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the Lake George years
Alfred Stieglitz



Photographer, publisher, writer, impresario and collector, 
Alfred Stieglitz (1864–1946) was a major force in the 
development of a set of ideas around a uniquely American 
art. As Stieglitz fought for photography to be recognised as 
an art form in its own right, his own work achieved a dazzling 
level of aesthetic, conceptual and technical brilliance through 
the continual breaking of new ground. At the turn of the 
20th century, photographic societies and journals struggled 
to decide whether the use of the camera spelled art, craft or 
business; for Stieglitz it involved all three and more.

By the time Stieglitz was 58 years old and photographing 
his cloud series in 1922, he had already established two 
formidable careers. the first, between 1887 and 1902,  
was as an award-winning pictorialist photographer and 
entrepreneur, and the second, in the 1910s, was as the 
owner of both the prestigious journal Camera Work and 
a gallery, 291, which introduced the very best European 
avant-garde art into New York. Not only was Stieglitz the 
photographer who awoke America to modernism, but 
also, along with Edward Steichen, he heralded a new and 
uncluttered future for American photography represented 
by a younger generation: Paul Strand and Ansel Adams. 
Photography had finally cut itself off from painting and  
the graphic arts and insisted on the special materiality of  
its own processes.

Early work
After switching from mechanical engineering to photography, 
Alfred Stieglitz hiked around Europe with his camera taking 
pictures of peasants scything hay and fishermen mending 
nets. He absorbed the work of the old masters of the 
medium – including Louis Daguerre, William Fox talbot 
and Julia Margaret Cameron – and by 1889 was winning 
prizes for his photographs. the style of photography in the 
ascendant was the pictorialist tradition, so-called because 
it strove to make photographs resemble popular paintings 
in picturesque subject matter and a painterly look. While 
trying to match ‘high art’ by carrying titles that suggested 
a story, pictorialist photography was moving away from 
the medium’s documentary power and its mechanical 
transcription of the world. 

Gallery 291 and the journal Camera Work
In 1902 Stieglitz coined the name ‘Photo-Secession’ to, as 
he explained, ‘advance photography as applied to pictorial 
expression’. At the Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession, 
later known as 291 from its address on Fifth Avenue in  
New York, Stieglitz showcased the work of Edward Steichen 
and Clarence H White, among other photographers. 

In addition to founding 291, Stieglitz established the 
influential photographic journal Camera Work, which was 
to remain in publication until 1917. the reproductions were 
photogravures printed on fine Japanese tissue and pasted 
in by hand. the journal’s standard of plate and image 
quality has never been surpassed. Alongside the work of 
photographers were paintings and drawings by the avant-
garde (Matisse, Picasso, Kandinsky, rodin), as well as articles 
by Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw and Gertrude Stein. 

From 1911, gallery 291 presented the first exhibitions in  
the united States of the art of many of the modernist 
Europeans. Stieglitz also championed the work of several 
American painters, including Georgia O’Keeffe, who would 
later become his confidante, lover, muse and wife.

Portraiture
the most lustrous of Stieglitz’s portraits of the early  
20th century were printed in platinum or palladium.  
the writer Waldo Frank, who had prodded Stieglitz into 
looking at a subject for photography that he could not 
control, was himself ‘moulded’ and photographed by 
Stieglitz in 1920. Stieglitz often placed his human subjects  
in front of devices that framed their heads. In Frank’s case  
it was the front entrance of Stieglitz’s house at Lake George 

in upstate New York, but as often as not it might be an  
art work, as one can see in the portrait of the artist  
Marsden Hartley and some of those of Georgia O’Keeffe.

Georgia O’Keeffe: a portrait
By June 1918 Georgia O’Keeffe, aged 30, and Alfred Stieglitz, 
aged 54, began to live together. It was around this time  
that Stieglitz began his more fully mature works, including 
embarking on his monumental portrait of O’Keeffe, which 
would eventually comprise more than 300 photographs.  
In 1921 he showed more than 40 of his portraits of her in  
a one-person show at the Anderson Galleries in New York. 
Instead of exhibiting them as discrete, individual objects, he 
grouped them into clusters: for example, eight were titled 
Hands (one portrait), three were Feet (one portrait) and three 
more were Hands and breasts (one portrait), while 25 were  
A woman (one portrait). He collectively titled the photographs 
A demonstration of portraiture and said that they were 
intended to show the ‘interrelationship of the parts to  
the whole’ and form a composite whole – One portrait.  
His interest in this idea can be traced back to the 1880s.

