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The “first” photograph, or more 

specifically, the world's first 

permanent photograph from 

nature, was taken by Joseph 

Nicéphore Niépce in 1826 or 1827.  

 

The image depicts the view from 

an upstairs window at Niépce's 

estate, Le Gras, in the Burgundy 

region of France. Niépce's 

invention represents the origin of 

today's photography, film, and 

other media arts.  

 

Niépce developed an interest in 

science when he began working 

with his brother, Claude, on 

various experiments and 

inventions. 



This photograph was only discovered in 2002 and is now known to be the very 

first permanent photograph ever taken by Nicéphore Niépce – the father of 

photography. It is an image of an engraving of a man walking a horse and it 

was made using a technique known as heliogravure. The method involves a 

piece of copper covered with light sensitive bitumen. This metal plate is exposed 

to light and creates an image which is then transferred to paper. The image has 

been declared a national treasure by the French government and it sold for 

$392,000 at auction to the French National Library. 



Joseph Nicéphore Niépce's 

earliest experiments in this 

direction began in 1816. His 

progress was slow because 

photography was not his sole, or 

even his primary, interest.  

 

The invention on which the 

brothers expended most of their 

efforts, innovation, and money 

was a combustion engine called 

the "Pyreolophore" for propelling 

boats. 

 

This early internal combustion 

engine successfully propelled a 

model boat on local rivers, and 

the brothers spent the next 20 

years improving and promoting 

the engine, resulting in Claude's 

eventual move to England. 



The term "heliography" was coined by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce to identify the process 

by which he obtained the first permanent photographic image. During his trials with 

lithography, he experimented with light-sensitive varnishes and then with images 

produced in camera, but he was unable to prevent the images from fading. 



Finally, Niépce coated a pewter 

plate with the same solution from 

his previous experiments and 

placed the plate into a camera that 

was looking out from an upstairs 

window of his house at Le Gras.  

 

After an exposure of at least eight 

hours, the plate was washed with 

a mixture of oil of lavender and 

white petroleum, dissolving away 

the parts of the bitumen that had 

not been hardened by light.  

 

The result was the permanent 

direct positive picture you see 

here, a one-of-a-kind photograph 

on pewter. It renders a view of the 

outbuildings, courtyard, trees, and 

landscape as seen from that 

upstairs window. 



Jean-Baptiste Sabatier-Blot. Portrait of Louis-

Jacques-Mandé Daguerre, 1844, daguerreotype 

 

A daguerreotype (original French: daguerréotype) is 

one of the earliest photographic processes, developed 

by Louis Daguerre, in which the image is formed by 

amalgam i.e. a combination of mercury and silver. 

Mercury vapor from a pool of heated mercury is used 

to develop the plate that consists of a copper plate 

with a thin coating of silver rolled in contact that has 

previously been sensitized in iodine vapor (later 

sensitivity was increased by using the other halides – 

chlorine and bromine to form sliver chloride and silver 

bromide crystals reducing the exposure time to about 

one minute. 

 

A thin image on the silver mirrored surface, the actual 

image is delicate and will be damaged if it is rubbed 

with the fingers. Daguerreotypes had to be mounted in 

airtight cases with a glass cover to prevent oxidation 

from the air and finger marks.  When viewing the 

daguerreotype, a dark surface is reflected into the 

mirrored silver surface, and the reproduction of detail 

in sharp photographs is very good, partly because of 

the perfectly flat surface. 



Daguerre took the first ever photo of a person in 1839 when, while taking a 

daguerreotype of a Paris street, a pedestrian stopped for a shoe shine, long enough to be 

captured by the long exposure (several minutes). 



Louis-Jacques Mandé Daguerre.  

Still Life, ca. 1843, daguerreotype 



Although daguerreotypes are unique images, they could be copied by redaguerreotyping 

the original. The daguerreotype was the first publicly announced photographic process and 

while there were competing processes at the time, the accepted scientific etiquette of the 

time was that discovery was attributed to first published. All of the initial photographic 

processes required long periods for successful exposure and proved difficult for portraiture.  

