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Some Observations 

on a Collection of Stieglitz' 

Early New York Photographs 

Peter C. Bunnell, Princeton University 

When Alfred Stieglitz returned to Nevv York from Europe in 1890 he was 
returning home, and there he found himself in an environment which lacked 
the romantic picturesqueness and urban historicism of his European experi
ence. New York was a metropolis, and while aspects of its dynamic commer
cialism repulsed him, he plunged into photographing there with a fervor and 
intensity which was characteristic of his approach to the medium and to his 
quest for understanding. Indeed, some years later, he stated that he rarely 
understood anything unless be had photographed it. Thus the place of his 
New York photographs, taken in the decade after 1893, is critical in the inter
pretation of all of Stieglitz' later achievement. I Iis first successful, and widely 
acclaimed urban pictures, "Winter, Fifth Avenue" and "The Terminal," may 
be seen as departures from his European work before, and as the introduction 
to those pictures he would make in Europe on a return trip there to such places 
as Paris and Venice in 1894, as well as later in Jew York. 

From his earliest period in photography Stieglitz was interested in a pic
ture making cballenge that went beyond content or pictorial values alone. 
It was the technique which greatly interested him, and the opportunity to 
do something with his medium which was difficult or considered unlikely, 
attracted him. Inclement weather photography was one such area, which is 
to the point in the present instance, as was night photography, examples of 



vvhich are not represented in this collection. With his snow pictures, he is 
interested not only in the pictorialism of the city under such conditions, but 
also in the challenge to manipulate his medium and master a difficult tech
nical problem. Just being out of doors under such conditions, at a time when 
other amateurs generally spent the hours printing, mounting and making 
frames, ,vas a quality which marked the zeal of Stieglitz' efforts. There were, 
for instance, numerous manuals which guided the photographer in his activ
ity during these "melancoly" times of the year when photography was con
sidered inopportune or fit only for "poets." In addition to the technical issues, 
it ,,vas the immediacy of this sort of photography, including the sense of dra
matic or physical time as seen through the weather conditions, that was a 
quality of realism which Stieglitz enjoyed. \1\lhile the sno,,._, hid certain aspects 
of the real or "homely" city, it also enhanced certain pictorial conceptions 
which might be seen to link the American photographer with his colleagues 
in picturesque Europe. This is also a quality which can be identified in the 
work of bis native contemporaries in painting, but about whom Stieglitz 
knew little at the time. 

Pictures sucl1 as those in this collection were presented by Stieglitz not 
only as prints, but also, and more likely, as lantern slides, one of the most 
popular photographic formats of the day. Stieglitz was an avid amateur in 
this respect, and he wrote frequently on the subject of making lantern slides 
and on how to program exhibitions of such work. The catalogues of these 
exhibitions frequently illuminate how photographic subjects ,,vere identified 
and interpreted. For instance, at an exhibition of slides at the Knickerbocker 
Athletic Club Theater by members of the Camera Club of Nev,, York on 
April 21, 1897, Stieglitz exhibited work in practically every category includ
ing, Cloud and Marine Studies, Venice, Architecture, Wind and Storm, 
Snow and Ice, Street Scenes, Picturesque Oddities, Mountains and Lakes, 
Cataracts and Glaciers, Portraits and Figures, and finally, ight. The works 
he showed in this particular exhibition were mostly from his earlier years in 
Europe and from his trip there in 189-+. A study of his slides from this and 
other exhibitions give clues as to the identification and dating of the ,,..,orks 
in the Herbert Small Collection. 

The dating and attribution of these pictures is problematic, and without 
further research positive conclusions are impossible. Therefore, my observa
tions represent only a partial study and they are not based on having seen the 
originals. It is my view, however, that these images are by Stieglitz and that 
tbey date from after the series of well known street views of around 1893 -

