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New York Film Festival synopsis: 
 
The life and work of Robert Frank—as a photographer and a filmmaker—are so 
intertwined that they’re one in the same, and the vast amount of territory he’s 
covered, from The Americans in 1958 up to the present, is intimately registered 
in his now formidable body of artistic gestures. From the early ’90s on, Frank has 
been making his films and videos with the brilliant editor Laura Israel, who has 
helped him to keep things homemade and preserve the illuminating spark of first 
contact between camera and people/places. Don’t Blink is Israel’s like-minded 
portrait of her friend and collaborator, a lively rummage sale of images and 
sounds and recollected passages and unfathomable losses and friendships that 
leaves us a fast and fleeting imprint of the life of the Swiss-born man who 
reinvented himself the American way, and is still standing on ground of his own 
making at the age of 91. 
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Robert Frank Timeline  
 
1924: Born in Zurich, Switzerland.  
 
1946: Frank creates his first book of photographs, 40 Fotos.  
 
1947: Frank emigrates to the U.S., finding a job in New York as a fashion 
photographer for Harper’s Bazaar.  
 
1949: Frank makes Mary’s Book, a hand bound book of photographs. 
 
1950: He marries fellow artist Mary Lockspeiser, with whom he has two children 
Pablo and Andrea. Frank returns to the US, participates in the group show 51 
American photographers at the Museum of Modern Art.  
 
1952: Frank makes another hand bound book, Black and White Things, which is 
conceptually sequenced. 
  
1955: Frank secures a Guggenheim grant to travel across the US and 
photograph.  He took a series of road trips across two years, during which time 
he took 28,000 shots.  
 
1958: Because Frank’s photos deviated from accepted photographic standards 
then, he had trouble finding a US publisher for the book. The Americans is first 
published in Paris, but finally in 1959 is published by Grove Press in the US.   
 
1959: Frank collaborates with Jack Kerouac on the experimental film Pull My 
Daisy.  
 
1961: Frank receives his first individual show at the Art Institute of Chicago, 
entitled Robert Frank: Photographer.  
 
1969: Frank and Mary are divorced.  
 
1971: Frank remarries to sculptor June Leaf, and moves to Nova Scotia.  
 
1972: Frank is hired by the Rolling Stones to shoot the cover of their album Exile 
on Main Street.  Frank also documents the Rolling Stones on tour in his film 
Cocksucker Blues, which was never released.  According to court order, the film 
can only be screened a few times a year with the artist present. 
 
1974: Frank’s daughter Andrea is killed in a plane crash in Guatemala.  
 
1986 – The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston organized exhibition Robert Frank: 
New York to Nova Scotia. 
 



1987 – The American Film Institute hosts a retrospective of Frank’s film work “In 
the Margins of Fiction: The Films of Robert Frank”. 
 
1994: Frank’s son Pablo dies. 
 
1994 – The National Gallery in Washington DC organizes a major retrospective 
of Frank’s work, Moving Out.  A monograph is published, and the show travels to 
museums worldwide. 
  
1995: Founds the Andrea Frank Foundation, which provides grants to artists. 
 
1996: Frank receives the Hasselblad Foundation International Award in 
Photography.  
 
1998: Frank awarded Persistence of Vision Award from the San Francisco Film 
Festival.  
 
2000: HOLD STILL – Keep Going, a traveling exhibition featuring Frank’s 
photography and films organized at the Museum Folkwang in Essen, Germany. 
 
2000: International Center of Photography’s Cornell Capa Award. 
 
2003: Robert Frank: London/Wales exhibition at the Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington DC. 
 
2004: Robert Frank: Storylines exhibit organized by the Tate Modern, London, an 
exhibition with 150 of Frank’s prints and a program featuring the film and video 
work. 
 
2008: Exhibition and book Robert Frank: Paris, organized by Museum Folkwang. 
 
2009: The book Frank Films published by Sixpack in Vienna goes into second 
printing. 
 
2009: Looking In: The Americans organized at the National Gallery of Art, travels 
to major museums worldwide.  The exhibition and companion book celebrate the 
50th anniversary of the first edition. 
 
