
New book spotlights the life and work of Armenian-born  
Canadian photographer Yousuf Karsh, an icon who defined an era 

ART CANADA INSTITUTE      INSTITUT DE L’ART CANADIEN

Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work by Melissa Rombout traces the extraordinary journey of a refugee who 
became one of the country’s most celebrated photographers, documenting the heroes of the 

twentieth century and creating an enduring portrait of Canada.  

A selection of press images is available through the link at the end of this release.

November 7, 2025, FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE—Today, the Art Canada Institute (ACI) proudly 
releases the print edition of Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work by Melissa Rombout. The book is also available 
as a free, open-access, online publication in the celebrated Canadian Online Art Book Project. This 
sumptuous volume traces the creative career of Armenian Canadian photographer Yousuf Karsh 
(1908–2002), whose distinctive portraits of the great and famous influenced the way the public came 
to know them. 

Author Melissa Rombout, an independent curator and expert in the histories of photography, spent 
many years as a photo-archivist at Library and Archives Canada, researching the vast Yousuf Karsh 
collection of more than 15,000 portrait sittings. In Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work, she not only examines 
the famed photographer’s aesthetic and technical choices but also offers a fresh perspective on 
what his work means to a twenty-first-century audience. “The world of photography has moved on 
since Karsh’s time,” says Rombout, “[but] Karsh’s method of portraiture continues to inspire dynamic 
engagement.” 

A visual chronicle of the era    
Yousuf Karsh’s elegant black-and-white portraits represent a visual chronicle of the twentieth century. 
His works—widely reproduced in magazines and newspapers, circulated through fine art exhibitions, 
and featured on stamps and currency—were known around the world. To be photographed by Karsh 
was a sign that the sitter had truly arrived on the public stage. Karsh sought to capture what he saw 
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LEFT: Glenn Gould, February 21, 1957. CENTRE: Cover of Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work, by Melissa Rombout.  
RIGHT: Yousuf Karsh, Self-Portrait, September 1938.

https://www.aci-iac.ca/print-books/yousuf-karsh/
https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/
https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/yousuf-karsh/


as the essence of his subjects, from a glowering Winston Churchill (famously annoyed that the upstart 
photographer had snatched away his cigar) to a young Glenn Gould hunched over his piano to Civil 
Rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., his eyes cast heavenward, in search of divine inspiration. In 
doing so, he created iconic portraits of the illustrious figures of his time and helped define the era itself.

From refugee to master photographer     
A displaced refugee of the Armenian Genocide, Karsh arrived alone in Canada in 1924 at the age of 
fifteen to live with his uncle, George Aziz Nakash, a photographer in Sherbrooke, Quebec. He showed 
early promise and before long was working alongside his uncle in his studio. In 1928, Karsh began an 
apprenticeship with Boston-based portrait photographer and painter John H. Garo. From Garo, Karsh 
mastered photographic techniques, and he later recalled, “[Garo] taught me to see and to remember 
what I saw.” Garo also taught Karsh how to work with distinguished clients, by putting them at their ease.  
“Garo’s salon was my university,” Karsh would later say of the three years he spent with him.  

The birth of a style       
But it was in Ottawa, where he opened his own studio in 1933, that Karsh developed his trademark 
style. In a time when most portrait photographers relied on natural light, Karsh mastered the dramatic 
potential of the artificial lighting featured in contemporary theatre and film. This gave his portraits their 
sharp focus and dramatic tonal contrasts. Significantly, Karsh sought to capture a sitter’s true inner 
essence, beyond a record of their likeness. Accompanying his portraits published in lavishly illustrated 
books were Karsh’s anecdotes about his sitters—an approach that revealed the photographer’s 
profound skill in creating a narrative through text and image.   

A love letter to Canada 
Although Karsh was best known for his portraits of famous sitters, his Ottawa studio catered to clients  
from all walks of life. In the 1950s, he was commissioned by Maclean’s magazine to shoot a series about 
Canada’s cities, a project that took him across the country to photograph a cross-section of its people. 
From factory workers to loggers, artisans to shopkeepers, Karsh paid tribute to Canada’s extraordinary 
“ordinary” citizens. A new Canadian himself, he was among the first to reflect the country’s growing 
multicultural character in his work. In 1978, he published Karsh Canadians, a book surveying great 
Canadian talents—a tribute to his adopted homeland. 

Lasting influence in a digital age
Karsh’s career spanned tremendous shifts in photographic technology, from natural light to artificial 
illumination and from glass-plate negatives to large-format and small portable cameras. The end of 
his life coincided with the rise of self-made images created with digital cameras. In the era of selfies 
and social media, Karsh’s works continue to inspire. “Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work will bring this master 
portraitist to a whole new generation who may not be aware of his incredible work,” says Sara Angel, 
Founder and Executive Director of the Art Canada Institute. “Many of the people he photographed are 
long gone, but his influence is still felt.” 
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Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work joins a growing list of titles that are redefining Canadian art in a 
contemporary context. A key mission of the ACI is to create an open-access digital art library, the 
Canadian Online Art Book Project, which is available in English and French, free of charge. In 2019, 
the ACI launched the Canadian Art Library, an imprint that publishes up to four books a year. Learn 
more about the Canadian Art Library by visiting https://www.aci-iac.ca/print-books/.  

To explore the Art Canada Institute’s open-source digital book Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work by Melissa 
Rombout, please visit: https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/yousuf-karsh/. 