"\i\1inter, Fifth Avenue," "Five Points," and "The Terminal." From the loca-
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tion of the primary site of the photographs - Madison Square Park (located 
near where Broadway and Fifth Avenue cross at 23rd Street in New York 
City) - it would seem that a strong starting point in the matter of attribution 
and dating might be the coincidence of the location of the Camera Club of 
Nev.r York headquarters at 3 West 29th Street. The series of plates 3-9 would 
then demonstrate a most characteristic aspect of Stieglitz' approach to photo
graphing at this time, especially with street subjects such as these. It is what 
might be called a progressive or process approach, in which he did not photo
graph individual, tightly packed views but rather stimulating fragments as 
he moved through a region seeking suitable subjects. He generally started 
out from a base facility, in this case it could have been from the Camera Club, 
and moved on to one of the most popular photographing sites of the day, 
Madison Square Park, where he circuited the area exposing negatives as par
ticular subjects struck him - scenes that combined an architectural setting 
with human activity. This discipline is particularly evident in a study of his 
1894 Venetian photographs where one can literally trace his movement on 
foot through the city from a starting point - his hotel - and his return there 
via a different route. His approach to photographing 'vvas as a sort of outing 
or hunt in which similar motifs were photographed repeatedly. For instance, 
with one of his most famous photographs, "\iVinter, Fifth Avenue," there 
are at least three negatives of the motif taken at different times. Later, the 
most successful of the three images comes to be seen as an exceptional work 
where the technical craft has not been allowed to overload the pictorial theme; 
however, it must be recognized that initially this photograph was part of a 
larger body of near anecdotal work. This sort of analysis, and the opportunity 
to study such a body of work as this, albeit a collection which represents no 
image of outstanding quality or uniqueness, is reflective of its ultimate value. 
It enables us to observe the photographer's work as it develops in a single 
photographing session and in addition, as part of the fabric of his oe11-vre 

from which certain images are isolated as major works. In Stieglitz' case this 
is particularly important because he was one of the first photographers of the 
modern era to mature through the medium and these images shovv part of 
that evolution. 

These pictures reflect a style characteristic of Stieglitz' work at this time 
and this helps to attribute the authorship to him. That is, the oblique angle 
of view with a strongly weighted one-sided balance, various triangular forms 
throughout the composition, and a basic architectural structure established 
in the image by the buildings themselves, with the human subjects interact
ing in a kind of stage setting. 
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The majority of the images may be dated with certainty to be before 
the erection at 23rd Street of the Flatiron Building which opened in 1902 
and which Stieglitz photographed, in the snow, in 1903. The photograph 
of the great arch erected for the celebrations in honor of Admiral Dewey on 
September 30, 1899 (plate 10) vvould appear to be the terminal date for the 
group. As stated earlier, the majority of the photographs are located around 
Madison Square Park and it might, therefore, be proper to assume that they 
relate to the period when the Camera Club was located near by (as it was 
from its founding in 1896). Stieglitz did his processing and photographic 
work there, while he maintained his residence much further north in Man
hattan, at Madison Avenue and 83rd Street. Considering that the Collection 
represents a rather unified group, all coming from one owner, it would seem 
reasonable to date them to 1899. The fact that the pictures are related to a 
significant snovvfall may be determined from tl1e titling on the back of two 
images (not in Stieglitz' hand), and this might suggest they were made fol
lowing the blizzard in Iew York on February 11-13, 1899 - one that rivaled 
the more famous one of 1888. This would perhaps place the Easter picture 
(plate 1) later that spring; this picture is clearly not part of another series on 
the same subject taken in 1892 or 1893. Also, the sophistication of the com
position of most of the pictures seems to relate more strongly to the work 
after 1900 rather than to the earlier work from the 1890's. A final note is 
the fact that none of these images appear to have been used to illustrate any 
of Stieglitz' numerous articles written during the 1890's. 

Some comments on the specific pictures are as follows: 

PLATE 1. This is a view of what was called the "Dress Parade" on Easter 
Sunday, a Iew York tradition that went back to the late 1860's. The view 
is of Fifth Avenue looking north, probably above 34th Street. 

PLATE 2. Judging from the open space, this would appear to be a view of 
a park other than 1adison Square, perhaps Central Park. Also, from the 
title on the back, "f\n I lour After the Snowstorm," it was not taken at the 
time of the 1adison Square pictures, one of \\'hich is titled "2-+ I lours J\fter 
the Fall" (plate 3). 

PLATE 3. This picture shows a group of hansom cabs lined up along the 
edge of Madison Square Park. It is taken further south along Fifth Avenue 
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from that of plate 5. This row of cabs can be seen in the background of that 
picture. 

PLATE 4. The location of this picture, while not firm, would suggest a site 
not immediately within the vicinity of 1adison Square Park. Rather, it 
appears to be a location on Center Street, at or near the corner of Leonard 
Street where the Photochrome Engraving Company was located. This was 
the firm with which Stieglitz was associated until 1895. Stieglitz made at 
least two photographs of similar composition at this site as early as 1893. At 
present, the identification of tl1e building at the rear of the picture is prob
lematic because it might also be one located at 22nd Street and Fifth Avenue. 
The composition of this picture, however, is clearly more resolved than the 
pictures from 1893 and I would not, therefore, date it at this earlier time. 

PLATE 6. This is a view taken along 23rd Street looking back to Madison 
Square Park ·which can be seen to the left. 