 

The daguerreotype did become the first commercially viable photographic process in that 

it was the first to permanently record and fix an image with exposure time compatible 

with portrait photography, but this was after extra sensitizing agents (bromine and 

chlorine) were added to Daguerre's original process. 



From the moment of its birth, photography had a dual character—as a medium of artistic 

expression and as a powerful scientific tool—and Daguerre promoted his invention on both 

fronts. Several of his earliest plates were still-life compositions of plaster casts after 

antique sculpture—an ideal subject since the white casts reflected light well, were 

immobile during long exposures, and lent, by association, the aura of "art" to pictures 

made by mechanical means. 



Above: Unidentified photographer. 

Sam Houston, ca. 1850-55, 

daguerreotype 

 

Right: Louis-Jacques Mandé 

Daguerre. Portrait of an Artist, ca. 

1843, daguerreotype 



Left: Identified American photographer. Woman Seated, Holding Daguerreotype, ca. 

1850, daguerreotype 

Right: Unidentified American photographer. Post-Mortem Portrait, Woman Holding a 

Baby, ca. 1855, daguerreotype 



John Moffat. William Henry Fox Talbot, 1864, 

calotype 

 

William Henry Fox Talbot (1800 –1877) was 

the inventor of calotype process, the precursor 

to most photographic processes of the 19th and 

20th centuries.  

 

Talbot engaged in photographic experiments 

beginning in early 1834, well before 1839, 

when Louis Daguerre exhibited his pictures 

taken by the sun. After Daguerre's discovery 

was announced (without details), Talbot 

showed his four-year old pictures at the Royal 

Institution on 25 January 1839.  

 

Within a fortnight, he freely communicated the 

technical details of his photogenic drawing 

process to the Royal Society. Daguerre would 

not reveal the manipulatory details of his 

process until August. In 1841, Talbot 

announced his discovery of the calotype, or 

talbotype, process.  



The sensitive element of a calotype is silver 

iodide. With exposure to light, silver iodide 

decomposes to silver leaving iodine as free 

element. Excess silver iodide is washed 

away after oxidizing the pure silver with a 

second application of gallo-nitrate. As silver 

oxide is black, the resulting image is visible. 

Potassium bromide then is used to stabilize 

the silver oxide. 

 

The salted paper's sensitive element is 

silver chloride formed when the salt 

(sodium chloride) reacts with silver nitrate. 

Silver chloride decomposes when in contact 

with light forming silver and chlorine 

evaporates. Excess silver chloride is washed 

out of the paper and the silver oxidizes in 

contact with gallo-nitrate. The silver oxide 

is stabilized on the paper with hypo. 

 

Silver chloride makes better prints because 

it is less sensitive to temperature. During 

long exposures in sunlight the temperature 

on the paper can be considerable. 

An image of a latticed window in 

Lacock Abbey in 1835 by Talbot is a 

print from the oldest photographic 

negative in existence  



William Henry Fox Talbot. The Footman, 1840, salted paper print 



William Henry Fox Talbot, photograph taken in 1853 



André–Adolphe–Eugène Disdéri. Prince Lobkowitz, 

1858, albumen silver print 

 

By the 1860s, times were changing, and the medium 

became increasingly industrialized. Instead of mixing 

chemicals according to personal recipes and hand 

coating their papers, photographers could buy 

commercially prepared albumen papers and other 

supplies. Increasingly, the marketplace pressured 

photographers to produce a greater quantity of cheaper 

prints for a less discerning audience. In marketing to a 

middle class, aesthetic factors such as careful 

composition, optimal lighting conditions, and exquisite 

printing became less important than the recognizable 

rendering of a familiar sight or famous person. 

 

Some, like A.-A.-E. Disdéri (1819–1889), turned quantity 

into a virtue. With a moveable chassis and multiple 

lenses, he could make as many as eight exposures on a 

single glass-plate negative, print the entire plate at 

once, cut the sheet into eighths, and paste the individual 

photographs on mounts the size of visiting cards for his 

clients to distribute to friends, family, or fans. 