New York City
Georgia O’Keeffe was enthralled by the modern metropolis 
of New York and in the late 1920s painted the changing 
skyline from the windows of the rooms she shared with 
Stieglitz at the Shelton Hotel at 49th and Lexington.  
He in turn aimed his camera at New York City’s punched-
card skyline, revelling in the formal aspects of the view with 
its play of light and shadow. With a straight-on approach 
Stieglitz caught the compressed graphic density of the 
midtown buildings with their stacked planes and nearly 
cubist complexity, while the puffs of smoke show a city in 
the grip of the Second Machine Age. that modernist idea  
of form had led Stieglitz, from the 1910s onwards, to explore 
the photograph as a self-referring object, boiled down to  
its essential nature and therefore free from contrivances  
and from too much fussing with the negative. It wasn’t 
enough to merely record the exterior of things – trees, 
buildings, clouds, people – one had to understand the 
complex relations between the elements involved.

Lake George, New York State
In the early 1920s O’Keeffe and Stieglitz began to spend 
more time at Stieglitz’s summer home at Lake George, a place 
Stieglitz had visited intermittently with his parents from the 
early 1870s. Now he began to spend as much as five months 
of each year there until his death in 1946. Lake George was 
renowned for its beauty and, by the end of the 19th century, 
had become a major summer destination for the well to do. 
It was also, in that century, a destination for Luminist painters 
and early photographers who depicted the limpid waters and 
tree-covered foothills of the Adirondack Mountains.

Conclusion
Stieglitz stopped photographing in 1937, too frail to manage 
his cameras and too weak to muster the concentration 
required to photograph. Yet in the space of a little over 
20 years he had, through the example of his sharply seen 
and deeply heartfelt photographs, transformed American 
photography from an imitative pastime to one of the most 
potent forms of modern art. In the years after his death, 
his bombastic personality would often cloud assessments 
of his accomplishments, but the example of his own art and 
the profound impact it had on American photography could 
never be erased.

In 1952 the American writers and photographers who came 
together to form Aperture magazine looked to Stieglitz and 
Camera Work for inspiration. Minor White, ruth Bernhard, 
Barbara Morgan and Beaumont and Nancy Newhall, among 
others, pursued the ideas and practices engineered earlier in 
the century. It is primarily through this next generation that 
what Stieglitz fought for finally came to pass: photography 
came to be recognised as an art form in its own right.

Alfred Stieglitz the Lake George years



The hand of man 1902
platinum photograph, 16.2 x 21.3 cm
J Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 84.XM.156.8 

The hand of man depicts a locomotive engine shooting up 
a black billowing cloud as it heads in the direction of the 
viewer. Along with the telegraph poles, the shining tracks in 
the foreground snake off into the smoky horizon. Everything 
in the picture announces the arrival of the machine, storming 
the capital and shaping life in the modern Industrial Age. 
the image also appears to be leaving behind the pastoral 
fog of Stieglitz’s fellow Secessionists. Given the title of the 
photograph, what kind of connection is Stieglitz making 
between the creative human impulse and the transformative 
power of the machine?

7–12 ISSuES FOr CONSIDErAtION
View the works in the exhibition and consider your 
immediate subjective response. Choose your favourite 
photograph and describe the reasons you like it. What can 
you tell about the artist from looking at his work? Describe 
how he responded to the world around him.

Consider the scale of the works. How does scale affect your 
physical response to each photograph? How would it alter if 
the scale were greatly different?

Look at The hand of man and describe its composition, 
tonal qualities and subject matter. Investigate the social and 
technological conditions in the united States in 1902. Does 
this photograph capture the essence of this new Machine 
Age? Explain your answer with reference to the image. 

research pictorialism and learn about its technical and 
aesthetic aspects. Explain the relationship between painting 
and photography at this time. Compare The hand of 
man with paintings from the era such as Monet’s Train 
in the snow 1875. What elements do the images have in 
common? Consider composition, subject and tone. How was 
photography positioning itself as an art form? What part did 
pictorialism play in opening the way for photography to be 
accepted as an art form? 

research the practice, processes and style of 19th century-
photographers Louis Daguerre, William Fox talbot and Julia 
Margaret Cameron. Identify ways in which their influence 
can be detected in Stieglitz’s work.