PLATE 7. This is the most interesting picture of the group. It is a \'iew look
ing up Fifth Avenue from 30th Street. This is a particularly significant site 
because it is very near what vvill be, in 1905, the location of Stieglitz' Photo
Secession gallery, "291," which was located at 291 Fifth Avenue at 31st 
Street. Also, it is the exact site of his well known photograph, 'The Street -
Design for a Poster" of about 1902 or 1903. 

PLATE 8. This is a view taken along 26th Street looking toward the tower 
of the Madison Square Garden. 

PLATE 9. This picture shows a street vendor in front of the Fifth Avenue 
I lotel which was located across from Madison Square Park at Fifth Avenue 
and 23rd Street. 

PLATE 10. This is a view of the great temporary arch which was erected at 
23rd Street for the Dewey Day celebrations on September 30, 1899. The 
arch was aligned with the vVashington Square Arch further down Fifth Ave
nue below 8th Street. 
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With photographs such as these from the Small Collection, and others 
dating from this time, Stieglitz came to be identified with pictorial interpre
tations of the city. I Iis pictures were not of great drama or architectural 
splendor, like those of his commercial contemporary Byron, or later by his 
protcge Coburn, but of a more intimate city on a human scale. It is this 
theme which most clearly identifies Stieglitz' photographs, including even 
those grander ones of later years taken from high up in buildings. This is 
a quality which, it seems to me, he imparted to the young Paul Strand, for 
while Strand's first city views in the mid-teens have a visual texture rather 
more abstract than Stieglitz', they do impart this intimate and lyrical quality 
\\'hich may be seen in Stieglitz' images. The city, both as a place and a con
cept, frightened and invigorated Stieglitz throughout his life and his photo
graphs of it may be seen to lie between these emotional poles. \i\lhile he was 
cautious in his assessment of urban life, 1 do believe he found it challenging 
and, on the whole, that he remained fundamentally optimistic about it. In an 
article that was completely illustrated with reproductions of Stieglitz' photo
graphs, James Corbin, the author of "The Tv,,entieth Century City" (Scrib

ner's Magazine, March, 1903), probably put it best for each of them when 
he wrote, "The life here is the life of a present that looks out to the future, 
infinite in the variety of its possibilities." 
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PLATE 1 



PLATE 2 



PLATE 3 



PLATE 4 

PLATE 5 



PLATE 6 



PLATE 7 



PLATE 8 

PLATE 9 



PLATE 10 



PLATE 11 



PLATE 12 



Alfred Stieglit=, Georgia O'Keeffe and I lerbert F. Small 

The photograph mounted on a postcard (plate 12) was sent by Alfred Stieglitz 
to Ilerbert F. Small on July 18, 1925. IIerbert F. Small and Stieglitz ,vere 
close friends as ,vell as first cousins. In I Ierbert F. Small's letters to Stieglitz 
(preserved at the Beinecke Library at Yale University), he expressed interest 
in and admiration for Georgia O'Keeffe, and on one occasion asl<ed Stieglitz 
for an early photograph of her. Stieglitz responded ,-vith the above photo
graph and included the following note on the back: 

Photography pleads "Not Guilty" 
Georgia O'Keeffe pleads "Not Guilty" 
God pleads "Not Guilty" 
Art pleads "Not Guilty" 

But as Guilt must be proven -
and Innocence is always the 
Guilty One 

I do plead Guilty 
I "A. S." 

You Herbert Small insist in becoming an 
accomplice to this crime committed 7 years 
ago. - So be it as you insist. 
Lake George - July I 8, 1925 

Stieglitz' prose, written vvith humorous intent, obviously refers to the 
portrait he made of O'Keeffe in 1918, seven years prior to the date of the 
print he sent to I Ierbert F. Small. 

This portrait of Georgia O'Keeffe and the other photographs reproduced 
in this issue were donated to the Center by Ilerbert Small, son of I Icrbert F. 
Small. I Ierbert Fedor Small was given his middle name after the portrait 
painter and family friend Fedor Encke. I le named his son without a middle 
name so that father and son could be distinguished by name, and to ensure 
the son would never be referred to as "junior." 

These photographs were found by Herbert Small in his father's estate. 
Two of the photographs (plates 11 and 12) were found in an album assem
bled by his father and all others were enclosed in a manila envelope among 
his belongings. 

On one occasion the friendship between Stieglitz and I Ierbert F. Small 
resulted in a contribution to Camera Wark by Mr. Small. At Stieglitz' request 
he translated a German fable by R. Schumacher which \\'as a satire on the 
"liberators of art." The work was titled 'The Liberator - A Fable," Vol. 36, 
Oct., 1911, page 21-22. 