Disdéri popularized the system by which eight exposures could be made on one glass 

negative, printed in a single operation, and then cut and glued to visiting-card-size 

mounts. By the late 1850s, collecting and exchanging such cartes-de-visite was 

immensely popular. Although millions of these portraits were produced, this uncut sheet 

from Disdéri's archive is a rare illustration of the eight-in-one technique, of Second 

Empire posing, and of the public and private roles of the carte-de-visite. For his series of 

cartes, Prince Lobkowitz first posed surrounded by studio props in top hat and frock 

coat, then, in the eighth frame, against a plain backdrop in less formal attire. 



Alongside the carte-de-visite craze, another fad developed in the late 1850s and 1860s: 

the stereograph. Two nearly identical views were made from slightly different positions 

or by two side-by-side lenses of a single camera; glued to a single mount and viewed in a 

stereoscope to simulate binocular vision, the two images combine in the mind to create a 

startling illusion of three-dimensionality.  



Louis Igout. Academies. c. 1880, 

albumen silver print 

 

The album in which this page 

appears is an excellent example of 

the type of photographs produced 

in the nineteenth century as an aid 

to artists in the study of contour, 

modeling, and proportion, and as a 

vocabulary of expression, gesture, 

and pose sanctioned by the art of 

antiquity and the old masters.  

 

Groupings representing Cain and 

Abel, the Drunken Silenus, 

Hercules and Antaeus, the Dying 

Gaul, the Cnidian Aphrodite, and 

others are recognizable among the 

photographs. 



Julia Margaret Cameron. Mrs. Herbert 

Duckworth, 1867, albumen silver print 

 

Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-1879) was 

born in India and married Charles Cameron 

in 1838. The couple returned to England in 

1848 and became actively involved with an 

intellectual group of artists and writers that 

included Alfred Lord Tennyson and George 

Frederick Watts. 

 

Only 21 at the time of the photograph, Julia 

Prinsep Jackson, Cameron’s niece, had just 

recently become Mrs. Duckworth when the 

picture was taken. A scant three years later, 

Mrs. Duckworth was a widow with two young 

children and a third on the way. Later, in 

1878 she married Sir Leslie Stephen, a 

prominent Victorian journalist and 

mountaineer. Four more children were born, 

including daughters Vanessa Bell and 

Virginia Woolf who would become famous as 

members of the Edwardian artistic circle 

known as the Bloomsbury Group. 



The close-up focus on the face is typical of 

Cameron’s portrait style and can be seen in 

many images of the sitter by her aunt. The 

strong contrast of dark background and dark 

dress against the pale face is similarly common 

in Cameron’s photographs. Mrs. Duckworth’s 

severe, unsmiling features are also typical of the 

Victorian era since the exposure time then 

required for a photograph was several minutes, 

much too long to hold a smile.  

 

At the age of 48, Cameron began to experiment 

with the collodion method of photography after 

receiving her first camera as a present from her 

daughter. Creating a collodion print was an 

extremely difficult and hazardous process that 

required working with combustible materials in 

almost total darkness. The collodion process 

involved pouring chemicals onto a glass plate 

negative. The plate was then inserted into the 

camera, and the plate exposed for three to eight 

minutes. After exposure, the plate was removed 

and immediately developed in a darkroom. It 

was important for the plate to remain “wet” 

throughout the entire process.  



Honoré Daumier, Nadar élevant la Photographie 

à la hauteur de l'Art (Nadar elevating 

Photography to Art), lithograph from Le 

Boulevard, May 25, 1863 

 

The big disadvantage of the collodion process 

was that it needed to be exposed and developed 

while the chemical coating was still wet, 

meaning that photographers had to carry 

portable darkrooms to develop images 

immediately after exposure.  

 

Both the difficulties of the method and uncertain 

but growing status of photography were 

lampooned by Honoré Daumier in his Nadar 

Elevating Photography to the Height of 

Art (1862).  

 

Nadar, one of the most prominent photographers 

in Paris at the time, was known for capturing 

the first aerial photographs from the basket of a 

hot air balloon. Obviously, the difficulties in 

developing a glass negative under these 

circumstances must have been considerable. 