2009 – present: Publisher Gerhard Steidl started the Robert Frank project, a 
comprehensive re-release of all of his books and an archival of his film work onto 
digital files for a DVD compilation. 
  
 
 
 
 



Unexpected Beginnings 
 
 Director Laura Israel has built up an impressive resume of artistic 
collaborations throughout her career – Lou Reed, Sonic Youth and John Lurie 
are among those who’ve enlisted her talents in the realm of montage. Israel 
decided to step into the director’s chair herself for 2010’s Windfall, a critical 
documentary about the wind turbine industry attempting to establish a foothold in 
upstate New York. The lauded doc played some of the world’s most prestigious 
film festivals, including Toronto and IDFA.  
 
 It was while touring with Windfall that Israel ended up determining the 
topic of her next directorial effort, which originally seemed an unlikely prospect to 
her: a portrait of living-legend photographer Robert Frank, the 90-year old master 
who revolutionized photography with his famous series The Americans before 
moving into more abstract realms of photography and cinema. 
 
 Israel has been working as Frank’s editor since the late 80s, and she 
ended up in a conversation at IDFA about Frank’s life. “I spoke to somebody 
there who suggested I do a film about Robert,” Israel explained. “I said, ‘No, no, 
no. I work with Robert. I don't do films about him.’ But on the plane ride home I 
started to think perhaps it was a good idea.”  
 

Israel ended up proposing the idea to Frank soon after, unsure of what his 
reaction might be. “I brought it up to Robert and he said, ‘Oh no, that wouldn’t be 
a good idea.’ So I dropped the subject, but by the end of the conversation he said, 
‘Come back tomorrow, we’ll talk about it.” 

 
Israel attributes Frank’s change of heart about the project to their 

longstanding friendship, which engendered a respect and understanding of Frank 
that made the photographer feel comfortable allowing his life to be depicted by 
Israel – an allowance he has not made often throughout his life. “I think it came 
together because I was very respectful — I never shot any video before asking 
him, and I think that’s a big part of why he eventually warmed up to the doc. That 
respect and conviviality carried over into the shoot. A lot of times if we were 
having a long shoot, we would stop and have tea and talk for an hour.  
 

Israel’s goal was to provide more than a typical bio-doc portrait, to go 
deeper than a simple work of mythologizing. “It was important for me to keep in 
my mind that I couldn’t idolize Robert,” she explained, “Because that’s not an 
honest way to approach something like this. I was always cognizant of that.” 
Instead, Israel decided to analyze Frank’s creative process – which of course 
she’d already been given the opportunity to examine through their decades of 
collaboration. “I felt like I had the opportunity to provide some insight into his 
creative process. You sit next to someone for that long and you see the outtakes 
and the footage, you see what their thought process is, you get a really good 
perspective on how they make artistic choices. I wanted to share that perspective 



because I think I've really benefitted from it.”  
 

Chief among Frank’s artistic attributes that Israel wanted to explore was 
his style of creation, which owes something to the bursts of energy exemplified 
by the artists of the Beat Generation with whom he’s sometimes grouped (after 
all, Pull My Daisy was narrated by Jack Kerouac). “I was interested in sharing my 
insights into Robert’s relentless pursuit of creativity,” Israel explained. “He’s big 
on spontaneous intuition. I think that’s something that younger people could use 
a dose of, and that other people could be inspired by. The creative approach of, 
‘I'm just going to go and do it. I'm going to do whatever comes to my head. I'm 
going to think about it but I'm not going to think about it too much.’”  
 

With her subject willing and her focus set, Israel commenced the work of 
putting the documentary together – a deeply personal process in which her crew 
was never more than a handful of individuals at a time.  
 
The Traveling Structure of Don’t Blink  
 
 In keeping with the roaming, creatively restless and aggressive nature of 
Frank’s body of work (and uninhibited artistic style), Israel decided to structure 
Don’t Blink as a back-and-forth journey traveling through various aspects of and 
periods in Frank’s life – touching on The Americans, his involvement with the 
Beats and the Rolling Stones and 60s counter-culture, his experimental film work, 
as well as his relationships with his wife June Leaf and his children Pablo and 
Andrea (both of whom died tragically young). The film’s structure also includes 
verite footage of Frank at his home in New York, and on excursions with the 
filmmakers and with various friends (revered cinematographer Ed Lachman 
appears late in the film).  
 
