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			This book would not have come into being without the wholehearted collaboration of Lance Sprague. From the outset its interwoven narrative drew on his love of early photography and his insights as a practicing artist. In the seven years it took to write, he gave abundantly of his time, complementary talents, and irreverent sense of humor, particularly valuable on research trips. We often surprised each other, especially when processing the thousands of documents brought back from the archives. Together, we came to understand the convergences and divergences of our foursome’s lives: I learned as much from him about the impact of aesthetic choices on private life as I did from our subjects. His artist’s eye helped us select images to retell the story visually; our ongoing dialogue enabled us to grasp affinities in the foursome’s artistic practice and imagine ways for readers to experience those complementarities through the choice and arrangement of the illustrations. For this and many other reasons, including his role as writer’s accomplice, it is as much his book as it is mine.

		

	
		
		
			
			OPENING

			New York, 1921

		

	
		
		
			
			Alfred Stieglitz often said that taking photographs was like making love. The crowds that flocked to the Anderson Galleries to see his work in the winter of 1921 could not fail to note the entwining of creative zest and sexual desire in his portraits of an unidentified “Woman”: This study of his model, dressed and undressed, made up a third of the long-awaited exhibition. Within days, it became the most controversial artistic event of the year. “Never was there such a hub-bub about a one-man show,” a sympathizer recalled.

			In the aftermath of the recent Red Scare and Harding’s election to the presidency, Stieglitz’s prints looked like an affront to society. To some critics, they were all but un-American—the artist’s way of flouting Harding’s plan to bring back prewar standards. (The country’s greatest need, Harding had repeated during his campaign, was “not nostrums but normalcy; not revolution but restoration.”) In the current political climate, the photographer’s assertion of his right to display life uncensored was an act of defiance. “Stieglitz has not divorced his art from life,” a critic wrote. If one were to find fault with his show, it would be with its “lack of reticence.” Stieglitz, he concluded, “keeps nothing back.”

			

			—

			On opening day, February 7, after braving the icy winds blowing down Park Avenue, Manhattan’s cognoscenti gathered beneath the skylights on the fourth floor of a neoclassical building on the corner of Park Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street. Contemporary reports describe them standing as still as if they were in church. After the closing four years earlier of 291, Stieglitz’s gallery (where New Yorkers first saw the most provocative modern artists), some thought that he had given up photography and his role as a guiding force in American culture. Recently, word had gotten around that he had been reinvigorated by his love for the artist Georgia O’Keeffe, that his photographs of her—identified only as “A Woman”—were sensational. “His resurrection,” a critic announced, “is a staggering phenomenon, and in its éclat, dazzling.”

			Visitors entered the first room with a sense of anticipation. The photographer’s warm-toned blacks and whites glowed so intensely against the red plush walls that some wanted to touch them. Stieglitz was holding forth in a corner, telling spellbound listeners about his struggle to win acceptance of photography as an affirmation of life. Gazing at his prints of Manhattan—Fifth Avenue swirling with snow, cabdrivers watering their horses, Central Park on an icy night—people marveled at his way of “letting life be life,” as he was heard to say.

			
			Others were drawn to his scenes of modernity—backyards strung with clotheslines, half-finished construction sites, railroad yards in the snow. His recent work went beyond what was called “art photography,” eschewing the pictorialist techniques then in vogue to reveal the subject itself. “They make me want to forget all the photographs I had ever seen before,” a critic declared.

			Moving into the next room, which was filled with portraits, visitors lingered over those recalling the great days of 291. Members of the Stieglitz group studied his prints of their circle: the artists John Marin, Marsden Hartley, and Charles Duncan; the critics Leo Stein and Paul Rosenfeld; and the West Indian writer Hodge Kirnon, who had run the elevator at 291. Stieglitz’s surrogate son, the photographer Paul Strand, stared back at those who stopped in front of his likeness on their way to the pictures of the notorious “Woman.”
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					Alfred Stieglitz, Georgia O’Keeffe—Torso, 1918

				
			