The ten Jew York street scenes are each mounted on buff colored board 
measuring only slightly larger than image size and all photographs reproduced 
in this issue are the exact size of the originals. All titles given are from extant 
handwriting in pencil on the verso of the mounts. 

J.E. 





NOTES TO PLATES 

PLATE l 

Easter Sunday, 5th Ave., circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 8.4 x 9.6 cm. 
76:0-1-9:008 

PLA"IE 2 

An l lour After the Snowstorm, circa 1896-1899 
Celatin Silver Print, 9.8 x 12.4 
76:049:010 

PLATE 3 

24 I lours After the Fall, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 9.8 x l 2.0 cm. 
76:0-1-9:009 

PLATE 4 

Untitled, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 7.6 x 5.4 cm. 
76:0-1-9:007 

PLATE 5 

The Unclean Blanket, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 7.8 x 10.7 cm. 
76:0-1-9:006 

PLATE 6 

Untitled, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 8.6 x 8.3 cm. 
76:049:004 

PLATE 7 

Untitled, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 9.4 x 12.2 cm. 
76:049:002 

PLATE 8 

Untitled, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 9.1 x 4.9 cm. 
76:049:005 

PLATE 9 

Untitled, circa 1896-1899 
Cc la tin Silver Print, 8.3 x 10.6 cm. 
76:0-1-9:003 

PLATE 10 

Untitled, circa 1896-1899 
Gelatin Silver Print, 8.2 x 7.1 cm. 
76:049:001 

PLATE 11 

Untitled,circa 1925 
Gelatin Silver Print, 7.6 x 10.6 cm. 
76:049:012 
( ote: ldt to right are Claudia O'Keeffe, 
Donald Davidson, Georgia O'Keeffe.) 

PLATE 12 

Untitled, 1918 
Gelatin Silver Print, 13.8 x 8.2 cm. 
76:049:011 



Achno1 Fl edgments 

The Center for Creative Photography is gratefully indebted 
to Professor Peter Bunnell of Princeton University for his 
contribution of the introduction to this issue and his original 
research in dating the prints. 

vVe are also deeply indebted to I Ierbert Small for his gen
erosity in donating the photographs in this publication to the 
Center, and for his help in researching tbe provenance of the 
prints. 

I also wish to acl::nowledge Terence Pitts, Curator and 
Librarian of the Center's archive, and Minnette Burges, Edi
torial Assistant, for organizing and preparing this issue for 
publication. 

J.E. 



BRUCE BABJ31TT 
CAROLYN WARNER 

D\VIGIIT W. PATTERSO 
SIDNEY S. WOODS 
RALPI I i\ 1. BILBY 
RUDY E. CAMPBELL 
TI TOMAS CI IA DLER 
DR. WILLIAM G. PAYl E 
EARL I I. C1\RROLL 
ESTI IER . CAPIN 

Arizona Board of Regents 

EX OFFICIO 

APPOI TED 

Governor of Arizona 
State Superintendent of Public Instruction 

January, 1980 
January, 1980 
January, 1982 
January, 1982 
January, 1984 
January, 1984 
January, 1986 
January, 1986 

University of Arizona Administration 

JOHN P. SCHAEFER 
ALBERT B. WEA VER 
RICI IARD i\1. EDWARDS 
SIIERWOOD E. CARR 
A. RICI TARD KASSANDER 
MERLI K. Du VAL 
GARY M. MU SI GER 

President of the LI nivcrsity 
Executive Vice President 

Vice President for Student Relations 
Vice President for Business Affairs 

Vice President for Research 
Vice President for I Teal th Sciences 

Vice President for Planning and Budgeting 

Center for Creative Photography 

JAMES L. ENYEART 
TERENCE PITTS 
MARGUERITE McGILLIVRAY 
MIN ETTE BURGES 
LINDA FRY 
MARIA GILLETT 

A CY KLAS 
SI IERRIE DENTO 
KEVIN KAPP 

Director 
Photographic Archives Curator 

Administrative Assistant 
Edi tori al Assistan t/Secrcta ry 

Photographer 
Center Assistant 

Graduate Assistant 
Student Assistant 
Student Assistant 




	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_001_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_002_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_003_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_004_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_005_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_006_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_007_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_008_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_009_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_010_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_011_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_012_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_013_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_014_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_015_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_016_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_017_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_018_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_019_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_020_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_021_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_022_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_023_m
	ag1_006_the-archive_stieglitz-small_024_m