Nadar achieved so much fame for his wet-plate 

photographic portraits that he became the 

subject of a Daumier lithograph that provides 

incisive and amusing commentary about the 

struggle of photography to be recognized as a 

fine art. 

 

Daumier made his print in response to an 1862 

court decision acknowledging that photography 

was indeed an art and therefore entitled to 

protection under copyright law. In the 

lithograph, Nadar energetically takes pictures 

with his camera as his balloon rises over 

Parisian rooftops- Daumier’s literal 

representation of the elevation of photography’s 

status that eh court decision affirmed. 

 

The image also refers to the fact that Nadar was 

a staunch advocate of balloon transportation and 

aerial reconnaissance. He produced the first 

aerial photographs of Paris in 1858 from his 

balloon Le Géant (The Giant).  



Nadar took the first aerial photographs from 

balloons in 1858 at heights ranging from 252 

feet (his first showing the village of Petit 

Bicetre) to 1,600 feet (the one most often 

published showing Paris).  

 

Nadar, in addition to devoting considerable 

energy towards solving some of the problems of 

aerial photography by manned balloon, also 

promoted aerial travel. He founded the Societé 

d’encouragement pour la navigation aérienne 

and published his own magazine L’Aéronaute. 

 

His famous and short-lived passenger balloon Le 

Géant (The Giant), which made only two ascents 

from Paris in October 1863, included a two-story 

passenger compartment along with a 

photographic darkroom. On July 31, 1868, the 

French magazine Le Petit Figaro published a 

reproduction based on an aerial photograph 

Nadar took which showed the Arc de Triomphe.  



Portrait of Eadweard Muybridge 

 

Eadweard J. Muybridge (1830 –1904) 

was known primarily for his 

important pioneering work, with use 

of multiple cameras to capture 

motion, and his zoopraxiscope, a 

device for projecting motion pictures 

that pre-dated the flexible perforated 

film strip that is used today.  



Eadweard Muybridge. Galloping Horse 



A  pioneer in motion photography.  Muybridge set up shop as a bookseller in San 

Francisco in 1855.  He began taking landscape photographs in the 1860s and by the 

end of the decade was employed by the U.S. government for geographic and military 

surveys.  In 1872 railroad owner and former California governor Leland Stanford 

wanted to prove that a running racehorse has all four feet off the ground at some 

point in its stride, and he hired Muybridge to establish that proof.  John Isaacs, 

Stanford’s engineer, developed a fast new shutter, and after a number of 

interruptions Muybridge succeeded in 1878 in confirming Stanford’s contention. 



His discoveries received extensive publicity through the book Animal Locomotion, 

which Muybridge published in 1887. The illusion of motion here was created by a 

physical fact of human eyesight called “persistence of vision.”  Stated simply, it means 

the brain holds whatever the eye sees for a fraction of a second after the eye stops 

seeing it.  Thus, viewers saw a rapid succession of different images merging one into 

the next, producing the illusion of continuous change.  This illusion lies at the heart of 

the “realism” of all cinema. 



Edgar Degas. At the Races, 1877–1880, oil on canvas 

 

Artists such as Edgar Degas were able to use Muybridge’s work as a resource, 

enabling them to more accurately depict the movement of both humans and animals.  



Left: Matthew B. Brady. Lincoln “Cooper Union” Portrait, 1860 

Right: Matthew B. Brady. Robert E. Lee, 1865 



Andrew Joseph Russell. Orange and Alexandria Railroad Bridge, c. 1863, albumen 

silver print 

 

Because the battlefields were too chaotic and dangerous for the painstaking wet-plate 

procedures to be carried out, photographers could depict only strategic sites , camp 

scenes, preparations for or retreat from action, and, on rare occasions, the grisly 

aftermath of battle. 