			
			They encountered her in a grouping that showed her before one of her charcoal drawings. Dressed in a trim black jacket and hat, she looked away from the camera—a portrait of the artist as a young woman. Moving around the room, visitors met her in more intimate poses—her hat off, her tailored blouse unbuttoned, her dark tresses undone. In a warm palladium print, she reappeared in a white kimono whose delicate pattern complemented the dark tones of her hair. Studies of her elegant hands and fingers were grouped as a single portrait, as if these parts expressed the woman as a lover and an artist. On another wall, her hands touched her voluptuous breasts, weighing their contours or pressing them together—in a group labeled forthrightly, “Hands and Breasts.” Another set of sepia-toned prints, “Torsos,” compared her body to sculpture while simultaneously drawing the gaze to the dark V shape of her pubic hair.

			Photographs marked by such intimacy had never been seen in public. They seemed to tell a story tracing the growth of the couple’s affections. Stieglitz’s portrait of this woman, one admirer wrote, “showed us the life of the pores, of the hairs along the shin-bone, of the veining of the pulse and the liquid moisture on the upper lip.” To some, these prints were love poems.

			Stirred by what they saw, visitors returned again and again; men asked Stieglitz if he would take portraits of their wives and sweethearts. But some found the photographs obscene. The group called “Hands and Breasts” offended one man, who ranted at the gallery’s director that such photographs did not qualify as art and should be taken down. The review in The New York Times was laced with innuendos: In these “psychological revelations,” it proclaimed, “a good deal of the primitive [was] getting the upper hand.” Those who feared what might be found in their psyches were warned to keep away from Stieglitz. Other critics were more forthright: “The spirit of sex permeates the entire body of photographs.”

			For the rest of the month, while critics debated the merits of Stieglitz’s prints and argued about photography’s status as art, the public flocked to the show. Even those who had not been in the know now understood that the subject of his composite portrait was the young art teacher whose affair with the photographer had led to his leaving his wife. Reactions to this record of his feelings for his mistress varied from outrage on the part of some, including photographers for whom such frank treatment of the female body was unthinkable, to the awed response of a young woman who left the gallery in tears. “He loves her so,” she said as she went out the door.
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					Alfred Stieglitz, Georgia O’Keeffe—Hand and Breasts, 1919

				
			
			Searching for more measured ways to express themselves, some compared the portraits to old master drawings. Stieglitz’s pictures of O’Keeffe were painterly, the critic Henry McBride observed; they put him in mind of canvases by Courbet or Rossetti. “He spends an immense amount of time making love to the subject before taking it,” McBride added. But he referred to O’Keeffe not as an artist, but as Stieglitz’s muse: “Mona Lisa got but one portrait of herself worth looking at. O’Keeffe got a hundred.”

			The gallery became a place to see and be seen. People returned in increasing numbers. The bolder among them joined the group in the corner where most afternoons Stieglitz held forth, explaining his desire to embody “universality in the shape of a woman.” He talked almost nonstop, gesticulating and shaking his thick white hair to emphasize his belief that it was in the New World that a truly modern art like photography had found its home. Moreover, he believed that in his “Demonstration of Portraiture,” there was “an interrelation of the parts to the whole and…a symbolism of all life.”

			
			Those who wondered what was being symbolized may have found some satisfaction in a review in The Nation by Herbert Seligmann, one of the Stieglitz clan. Stieglitz had “laid bare the raw material which…America has not yet dared to look upon,” Seligmann wrote. “Love of the world leads him to the purest expression of it, to woman.” Seen this way, his portrait of this woman evoked an innocence and receptivity “that have no home in [an] America” whose genteel standards kept it from embracing the truths of the body.

			Paul Strand took up the defense in terms that gallerygoers were more likely to grasp—by praising Stieglitz’s use of the camera. His essay “Alfred Stieglitz and a Machine” began circulating among New Yorkers keen to understand what the photographer was up to. His work was life-affirming, Strand wrote: “Stieglitz…accepted the machine, instinctively found in it something that was part of himself, and loved it.” It was also groundbreaking. “These amazing portraits, whether they objectify faces or hands, the torso of a woman, or the torso of a tree, suggest the beginning of a penetration of the scientific spirit into plastic media.”