 For Israel, the decision to not structure the film as a completely linear bio-
doc was integral to her goal of reflecting Frank’s creative process. “I think it 
reflects Robert’s life to have the film unfold and build upon itself,” she explained. 
“I think that’s the way he works - he looks at his life and he tries to figure out how 
to have it unfold through his work in a way that is, for the viewer, a bit of a 
mystery. So I wanted the film to correspond with themes of his life that appear in 
his work. The film travels from one scene to the next and instead of telling 
everybody everything right up front, it takes detours back and forth between 
various subjects – like Robert’s own body of work. I think that makes it a bit 
different for people to experience and as a result I think it forces the viewer to 
become more involved.”  
 
 While Frank is known foremost for his work in the realm of photography – 
especially the manner in which he revolutionized photojournalism with The 
Americans – Israel devotes a significant amount of time to an exegesis of Frank’s 
cinematic works, including the aforementioned Pull My Daisy, which he 
completed in 1959, one year after he finished The Americans. Frank’s interest in 



moving back and forth between the mediums of photography and cinema 
illustrates why Israel was so interested in a traveling, back-and-forth structure. “I 
read an interview where someone asked Robert once, ‘Why did you start making 
films?’ and he said, ‘It’s like walking into another room. I'm walking into that room 
and then when I walk back into the room I was in, it’s more interesting because 
I've been somewhere else, and I can use that experience.’ Detours outside of 
your normal realm provide some perspective.”  
 
 Frank’s love of the detour in art carries over to the freewheeling, open 
manner in which he conducts his life – a manner that Israel captures in various 
interviews in the film. “Robert really is interested in the idea of, ‘Oh, let’s get lost 
for a while, and then we’ll go back to what we were doing, you know, or go back 
on the road.’ At one point when we were shooting we went on a road trip and I 
said, ‘We need a map. You know, we’re going to get lost.’ And he said, ‘No, let’s 
just get lost. Forget about the map. Don't bring the map.’”  
 
 Frank’s improvisational style forced Israel and her crew to remain on their 
toes at all times – providing them with a kind of trial-by-fire throughout the shoot 
that forced them to adopt Frank’s off-the-cuff working methods in their own work. 
“Robert didn’t take direction very kindly!” Israel said with a laugh. “It’s pretty funny 
because we asked him at one point — he had pulled the shade up and we said, 
‘Oh, we didn’t get that. Could you do that again?’ And he pulled the shade down 
instead. It was funny but he did the exact opposite thing of what we wanted, and 
we started to understand that about him.”  
 
 Israel’s attempts to plan out shoots in advance were subject to similar 
whims of Frank’s creativity. “At one point, when we had a shooting day traveling 
around with him, we made this whole plan of where we were going to travel to, 
and then in the end he just said, ‘I want to go to Staten Island,’ so we wound up 
trying to get on the Staten Island Ferry, which made us end up in whole different 
direction. He loves to put a wrench in the plan, whatever plan it is, just to see 
how you deal with it. It was fun actually, to be prepared for that. It’s really nerve 
wracking but it can be fun if you go with it. So he did that on purpose just to 
shake us up a little and have things happen more organically.”  
 
 Israel spends much of the film bringing to light aspects of Frank’s life that 
are lesser-known, as she herself was interested in uncovering new facts about 
the man she’d been collaborating with for over 20 years. “I felt like I knew him 
well enough to make the film so I actually shot a lot of it and then did research 
after I began shooting. I thought I knew everything about him, but once you start 
to look at the vast amount of his work out there, you become surprised. I didn’t 
know that he wrote so many articles about photography when he was younger. 
But once I got to know the photography and his history a bit better, some of the 
films that I knew by heart made more sense to me. There were things in them I 
started to understand on a deeper level, catching certain references I hadn’t 
noticed before. I wanted to help people understand him on a deeper level than 



they get to when they just see his work, without having much context.”  
 