 

Matthew B. Brady. Wheatfield in Which General Reynolds was Shot. 1863, albumen 

silver print 

 

The war photographers worked with collodion-on-glass (wet-plate) negatives, which 

required delicate and laborious procedures even in the studio. When the photographer 

was ready for action, a sheet of glass was cleaned, coated with collodion, partially 

dried, dipped carefully into a bath containing nitrate of silver, then exposed in the 

camera for several seconds and processed in the field darkroom tent—all before the 

silver collodion mixture had dried. Given the danger of their situation and the 

technical difficulty of their task, front-line photographers rarely if ever attempted 

action scenes. 



 

This atypical Civil War panorama shows the artist looking over a split-rail fence at the 

Gettysburg battlefield where one of America's greatest armed conflicts raged for three 

bloody days. Brady, America's self-appointed photographic "historian," arrived at 

Gettysburg several days after the battle had ended (July 3, 1863) and after the last of 

the 7,500 dead had been buried. The photograph's misleading title is derived from the 

image's reproduction in Harper's Weekly three weeks after the battle. Current 

scholarship now confirms that Union General John F. Reynolds was shot by a 

Confederate marksman beyond the visible tree line known as McPherson's Woods, not 

in the wheatfield. Nonetheless, the view offers a rare glimpse of Brady in the field. 



Alexander Gardner. Ruins of the Gallego Flour Mills, Richmond, Virginia, 1865, 

albumen silver print 

 

Although it is still popularly believed that Brady produced most of the surviving Civil 

War photographs, he actually made few field photographs during the long war. 

Instead, he focused his energies on acquiring and publishing (over his own imprint) 

negatives made by his ever-expanding team of operators, including Gardner (his 

Washington gallery director), Timothy O'Sullivan, and numerous others. 



Timothy O’Sullivan. A Harvest of Death, Gettysburg, 1863, original 

print by Alexander Gardner 



Timothy O’Sullivan began his photographic career as an apprentice in the studio of 

Mathew Brady. At the start of the Civil War, he became part of Brady’s team assigned 

to document the conflict, although O’Sullivan resigned after an argument with Brady 

over who was to receive credit for authorship of his photos. Many of O’Sullivan’s war 

images have a haunting quality, for example, A Harvest of Death (1863), which captures 

a misty landscape in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania littered with corpses. At a time when 

standard war images consisted of portraits of soldiers in uniform and camp life, 

O’Sullivan’s photograph is a stark reminder of the realities of the conflict.  



The photograph’s documentary power was immediately realized.  Thus began 

the story of the medium’s influence on modern life and the immense changes it 

brought to communication and information management. Although this image 

could be seen as simple reportage, it also functions to impress on people the 

high price of the Civil War.  Though it was years before photolithography 

could reproduce photographs like this in newspapers, they were publicly 

exhibited and made an impression that newsprint engravings never could.  



Timothy O’Sullivan. Ancient Ruins 

in the Cañon de Chelle, New 

Mexico, 1873, albumen print 

 

During the late 1860s and 70s 

O’Sullivan traveled west several 

times photographing as part of 

various geological survey teams. 

The difficulties of these trips must 

have been huge, carrying men and 

equipment through the wilderness 

in wagons and small boats. 

O’Sullivan himself nearly drowned 

on an early expedition when he 

was thrown from a boat and 

carried down stream by rapids 

before finally making his way to 

shore. Managing his personal 

equipment must have also been a 

challenge. Photographs at the time 

were exposed on large glass plates, 

and understandably, many of 

O’Sullivan’s images simply didn’t 

make it home.   



In 1873 O’Sullivan himself led a 

group to explore the rock 

formations and long abandoned 

archaeological remains found in 

northeastern Arizona around the 

Canyon de Chelly. The ancient 

pueblos in the photograph were 

built by the Anasazi or Navajo for 

“ancient ones.”  

 

Although O’Sullivan was one of the 

first to capture this impressive 

scene, many others have followed 

in his footsteps, including the 

legendary twentieth-century 

landscape photographer Ansel 

Adams. The Canyon de Chelly 

became a National Monument in 

1931 and is today jointly managed 

by the National Park Service and 

the Navajo Nation.  