For media requests or for interviews with:  
•	 Melissa Rombout, author of Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work 
•	 Sara Angel, Executive Director, Art Canada Institute  
please contact: media@aci-iac.ca

For images cleared for copyright and image credits, please see the gallery at the end of the release.  

About Melissa Rombout 
Melissa Rombout is an independent curator and lecturer on histories of photography. She received 
her PhD from the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis, where she considered the political 
performativity of art photography. Rombout has had a prolific career working with museums, libraries, 
and archives in Canada and internationally. In her former role as photo-historian at Library and 
Archives Canada, she specialized in research on the vast Yousuf Karsh archive. She has since curated 
several Karsh exhibitions in Ottawa, London, and Canberra, including the major 2009 travelling 
exhibition Karsh: Image Maker, organized by the Portrait Gallery of Canada in collaboration with the 
Canada Science and Technology Museum. 

About the Art Canada Institute 
The Art Canada Institute is the only national institution whose mandate is to promote the study of an 
inclusive, multi-vocal Canadian art history to as broad an audience as possible, on a digital platform, 
and free of charge in both English and French, across Canada and internationally. To accomplish 
this, ACI works with Canada’s leading cultural institutions, art historians, curators, and visual culture 
experts, and is dedicated to the creation of authoritative original content on the people, themes, and 
topics that have defined Canadian art history.  

To learn more about ACI and to access our free digital library, please visit us! aci-iac.ca 

https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/
https://www.aci-iac.ca/print-books/
https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/yousuf-karsh/
mailto:media%40aci-iac.ca?subject=
https://www.aci-iac.ca/
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IMAGES 
Download image files here.

https://artcanadainstitute.sharepoint.com/:f:/g/Etqbr-otnABCvKBhZqBanOwBVL7I0_55m7as-f_pkUOn7A?e=SNLqPo
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IMAGE CREDITS
The images below are available for media use only and may be reproduced only in content pertaining 
to Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work. 

1.	 Yousuf Karsh, Self-Portrait, September 1938, gelatin silver print, 15.3 x 10.5 (image), 20.7 x 
12.8 cm (sheet). Yousuf Karsh Fonds, Collection of Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa  
(R613-718-8-E, Vol. 6, Item 3821081). Courtesy of Library and Archives Canada. © Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston. 

2.	 Yousuf Karsh, Madge Macbeth, August 3, 1936, gelatin silver print, 33 x 26.7 cm (image), 50.8 x 
40.6 cm (mount). Courtesy of the Estate of Yousuf Karsh. © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

3.	 Yousuf Karsh, Winston Churchill, December 30, 1941, printed before 1972, gelatin silver print, 50 
x 39.7 cm. Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta, Edmonton, gift of Nancy Tousley Cameron in 
memory of Duncan F. Cameron (2016.15). Courtesy of the Art Gallery of Alberta. © Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.  

4.	 Yousuf Karsh, Princess Elizabeth, July 30, 1951. Courtesy of the Estate of Yousuf Karsh. 
© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  

5.	 Yousuf Karsh, Sikh Workers at Logging Camp, British Columbia, 1953, gelatin silver print, 23.8 x 
19 cm (image), 25.3 x 20.5 cm (sheet). Courtesy of the Estate of Yousuf Karsh. © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston.  

6.	 Yousuf Karsh, Glenn Gould, February 21, 1957, gelatin silver print, 60.6 x 49.9 cm. Courtesy of 
the Estate of Yousuf Karsh. © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  

7.	 Yousuf Karsh, Martin Luther King, Jr., August 18, 1962, gelatin silver print, 49.7 x 39.7 cm 
(image), 49.5 x 39.7 cm (support). Yousuf Karsh Fonds, Collection of Library and Archives 
Canada, Ottawa (R613-418-7-E, Vol. 613, Item 3845172). Courtesy of Library and Archives 
Canada. © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

8.	 Yousuf Karsh, Margaret Atwood, November 5, 1977, gelatin silver print, 23.8 x 17.4 cm (image), 
27.4 x 17.4 cm (sheet). Yousuf Karsh Fonds, Collection of Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa 
(Box KAR 422, Item 4332282). Courtesy of Library and Archives Canada. © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston. 

9.	 Yousuf Karsh, Georgia O’Keeffe, March 18, 1956, gelatin silver print, 59.7 x 47.9 cm. Collection of 
the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, gift of Estrellita Karsh in memory of Yousuf Karsh (2021.184). 
Courtesy of the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

10.	 Yousuf Karsh, Jessye Norman, April 4, 1990, chromogenic print, 101.6 x 76.2 cm (image), 121.9 x 
90.5 cm (sheet). Courtesy of the Estate of Yousuf Karsh. © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

11.	 Yousuf Karsh, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, November 4, 1968, gelatin silver print, 43 x 35.5 cm. 
Collection of the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, gift of Estrellita Karsh in memory of Yousuf 
Karsh (2021.277). Courtesy of the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

12.	 Yousuf Karsh, Audrey Hepburn, March 31, 1956. Courtesy of the Estate of Yousuf Karsh. 
© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

13.	 Melissa Rombout, author of Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work.  
14.	 Cover of Yousuf Karsh: Life & Work, by Melissa Rombout.

https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/yousuf-karsh/
https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/george-agnew-reid/