 Frank’s artistic collaborations are widely associated and varied, but Israel 
was surprised to learn that in the late 60s Frank made documentary 
collaborations with Stewart Brand and Wavy Gravy, which she ended up 
excerpting in her film. “I had no idea he had worked with Stewart Brand and the 
Whole Earth Catalog crew. Once I found out about that, it seemed like such a 
natural progression, that he would be into the Beats and then he would be into 
those guys. Then the Living Theater Vietnam war protest footage he shot made 
more sense to me. I met him in the 80s, so the downtown East Village punk 
scene was the prevailing subculture I was more familiar with.”  
 
 Much of the documentary touches on Frank’s collaborative nature, which – 
exemplified by his work in cinema – sets him apart from many other master 
photographers, who often work in relative isolation. Israel sees that collaborative 
nature as key to the portrait of Frank she wanted to depict. “The fact that Robert 
hung out with poets, painters, actors – it really distinguishes him from so many 
other photographers and highlights what’s unique about him. It’s also why he was 
drawn toward filmmaking – because it’s collaborative. He likes life, he likes 
people, he's inspired by people. In some archive we did not use in the film, Allen 
Ginsberg actually talked about how the reason why Robert was so attracted to 
Julius Orlovsky, a catatonic, and made a film about him is he really wanted to 
see what made Julius tick. His approach wasn’t, ‘Oh, I feel sorry for this guy.’ It 
was more like he felt some sort of connection to Julius as an equal, and felt a 
common bond with him as an outsider. Robert looks at people. He looks really 
hard. In a way, the funny thing about Cocksucker Blues is the fact that he was 
really just looking at The Rolling Stones and just saying, ‘Okay, this is what these 
guys do.’ I think they wanted something done a little bit differently, obviously.”  
 
 Israel’s film is a comprehensive portrait of the varied stages and works in 
Frank’s career, but Israel also wanted to provide an intimate portrait of Frank’s 
personal life. Frank’s wife June Leaf, also an artist, is also featured in the film, 
and her presence was crucial for Israel. “With the film, there was something 
extremely important that I wanted to portray, and that was what it’s like to have 
two very strong people living together and working each on their own, but side by 
side.  Robert and June are both very strong but very individual personalities and 
they support each other’s work.  I think that really comes out in the film.  
 
 Through explorations of Frank’s work, Israel also touches upon perhaps 
the saddest chapter in Frank’s personal life – the loss of both his son and 
daughter. Israel found that the most effective way to explore those losses was by 
examining how Frank addressed them in his work. “I think portraying those 
losses through how they’re presented in his work is more honest and much more 
lyrical. I think that that is where he really is the most honest about it, in his work. I 
think the work says a lot more than any direct comment about what happened to 



his children could – and to me, it’s a lot more poignant.”  
 
 The approach of examining Frank’s deeply personal losses through his 
work exemplifies Israel’s larger strategy for the portrait – to continually refer to 
Frank’s work in order to better understand the man. “Every time I approached a 
scene I said, ‘Okay, should this be about his work, what happened in his work? 
Or should this be about his life?’ It’s interesting, I tried to vary it a little so that 
you're kind of on a road, touching these different points. A lot of time it just all 
came together. It seems like the film sort of made itself because I kept following 
the work. We would always say, ‘Let’s go back to the work. Let’s look at the work. 
It’s somewhere in the work. We’ll find it.’”  
 
 Examining her own work, now from the remove of having completed her 
portrait, Israel recognizes that the film has gone through various permutations. 
“I’ve heard that as a director there's always three films. There's the one that you 
started making, there's the one that you shoot, and then there's the one that you 
edit and end up with. I think that throughout this process, those three things 
became different things for us, and for Robert. I think in the beginning he thought, 
‘Oh, we’re just making this little film and it’s going to be a ten minute video or 
something.’ And then when I started researching and talking to him more, he 
started to realize it was a much different film than he thought it was going to be.”  
 
 As the film’s scope expanded, Frank became more involved in the 
production itself, perhaps recognizing the documentary’s power to orient new 
audiences toward and understanding of his body of work. “Eventually Robert 
became involved on a bigger level. He would call and say, for example, ‘My 
friend made these big contact sheets of The Americans. Do you want to come 
over and we’ll talk about them?’ Then when I started to show him longer cuts, I 
think he enjoyed the humor in the film. I think he enjoyed that about the film, that 
it had this unexpected quality to it, that’s it’s not a straight documentary.”  
 