Jacob Riis. Lodgers in a Crowded Bayard Street Tenement –  

Five Cents a Spot, c. 1890 



Jacob August Riis (May 3, 1849 – May 26, 1914) was a Danish America social 

reformer, “muckraking journalist” and social documentary photographer. He is known 

for using his photographic and journalistic talents to help the impoverished in New 

York City; those impoverished New Yorkers were the subject of most of his prolific 

writings and photography. He endorsed the implementation of "model tenements” in 

New York with the help of humanitarian Lawrence Veiller.  

 

Additionally, as one of the most famous proponents of the newly practicable casual 

photography, he is considered one of the fathers of photography due to his discovery of 

the use of flash in photography. While living in New York, Riis experienced poverty 

and became a police reporter writing about the quality of life in the slums. He 

attempted to alleviate the bad living conditions of poor people by exposing their 

traditionalism to middle class ridicule. 



Bandit's Roost (1888) by Jacob Riis, 

from How the Other Half Lives 

 

The "pictures of Gotham's crime and 

misery by night and day" are 

described as "a foundation for a 

lecture called ‘The Other Half: How 

It Lives and Dies in New York.’ to 

give at church and Sunday school 

exhibitions, and the like."  

 

Because so much of the work was 

done at night, he was able to 

photograph the worst elements of the 

New York slums, the dark streets, 

tenement apartments, and "stale-

beer" dives, and documented the 

hardships faced by the poor and 

criminal, especially in the vicinity of 

notorious Mulberry Street. 



Finally in 1888 George Eastman developed the 

dry gelatin roll film, making it easier for film to 

be carried. Eastman also produced the first 

small inexpensive cameras, allowing more 

people access to the technology.  



Photography undergoes extraordinary 

changes in the early part of the twentieth 

century. This can be said of every other 

type of visual representation, however, but 

unique to photography is the transformed 

perception of the medium.  

 

In order to understand this change in 

perception and use—why photography 

appealed to artists by the early 1900s, and 

how it was incorporated into artistic 

practices by the 1920s—we need to start by 

looking back. 

 

In the later nineteenth century, 

photography spread in its popularity, and 

inventions like the Kodak #1 camera 

(1888) made it accessible to the upper-

middle class consumer; the Kodak Brownie 

camera, which cost far less, reached the 

middle class by 1900. 



Left: Pablo Picasso. Still Life with Chair Caning, 1912, oil, oilcloth and pasted paper on 

canvas with rope frame Right : Hannah Höch, Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada 

Through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch of Germany, 1919-20, 

photomontage 

 

By the early 1920s, technology becomes a vehicle of progress and change, and instills 

hope in many after the devastations of World War I. For avant-garde (“ahead of the 

crowd”) artists, photography becomes incredibly appealing for its associations with 

technology, the everyday, and science—precisely the reasons it was denigrated a half-

century earlier. The camera’s technology of mechanical reproduction made it the 

fastest, most modern, and arguably, the most relevant form of visual representation in 

the post-WWI era. Photography, then, seemed to offer more than a new method of 

image-making—it offered the chance to change paradigms of vision and representation. 



Left: August Sander, Disabled Man, 1926/ Right: August Sander. Pastry Chef, 1928 

 

With August Sander’s portraits, such as Secretary at a Radio Station, Pastry Cook or 

Disabled Man, we see an artist attempting to document—systematically—modern 

types of people, as a means to understand changing notions of class, race, profession, 

ethnicity, and other constructs of identity. Sander transforms the practice of 

portraiture with these sensational, arresting images. These figures reveal as much 

about the German professions as they do about self-image.  



Henri Cartier-Bresson, Behind the Gare 

St. Lazare, 1932 

 

Cartier-Bresson’s leaping figure in Behind 

the Gare St. Lazare reflects the potential 

for photography to capture individual 

moments in time—to freeze them, hold 

them, and recreate them. Because of his 

approach, Cartier-Bresson is often 

considered a pioneer of photojournalism. 

This sense of spontaneity, of accuracy, and 

of the ephemeral corresponded to the 

racing tempo of modern culture (think of 

factories, cars, trains, and the rapid pace 

of people in growing urban centers). 