			Strand could also be heard arguing that he and his mentor were cultural “workers,” that their works offered a means to identify “those hostile impulses of society which try to prevent every extension of the human spirit.” Understood this way, the camera was an expression of “young desire…facing a world and social system which fears and thwarts and destroys.”

			These were fiery words, out of keeping with Strand’s habitual reserve, but they appealed to Rebecca Salsbury, a vivacious young woman who accompanied him to the gallery to meet his mentor. In the throes of her own struggles with the social system’s—and her mother’s—opposition to the desires of strong-minded women like herself, Rebecca experienced their meeting as a turning point.

			She listened to Stieglitz talk nonstop until closing time, as they strolled along Fifty-ninth Street to Columbus Circle, and for the rest of the evening at his favorite restaurant. What Stieglitz and his work revealed to her, she believed, was “affirmation, life kindled.” Seeking to re-create herself as a modern woman, Rebecca would often compare herself to Georgia, as Paul compared himself to Alfred: He had just begun an extended portrait of Rebecca as his muse. But this sequence, which he never found satisfactory, was as much an homage to Alfred—and to his relations with Georgia—as a tribute to the woman who had just come into his life. The two couples would become “a tightly integrated foursome, with admiration, competitiveness, in-jokes, and alliances passing in every possible direction between them.”

			
			At this stage, Stieglitz held uncontested sway over his protégés. He molded those who, like Rebecca Salsbury, were awestruck in his presence. Yet it was also true that intimates experienced his wrath if they crossed him. Years later, O’Keeffe recalled, “There was a constant grinding like the ocean. It was as if something hot, dark, and destructive was hitched to the highest, brightest star.” In the interweaving of the two couples’ lives and work, these extremes coexisted. Constellations on the horizon of homegrown modern art, they prodded, inspired, irritated, and encouraged one another as they grew into modes of relationship that none could have foreseen.

			Their foursome became more entangled once Alfred began taking photographs of Rebecca—in an implicit rivalry with Paul, his disciple—and when Georgia told Rebecca that she and Paul had once been so close that they discussed living together. Without Rebecca’s encouragement, Georgia would probably not have discovered New Mexico as her chosen terrain, nor would Paul and Rebecca have ended their marriage when he set out to attempt a more politically conscious photography in Mexico. And without Georgia as her model and surrogate sister, Rebecca would not have found her way to her own practice of art in the Southwest—the region that became, for both women, the antidote to Stieglitz’s New York.

			

			—

			The idea for this book first took shape as I read through Rebecca’s letters, in which the person she became under Stieglitz’s tutelage sought to understand her role in the shaping of their foursome. Amplified by the correspondence in their respective archives, this narrative traces the relations of these four strong-willed people over several decades, in the hope of depicting the sometimes joyful, sometimes exasperated intermingling of their lives as artists, lovers, and friends. In the process of writing this book, I came to believe that my four characters’ search to conciliate the often contradictory pulls of personal and artistic life still speaks to us a century later. Their story could not have been told from this vantage point without the collaboration that first made it possible—with the artist Lance Sprague. While I was writing about them, our discussions and discoveries nourished the process in ways that might have amused the four could they have watched us reweaving the complex mesh of their lives.

		

	
		
		
			
			LINES AND LIVES

			
				In the relations of lines to each other [one] may learn the relation of lives to each other.

				—Arthur W. Dow

			

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			Born in Hoboken

			1864–1905

			“I was born in Hoboken. I am an American,” Stieglitz declared in his Anderson Galleries catalog. In 1921, at a time of renewed patriotism, his German-Jewish origins made him seem doubly foreign. To those who questioned his right to speak for the country, he objected that he was as American as they were.

			

			. . .

			Hoboken, New Jersey, was then a middle-class town, which owed its prosperity to the steamship companies lining its docks. Edward Stieglitz had brought Hedwig Werner, his bride, to reside there in 1862, when so many of their compatriots lived in Hoboken that it was called “Little Germany.” Edward purchased a three-story house with a view of Manhattan soon after Hedwig gave birth to Alfred, their first child, on January 1, 1864.