 Ultimately, Israel sees the film as being a portrait that enables audiences 
to engage more deeply with Frank’s career, post-Americans. “I would like this film 
to be a stepping stone for people to understand where he went after The 
Americans, where he was going after that. You know, before The Americans 
journalistic photography was more about the captions than the photographs. You 
couldn’t have a photograph that said something striking in the image. His 
photographs didn’t need captions but also rather than trying to explain something 
they evoked a feeling. So the fact that he revolutionized the notions of 
photography at that time but then continued to move forward was important to 
convey in the film. That’s why I started with The Americans in the film because I 
wanted people to use that as a departure for the rest of his work and I think it 
was very important for enabling him to do what came after, but for me it’s just as 
amazing to look at the Polaroids books he's done more recently, his scratching 
on negatives, his videos. In the end, the film is about photography and cinema, 



and how for Robert they’re interchangeable – it’s just him expressing himself as 
an artist. And his imagery transcends typical boundaries.”   
 
Production Team Biographies 
 
Laura Israel: Director  
Laura Israel cut her teeth editing award-winning commercials and music videos 
while still a film student at NYU. By the time she graduated she had formed her 
own editorial company, Assemblage. Her client list included: John Lurie, Lou 
Reed, Patti Smith, Keith Richards, Sonic Youth, New Order, Ziggy Marley, David 
Byrne, artists Laurie Simmons and Robert Frank. The films she edited with Frank 
have screened all over the world and won many awards. WINDFALL, her debut 
doc, premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival and won top prize at 
Doc NYC. A NY Times Critics Pick, the paper dubbed it “Urgent, informative and 
artfully assembled”. WINDFALL is distributed by First Run Features, and Ms. 
Israel was named in Filmmaker Magazine’s 2011 “25 New Faces of Independent 
Film”. 
 
Melinda Shopsin: Producer  
Melinda Shopsin is an Emmy, Sundance and Peabody award-wining producer 
with 15 years of experience in documentary, television and online content. She 
produced the first season of Gimlet Media’s podcast, MYSTERY SHOW. She is 
currently Vice President of Production at acclaimed director Eugene 
Jarecki’s company Charlotte Street Films where she oversaw production on THE 
TRIALS OF HENRY KISSINGER, WHY WE FIGHT, FREAKONOMICS, 
REAGAN & THE HOUSE I LIVE IN. 
 
Lisa Rinzler: Cinematography 
Ms. Rinzler is an Independent Spirit and Emmy award-winning Director of 
Photography whose films include: POLLOCK, MENACE II SOCIETY, BUENA 
VISTA SOCIAL CLUB, TREES LOUNGE, MEA MAXIMA CULPA: SILIENCE IN 
THE HOUSE OF GOD, DEAD PRESIDENTS, BMW (BOMBAY'S MOST 
WANTED), 30 BEATS, THE WAR WITHIN, THREE SEASONS, LISBON STORY 
and The SOUL OF A MAN. 
 
Ed Lachman: Additional Camera 
Acclaimed cinematographer Ed Lachman has received an IFP Award as well as 
Emmy and Academy Award nominations for films including CAROL, THE 
VIRGIN SUICIDES, I’M NOT THERE, FAR FROM HEAVEN, and the HBO 
miniseries MILDRED PIERCE. SHADOW, a collaboration with artist Slater 
Bradley, premiered at the Whitney Museum of Art in 2010. 
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ROBERT FRANK FILMS IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE  
  
THIS SONG FOR JACK, 1983  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank   
 
PULL MY DAISY, 1959  
Directors: Robert Frank & Alfred Leslie  
Producer: Walter Gutman   
 
ABOUT ME: A MUSICAL, 1971  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank   
 
CONVERSATIONS IN VERMONT, 1969  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank   
 
ME AND MY BROTHER, 1965  
Director: Robert Frank  
Producers: Robert Frank & Helen Silverstein   
 
FLAMINGO, 1996  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank   
 
SANYU, 2000  
Director: Robert Frank,  
Producers Paris: Yves Riou, Didier Fouquier & Vega Film, Zurich   
 