The steerage 1907
photogravure on Japanese vellum, 33.4 x 26.6 cm
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra 83.236  © Alfred Stieglitz/ArS

Combining both a social documentary power and a nearly 
cubist construction of different spatial planes, The steerage  
is considered one of the greatest photographs of all 
time. With The steerage Stieglitz leaves any pictorialist 
preoccupations behind and embarks on the truly modernist 
journey of grasping the meaning of the medium of 
photography as photography. The steerage was first 
published in the October 1911 issue of Camera Work.

7–12 ISSuES FOr CONSIDErAtION
Look at The steerage and describe your eye’s journey across 
the photograph. Where is your eye first drawn? Explain 
which elements attracted you and in what order. Make a 
structural analysis of the image. Focus on pictorial planes, 
perspective, tone and composition. 

How might The steerage represent a break with pictorialism? 
Why do you think this work is considered one of the great 
photographs of the 20th century? What does this image 
tell us about conditions of travel in the early 20th century? 
Consider technology, class, clothing and gender.

Early in the 20th century Stieglitz was a great collaborator 
with and supporter of many artists, including Clarence H 
White, Edward Steichen, Paul Strand, Ansel Adams and  
Eliot Porter. Find examples of work such as Experiment 27 
(lady in white with crystal ball) c1907 in which Stieglitz 
collaborated with Clarence H White. What might be good 
and bad about working with others? Work with a friend to 
create a photograph, painting, drawing or sculpture. Give an 
account of your experience to the class. Describe how you 
shared the decision-making processes and practical aspects.

research technological innovations in photography – many of 
which were developed by Stieglitz – in the early 20th century. 
Look at Stieglitz’s experimentation with the techniques  
of platinum and palladium printing and, in particular,  
his development of the rich, moody effects obtainable in 
palladium. Assess its effect on his practice and on the 
practice of photography as a whole.. Stieglitz claimed that 
mechanically reproduced photographs were ‘alike and 
replaceable’ whereas his prints contained something 
‘intangible … something called love or passion, both of 
which are the essentials needed to bring forth a living print’. 
Look at the work in this exhibition. What qualities did 
Stieglitz’s technical processes bring to his work?



Hodge Kirnon 1917
palladium photograph, 24.6 x 19.9 cm
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Alfred Stieglitz  
Collection 1949 49.55.38  © Alfred Stieglitz/ArS

this soulful portrait of a man with a square ‘halo’ is  
Hodge Kirnon, who operated the elevator at gallery 291  
and came to know Stieglitz. He wrote an evocative article 
for Camera Work in 1914–15 titled ‘What 291 means to me’. 
Stieglitz’s portraits slip between the stiff-spined archness  
that threatened the Victorian portrait and the hasty,  
freeze-dried moments of the modern snapshot. Here, with 
grace and skill, he redefined the photograph as a kind of 
humble monument, a repository of pensive peace.

7–12 ISSuES FOr CONSIDErAtION
Study the photographic portrait Hodge Kirnon. How do 
you respond to the subject’s direct gaze? Analyse this 
photograph in terms of mood, posture, lighting and 
composition. Describe the effect of the square around the 
subject’s head. Compare this portrait with others where 
Stieglitz has used a similar framing device. Speculate on  
the reasons for this choice. 

Consider how the personal relationship between the 
photographer and subject contributes to the sense of 
intimacy and stillness in this work. Make a portrait of a friend 
or classmate in which you communicate something of their 
mood. Consider your use of composition, facial expression, 
posture, colour and scale.

Curator Judy Annear has said of Stieglitz that ‘he made it 
possible and necessary for photography to be viewed on  
the same terms as other art forms and alongside art from 
various parts of the world.’1 Survey Stieglitz’s career and  
find evidence to support this statement. Write an account of 
the influence that Stieglitz, through 291 and Camera Work, 
had on establishing an American form of modernism. 

