Common themes in Bey’s work are 
identity, race, age, connection, and community. 

Bey uses his own racial identity, personal experience, and intense empathy towards 
others as his motivation to complete and share this work with others. After working on his 
Harlem series, Bey started shooting, almost exclusively, adolescents, his interest has to do with 
history and politics; he believes their appearance (young people) speaks to how a community of 
people define themselves at a particular moment in history. What Bey wanted to do with these 
images was show that teenagers have complex interior worlds despite their superficial 
appearance and despite the lack of care from society. He did this by accompanying his images 
with text, not with his own words, but with statements made by the subjects, showing that 
teenagers understand people make judgments when looking at a picture of them and how that 
judgment is wrong.  

Looking at his works, Bey wants viewers to become invested in his subjects, which is 
why he creates deeper experiences with his photos that construct a positive image, he also 
hopes that viewers will see an aspect of themselves staring back at them. Because Bey is 
African American, he believed that the most meaningful work for him would be to shoot 
Harlem and the people that lived there, he also wanted to address topics that had affected him 
personally, such as how the black subject was represented in art. Bey wanted to fight back the 
misrepresented image of the black subject that had been deformed and degraded throughout 
history, and he did this by letting his subjects speak for themselves as genuine, real people 
without any changes made to the image or noisy props added.  

A well-known example of Bey’s early work would be from his Harlem series titled A Boy 
in Front of the Loew’s 125th Street Movie Theater (1) when his work took on the style of street 
photography. An example from his Class Pictures series, which was when he shifted focus to 
teenagers, is titled Joseph (2) and includes a statement made by the subject describing his 
personality and why it might seem like people would not expect him to be that way.  
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Joseph’s Statement: “I love to dance. The reason I love to dance is because I love to show how I 
feel at certain times. I love to be myself. I want to be an artist that can show other kids that 
they can do anything they can do or put their minds to. But I want to do more than that. I want 
to be in the music business. I think that if I work hard I can do what I want. Yes, I want to be a 
dancer, but I have more dreams. I think I can go anywhere.”  


