UNFILTERED
Photographer Daniel Nicoletta has been documenting the fight for LGBT civil rights for more than 40 years. In
his new book LGBT: San Francisco, he documents the rise of Pride, heroes like Harvey Milk, and the everyday
men and women who helped along the way. In an exclusive talk, he looks back on his long and illustrious career.

“I was really inspired by Diane Arbus
when I was younger. I was accidentally
exposed to her work and of course I
was flabbergasted. I was closeted and
there were these faces of out queers
staring back at me, so that was a really
great moment. But I also responded
to the work. She clearly had this gift of
cultivating a relationship with her subjects and that’s conveyed in a moment’s
notice when you looked at her work.
“My goal taking photos has always
been to try to engage with a subject on
the level where the soul comes forward.
That’s always been my spin. I want you
to relax and consider this portrait a gift
to the future. Just forget about me, the
conduit, you know. This is about you
connecting with the person who’s going
to be viewing the photo somewhere in
the future. And people seem to get it. My
subjects would hear that and the wheels
would start turning, and I think they
were charged by the challenge—finding
what’s inside and letting it come out.
“When you’re out on the street at
an event like a Pride people somehow
automatically trust you and they’re
comfortable getting photographed and
they actually get into it. They get a kick
out of it. I mean, don’t forget, the ’70s
were also a highly exhibitionistic times,
so sometimes it didn’t take much."
Remembering Harvey
“Photographing Harvey (Milk) was a
great experience. You know, he came
from a theater background, so he was
66

PRIDELIFE.COM | 2017

Clockwise from top: The
celebration outside Castro
Camera on the night of Harvey Milk's victorious election
in 1977; the iconic blowing
tie shot; Harvey in an early
march through San Francisco; a
re-enactment a walk with supporters (also shot by Nicoletta)
from the film Milk starring Sean
Penn; walking with supporters
from Castro Street to City Hall
in 1978. Previous spread,
"Faggots are fantastic,"
by Nicoletta.

• Photography
always a big ham. And I think he understood the gravity of photography as a
tool within the world of politics. The
photo of him with his tie blowing in the
wind was taken when we were trying to
get a perfunctory photo for his campaign brochure. He rejected it because
he needed to have the tie straight—pun
intended. And then we forgot about it.
After he died, the negative ended up on
top of a box of hundreds of loose slides,
but I always remembered that the
smile in that shot was good. So I went
home and I printed it, and that image
went out into the world in a big way. It
even became the image on the stamp to
honor him, so that once rejected image
went through a lot before becoming one
of my most well-known shots.”
His most iconic images
“After I took the image with the ‘Faggots are Fantastic’ shirt, I became
friends with the guys in the shot. One
of the guys approached me and he said
‘I love that image and I want to do a
postcard to send to friends.’ And I said
yeah, no problem. So we looked into it
and, at that point in time, the smallest
number of postcards you could print
was 5,000. So we did it. We figured we’d
just give them to our friends or maybe
sell the excess in some gift stores. But
those cards took off and before long, I

TO ME,
A
GREAT PORTRAIT
IS A
TRUE EXAMPLE
OF A
DEMOCRATIC
COLLABORATION.
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Clockwise from top:
A Castro Street window
during The Castro Street
Fair in 1977; two shots of
1970s-era parade attendees;
and Lily Tomlin, Sister
Ed Divine, and Pristine
Condition at an autograph
party in 1975.

• Photography
was getting requests from every corner
of the world for that image. It turned out
this idea of ‘Faggots are Fantastic’ was
just an idea whose time had come and
people really took to it!
“It took me a while to realize it, but
parade pictures are also a large part
of my personal body of work. And now
I see there’s a compelling story there.
Over the years, I would find that every
time I returned to a Pride and started
shooting it, it would become a kind of
microcosm for me and many others of
what had been happening on the ground
throughout the rest of the year. So I
would always kind of pull the camera
out every year and shoot 15 or 16 rolls of
film and it always became kind of a joy
for me to see how I was changing, and
how the community was changing.”
His Legacy
“To me, a great portrait is a true
example of a democratic collaboration.
Both people have to really want it to
happen. Both people have to be excited
about it. It’s a really poignant moment
and that’s what keeps me going. That’s
what I respond to as an artist and that’s
what moves me in other people’s work.
“I personally am quite the cockeyed
optimist, and I think Pride is really
fundamental to the LGBT civil rights
movement. We as a community come
from a place of extraordinarily convoluted shame that has been foisted upon
us by society. So that basic impulse to
transcend oppression is still there
for us. To me, Pride is still very, very
much a part of who I am, and for that
I am very proud.”

LGBT: San Francisco - The Daniel
Nicoletta Photographs is published
by Reel Art Press. RRP: $60 / £40.
For stockist information please visit
www.reelartpress.com
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Clockwise from top:
The Angels of Light Show
at Inferno Reason in 1975;
more scenes from the Castro Street Fair in 1983;
and Castro Camera, where
Nicoletta got his start as
a photographer.
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