Stieglitz’s photographs have been little seen in Australia,  
and usually only through reproductions in books and 
magazines. Discuss the importance of this exhibition in 
bringing his work to Australia. 

Look at the Australian interpretation of Stieglitz, including 
the influence his work had on the development of 
photography here and also the way Australian critics and 
artists such as Gael Newton, Francis Ebury and Harold 
Cazneaux added to Australian understanding of his work.  

1  Annear, Judy. Alfred Stieglitz: the Lake George years (exh cat),  
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 2010, p15

Georgia O’Keeffe 1920
gelatin silver photograph, 23.5 x 19.69 cm
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Alfred Stieglitz Collection. 
Gift of Georgia O’Keeffe 52.1815 

‘She is so much more extraordinary then even  
I had believed – In fact I don’t believe there has 
ever been anything like her – Mind and feeling 
very clear – spontaneous – & uncannily  
beautiful – absolutely living every pulse beat.’
Alfred Stieglitz on Georgia O’Keeffe, 1918
Quoted in Weston J Naef, et al, In focus: Alfred Stieglitz,  
Getty Publications, Malibu 1995, p 46

Inspired by their love, her beauty and the fact that he 
now had an ever-present model, Stieglitz embarked on a 
monumental portrait of O’Keeffe that eventually grew to 
more than 300 photographs. the first photographs that 
he made reflect their growing closeness and O’Keeffe’s 
increasing comfort at being the object of such intense 
scrutiny. More than any single photograph, the photographs 
together reveal not simply Stieglitz’s love for O’Keeffe but 
also his vision of women in a more universal sense.

7–12 ISSuES FOr CONSIDErAtION
Georgia O’Keeffe 1920 is one of hundreds of photographs 
taken by Stieglitz of O’Keeffe. Do you agree that multiple 
works can be grouped to create a new and separate art 
work? What then happens if some works are taken away 
and others added? Consider how the advent of motion 
pictures may have contributed to Stieglitz’s thinking in regard 
to how to represent an individual in time and space. Debate 
these ideas in class. 

research Stieglitz’s body of work depicting Georgia O’Keeffe 
and consider what it communicates about their relationship. 
Create your own portrait of a person or place through 
multiple photographs or drawings. Consider how this interest 
in sequencing and grouping artworks becomes curatorial.

During his career Stieglitz produced more than 2500 mounted 
photographs. After his death O’Keeffe assembled the best 
and most complete set of his photographs, selecting what 
she considered to be the finest print of each image. this 
collection became known as the ‘key set’. In what ways can 
this process of selection and compilation be considered a 
portrait of Stieglitz as an artist? What does it tell us about 
their relationship?



top, left to right: 

Equivalent c1929
gelatin silver photograph, 11.6 x 9.4 cm
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,  
Alfred Stieglitz Collection 1949 49.55.30

Equivalent 1929
gelatin silver photograph, 11.7 x 9.3 cm
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,  
Alfred Stieglitz Collection 1949 49.55.31

bottom, left to right: 

Equivalent 1929
gelatin silver photograph, 11.7 x 9.3 cm
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,  
Alfred Stieglitz Collection 1949 49.55.33

Equivalent c1929
gelatin silver photograph, 11.8 x 9.4 cm
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,  
Alfred Stieglitz Collection 1949 49.55.34

© Alfred Stieglitz/ArS

‘Clouds and their relationship to the rest of  
the world, and clouds for themselves, interested 
me, and clouds which were most difficult to 
photograph – nearly impossible. Ever since then 
clouds have been in my mind most powerfully  
at times … I always watched clouds.’
Alfred Stieglitz, 1923
First published in The Amateur Photographer and Photography,  
vol 56, no 1819, 19 Sept 1923, p 255

In much the same way that Stieglitz mined every gesture 
and facet of O’Keeffe’s body to reveal the subtlest variations 
of form and expression, so now he explored the endless 
moods and patterns of the sky. Clouds live in an ambivalent 
location, they are half-figurative and half-abstract, partly 
visible and partly invisible: they sever all spatial connections 
of resemblance in nature. While providing simple pleasures, 
clouds at once ravish and frustrate the eye with their 
impossible subtleties. Stieglitz’s first series of cloud 
photographs was symphonic in its arrangement, with  
a clear beginning, middle and end and marked by a sense  
of progression through an emotional experience. 