Alfred Stieglitz in 1902 by 

Gertrude Käsebier 

 

Alfred Stieglitz (1864 –1946) 

was an American 

photographer and modern art 

promoter who was 

instrumental over his fifty-

year career in making 

photography an accepted art 

form.  

 

In addition to his 

photography, Stieglitz is 

known for the New York art 

galleries that he ran in the 

early part of the 20th century, 

where he introduced many 

avant-garde European artists 

to the U.S. He was married to 

painter Georgia O'Keeffe. 



As the editor of Camera Notes, the journal 

of the Camera Club of New York—an 

association of amateur photography 

enthusiasts—Stieglitz espoused his belief 

in the aesthetic potential of the medium 

and published work by photographers who 

shared his conviction.  

 

When the rank-and-file membership of the 

Camera Club began to agitate against his 

restrictive editorial policies, Stieglitz and 

several like-minded photographers broke 

away from the group in 1902 to form the 

Photo-Secession, which advocated an 

emphasis on the craftsmanship involved in 

photography.  

 

Most members of the group made 

extensive use of elaborate, labor-intensive 

techniques that underscored the role of the 

photographer's hand in making 

photographic prints, but Stieglitz favored a 

slightly different approach in his own 

work. 

 

Alfred Stieglitz. The Terminal, 

1892, photogravure 



Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907, 

photogravure 

 

After his 8-year-old daughter Kitty 

finished the school year and he closed his 

Fifth Avenue art gallery for the summer, 

Alfred Stieglitz gathered her, his wife 

Emmeline, and Kitty’s governess for 

their second excursion to Europe as a 

family. The Stieglitzes departed for Paris 

on May 14, 1907, aboard the first-class 

quarters of the fashionable ship Kaiser 

Wilhelm II.   

Although Emmeline looked forward to 

shopping in Paris and to visiting her 

relatives in Germany, Stieglitz was 

anything but enthusiastic about the trip. 

His marriage to status-conscious 

Emmeline had become particularly 

stressful amid rumors about his possible 

affair with the tarot-card 

illustrator/artist Pamela Coleman 

Smith. 



In addition, Stieglitz felt out of place in the 

company of his fellow upper-class 

passengers. But it was precisely this 

discomfort among his peers that prompted 

him to take a photograph that would 

become one of the most important in the 

history of photography. In his 1942 account 

“How The Steerage Happened,” Stieglitz 

recalls:  

 

How I hated the atmosphere of the first 

class on that ship. One couldn’t escape the 

"nouveau riches.”…On the third day out I 

finally couldn’t stand it any longer. I had to 

get away from that company. I went as far 

forward on the deck as I could.... 

 

As I came to the end of the desk [sic] I stood 

alone, looking down. There were men and 

women and children on the lower deck of 

the steerage. There was a narrow stairway 

leading up to the upper deck of the 

steerage, a small deck at the bow of the 

steamer.  



In this essay, written 35 years after he 

took the photograph, Stieglitz describes 

how The Steerage encapsulated his 

career’s mission to elevate photography 

to the status of fine art by engaging the 

same dialogues around abstraction that 

preoccupied European avant-garde 

painters: 

 

A round straw hat, the funnel leading 

out, the stairway leaning right, the 

white drawbridge with its railings made 

of circular chains – white suspenders 

crossing on the back of a man in the 

steerage below, round shapes of iron 

machinery, a mast cutting into the sky, 

making a triangular shape. I stood 

spellbound for a while, looking and 

looking. Could I photograph what I felt, 

looking and looking and still looking? I 

saw shapes related to each other. I saw 

a picture of shapes and underlying that 

the feeling I had about life. …  



With this account, Stieglitz argues with the 

benefit of more than three decades of 

hindsight that The Steerage suggests that 

photographs have more than just a 

“documentary” voice that speaks to the truth-

to-appearance of subjects in a field of space 

within narrowly defined slice of time. Rather, 

The Steerage calls for a more complex, layered 

view of photography’s essence that can 

accommodate and convey abstraction.  