ENERGY AND HOW TO GET IT, 1981  
Directors & Producers: Robert Frank, Rudy Wurlitzer & Gary Hill   
 
LIFE-RAFT EARTH, 1969  
Director: Robert Frank  
Producers: Stewart Brand and Hugh Romney  
 
COCKSUCKER BLUES, 1972  
Director: Robert Frank  
Producer: Marshall Chess   
 
LIFE DANCES ON, 1980  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank   
 
KEEP BUSY, 1975  
Directors & Producers: Robert Frank & Rudy Wurlitzer   
 



HOME IMPROVEMENTS, 1985  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank  
   
CANDY MOUNTAIN, 1987  
Directors: Robert Frank & Rudy Wurlitzer  
Producers: Ruth Waldburger & Phillippe Diaz   
 
THE PRESENT, 1996  
Director: Robert Frank,  
Producer: Vega Film,  Zurich, Ruth Waldburger   
 
TRUE STORY, 2004/2008  
Director & Producer: Robert Frank   
 
PAPER ROUTE, 2002  
Director: Robert Frank  
Producers: Robert Frank & Vega Film, Zurich 
  
 
 
 
MUSIC   
 
“MEMPHIS EGYPT”  
Written by Tom Greenhaigh & Jon Langford  
Performed by The Mekons  
Courtesy of The Mekons   
 
"HANG ON ST. CHRISTOPHER"  
Written & Performed by Tom Waits  
Courtesy of Island Records under license 
from Universal Music Enterprises   
 
“EUROPEAN SON”  
Written by Lou Reed, John Cale,  
Maureen Tucker & Sterling Morrison  
Performed by The Velvet Underground  
Courtesy of Universal Music   
 
“MOANIN’”  
Written & Performed by Charles Mingus  
Courtesy of Sony Music   
 



"THE FUTURE STARTS SLOW"  
Written by James Hince & Alison Mosshart  
Performed by The Kills  
Courtesy of Domino Recording Company   
 
“NOWHERE NEAR”  
Written by Georgia Hubley  
Performed by Yo La Tengo  
Courtesy of Matador Records/Beggars Group   
 
“HAITIAN FIGHT SONG”  
Written & Performed by Charles Mingus  
Courtesy of Atlantic Records / Warner Music Group   
 
”WHAM BAM THANK YOU MA'AM”  
Written & Performed by Charles Mingus  
Courtesy of Atlantic Records / Warner Music Group   
 
“YOU CAN'T PUT YOUR ARMS AROUND A MEMORY”  
Written & Performed by Johnny Thunders  
Courtesy of Jungle Records    
 
“VOLCANIC JIG”  
Written & Performed by Natalie MacMaster  
Courtesy of MacMaster Music Inc   
 
“YOU'VE BEEN HIDING TOO LONG”  
Written & Performed by Bob Dylan   
 
“ROCKS OFF”  
Written by Mick Jagger & Keith Richards  
Performed by The Rolling Stones  
Courtesy of Promotone B.V.   
 
“SHELLS FROM A THIRTY-OUGHT SIX”  
Written & Performed by Tom Waits  
Courtesy of Universal Music   
 
"BLUE MONDAY 88"  
Written by Bernard Sumner, Stephen Morris, 
Gillian Gilbert, & Peter Hook  
Performed by New Order  
Courtesy of Warner Music Group   



 
“WHERE WERE YOU”  
Written by Rosalind Allen, Andrew Corrigan, 
Thomas Greenhaigh, Mary Elizabeth Jenner,  
Jonathan Langford, Kevin Lycett, Mark Joseph White  
Performed by The Mekons  
Courtesy of The Mekons   
 
“ONE MORE CUP OF COFFEE”  
Written by Bob Dylan  
Performed by The White Stripes  
Courtesy of Sympathy for the Record Industry   
 
“ASK THE ANGELS”  
Written by Patti Smith & Ivan Kral 
Performed by Patti Smith  
Published by Linda’s Music  
Courtesy of Sony Music   
 
“WHAT NEW YORK USED TO BE”  
Written by James Hince & Alison Mosshart  
Performed by The Kills  
Courtesy of Domino Recording Company   
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