7–12 ISSuES FOr CONSIDErAtION
Stieglitz was initially interested in the way that a series of 
photographs of clouds has a musical or ‘symphonic’ quality. 
Look at the series Equivalents and identify those elements 
that relate to music. What is useful about sequence or 
plurality? Create your own sequence of photographs, 
drawings or sculptures.

Describe the mood of this series of photographs. Look at 
the clouds and describe the use of tone and composition 
and the dramatic effects this creates. Go outside and draw 
clouds from observation. Experiment with light and dark 
to create drama. repeat the process in different weather 
conditions.

By 1925 Stieglitz began to call his cloud pictures Equivalents. 
research the reasons for this and write a short piece 
describing what Stieglitz meant by the title. What other 
name might you choose to communicate the same ideas?

Consider how Stieglitz’s depictions of clouds reflect his 
interest in atmosphere and composition. How do his cloud 
studies communicate ideas of transcendence, spirituality and 
grandeur? Look at other artists who depict clouds, such as 
Michael riley (1960–2004) and rosemary Laing (born 1959). 
Outline the reasons these artists have focused on clouds as 
subject matter.

Describe the viewpoint Stieglitz has used to take these 
photographs. Compare this series with other cloud photo-
graphs in the exhibition that have a horizon line. How are 
they similar or different? Create a series of photographs of 
the same place in which the horizon line is positioned high, 
in the middle or low in the picture. Describe the effects  
this has on mood and composition. Investigate the use of  
the horizon line in the western landscape tradition.



Poplars 1932
gelatin silver photograph, 23.65 x 18.1 cm
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.  
Purchase, Alfred Stieglitz Collection 52.1807 

‘Lake George is in my blood, the trees  
and lake and hills and sky.’
Alfred Stieglitz writing to the American painter John Marin, 1914
Quoted in Benita Eisler, O’Keeffe and Stieglitz: an American  
romance, Doubleday, New York 1991, p 49

Influenced by O’Keeffe’s own love of nature, Stieglitz,  
for the first time in his career, consistently photographed 
the hills, trees, barns and especially the clouds surrounding 
their home in Lake George. Like his photographs of  
New York, these works are rigorous but also quiet and 
intensely autobiographical. Planted when he was a boy, 
the poplars now were dying; stubbornly clinging to life 
and retaining their silvery, desiccated beauty, they were, 
Stieglitz admitted, emblems of himself. At Lake George, 
Stieglitz now confronted the slow disintegration of his  
life. Literally and metaphorically intense and focused,  
the photographs he made there in the 1930s reverberate 
with a sense of time and change, with memories of the 
past and with an awareness of the relationships between 
people and place that give the landscape its meaning. 

7–12 ISSuES FOr CONSIDErAtION
Look at Poplars and describe the texture of the trees 
depicted. How would they feel to the touch? What  
sounds and smells would you experience if you could 
walk through them? 

Make a photographic study of an environment that means 
something to you. Focus on atmosphere, texture, light  
and composition. Curate an exhibition of these images in 
which you select those works which best communicate  
your feelings about this place. Consider sequence, size of 
print and arrangement on the wall.

Stieglitz described his photographs of the poplars at Lake 
George, taken towards the end of his life, as emblematic of 
himself. What do you think he means by this? How do these 
studies of trees reflect the artist’s state of mind? Identify 
elements of this photograph which support your ideas.

‘He was either loved or hated – there wasn’t much 
in between … If they crossed him in any way, his 
power to destroy was as destructive as his power 
to build – the extremes went together. I have 
experienced both and survived, but I think I only 
crossed him when I had to – to survive … There 
was a constant grinding like the ocean. It was as  
if something hot, dark, and destructive was hitched 
to the highest, brightest star.’
Georgia O’Keeffe, 1978
First published as the introduction to Maria Morris Hambourg, Georgia 
O’Keeffe: a portrait by Alfred Stieglitz (revised edn), Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York 1997 (first edn 1978), pp 9–12
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