 

Stieglitz is often criticized for overlooking the 

subjects of his photograph in this essay, which 

has become the account by which the 

photograph is discussed in our histories. But 

in his account for The Steerage, Stieglitz also 

calls attention to one of the contradictions of 

photography: its ability to provide more than 

just an abstract interpretation, too. The 

Steerage is not only about the “significant 

form” of shapes, forms and textures, but it also 

conveys a message about its subjects, 

immigrants who were rejected at Ellis Island, 

or who were returning to their old country to 

see relatives and perhaps to encourage others 

to return to the United States with them.  



As a reader of mass-marketed magazines, 

Stieglitz would have been familiar with the 

debates about immigration reform and the 

ghastly conditions to which passengers in 

steerage were subjected. Stieglitz’s father had 

come to America in 1849, during a historic 

migration of 1,120,000 Germans to the United 

States between 1845 and 1855. His father 

became a wool trader and was so successful 

that he retired by age 48. By all accounts, 

Stieglitz’s father exemplified the “American 

dream” that was just beyond the grasp of 

many of the subjects of The Steerage.  

 

Moreover, investigative reporter Kellogg 

Durland traveled undercover as steerage in 

1906 and wrote of it: “I can, and did, more 

than once, eat my plate of macaroni after I had 

picked out the worms, the water bugs, and on 

one occasion, a hairpin. But why should these 

things ever be found in the food served to 

passengers who are paying $36.00 for their 

passage?”  



Still, Stieglitz was conflicted about the issue of immigration. While he was sympathetic to 

the plight of aspiring new arrivals, Stieglitz was opposed to admitting the uneducated 

and marginal to the United States of America—despite his claims of sentiment for the 

downtrodden. Perhaps this may explain his preference to avoid addressing the subject of 

The Steerage, and to see in this photograph not a political statement, but a place for 

arguing the value of photography as a fine art.  



Despite Alfred Stieglitz's early interest in 

candid or snapshot-style street photography 

seen in The Terminal of 1892 and The Steerage 

of 1907, he attempted to turn the page on the 

natural development of the documentary 

tradition in photography with his successful 

1910 retrospective of Pictorialism at the 

Albright Art Museum in Buffalo, New York.  

 

If the age of electricity, the automobile, and the 

telephone would, by caveat, be ignored by the 

Pictorialists, modern realities in the 1890s to 

1910s would nonetheless appear in images 

produced by tens of thousands of artists and 

amateurs who found the world intoxicatingly 

attractive, if at times disorderly and brutal.  

 

Alongside selected examples of the work of 

Stieglitz and members of his circle (Paul 

Strand, Charles Sheeler, and Edward 

Steichen), the photographs of Jacob Riis, 

Arnold Genthe, Lewis Hine, and E. J. Bellocq, 

among others, provide a sampling of early 

documentary practice in America. 

Paul Strand. From the El, 

1915, platinum print 



INNOVATION and EXPERIMENTATION: 
NINETEENTH-CENTURY PHOTOGRAPHY 

(The Emergence of Photographic Techniques) 

ACTIVITES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these photographs, devise a question to 

present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may choose to address 

either one or both of the photographs shown.   



STUDENT 

PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your 

research on this 

photograph by Alfred 

Stieglitz, devise a 

question to present to 

and answer for the 

class. Create a five-

point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response 

might be formally 

assessed.  



In what ways did photography provide a different image of an important 

leader or ruler? In what ways was photography in the nineteenth century 

still impacted by the tradition of painting? 



This painting was created by the Romantic artist Theodore Gericault in 

1821. How would the painting have been different if Gericault had seen 

Muybridge’s experiments with photography (also shown above)? 



This painting, titled Napoleon 

II at the Battle of Solferino, 

was created in 1863 by Jean-

Louis-Ernest Meissonier. 

Although hardly known 

today, Meissonier was one of 

the most celebrated artists of 

his time. This painting of a 

battle was created at the time 

of the American Civil War.  

The photograph shown is a 

depiction of a battlefield after 

the Battle of Gettysburg in 

the American Civil War.  

 

Address the advantages and 

disadvantages of the two 

media (painting and 

photography) in the depiction 

of war at this time. 