			Born Ephraim Stieglitz in Münden, Germany, Alfred’s father changed his name to Edward when he came to the United States after the 1848 revolution. Within a short time, he became a successful wool merchant and aspired to live like a gentleman. Hedwig never learned English well, but she passed on her love of the arts to her firstborn. Of their six children, Alfred remained his parents’ favorite, even though he believed that he had been displaced by his twin brothers, Julius and Leopold, born when he was three. “[He] would spend the rest of his life,” one biographer writes, “searching for a twin of his own.”

			Their house was full of guests, Stieglitz recalled, “musicians, artists, and literary folk, rather than business people. We had many books and pictures. Our dining room in Hoboken was in the basement….I had my hobby horse there and while the men would drink, talk and smoke, I loved to sit on my horse, riding and listening to the conversation.” His parents’ hospitality made a strong impression: “They created an atmosphere in which a certain kind of freedom could exist. This may well account for my seeking a related sense of liberty as I grew up.”

			
			The Stieglitzes moved to Manhattan in 1871, after the birth of their last child. Their brownstone on East Sixtieth Street had modern comforts like steam heat; the sparsely settled terrain near Central Park allowed Alfred the liberty he craved. Edward enrolled him at the nondenominational Charlier Institute for Young Gentlemen, where he was first in his class, despite his refusal to memorize the poems he was assigned in declamation, a talent in which he would always excel. The school emphasized a high-mindedness that was compatible with his father’s rejection of Jewish beliefs in favor of a principled atheism.

			Alfred learned as much at home as he did at school. Edward taught him his own hobbies, including billiards, a love of horsemanship, and a knowledge of wines, but he became angry when Alfred failed to satisfy his demands for excellence. Edward stressed ethical probity rather than spiritual training. That the family was Jewish was not discussed. At a time when Reform Judaism appealed to many of their middle-class brethren, the Stieglitz children thought of themselves as “ex-Jews,” members of a small aristocratic tribe presided over by Edward.

			Fortunately for her children, Hedwig was a woman of great warmth. She was also an avid reader, particularly of the German romantics—Schiller, Heine, Goethe, whose emphasis on the “living quality” of thought she shared with her son. As a boy, Alfred alternated between bouts of exercise and stints of reading everything from Uncle Tom’s Cabin to Goethe’s Faust. When Hedwig asked his opinion of Faust, he replied, “There are two things that attract me in it, Marguerite and the Devil.” (A biographer notes that “in the pure and virtuous Marguerite he saw his mother—and in the clever, cavalier, powerful, and wicked Mephistopheles, his father.”) Alfred was aware of Edward’s nightly trips to visit the chambermaid. Rereading Faust in his teens, he was drawn to Helen of Troy, the Eternal Woman whose aura blended the stirrings of sexual feeling with the wish for unconditional love. He suffered so often from dark moods that family members called him “Little Hamlet.”

			Alfred’s melancholy lifted every summer when the Stieglitzes repaired to Lake George, a step deemed necessary for his health and for his father’s avocation, oil painting. They stayed at fashionable watering spots until 1886, when Edward purchased Oaklawn, an imposing Queen Anne house on the ten-mile stretch known as Millionaires’ Row. This gabled mansion became the family compound, and, in time, the antidote to Stieglitz’s life in New York.

			
			He observed years later that he had been uprooted by his father’s decision to take him out of the Charlier school to prepare for a career as an engineer—a profession in which he had no interest. Alfred was accepted by the City College of New York’s engineering program but felt uprooted there, although he did well. In 1881, Edward decided to sell his business and live for a time in Germany, where, he believed, teaching standards were more exacting.

			Stieglitz often said that his engineering course at the Berlin Polytechnic had meant little to him. At the time, while these classes did not stir his imagination, the discovery of a photography shop inspired him to learn the new medium. After buying a camera, developing trays, and a manual, he set up shop in his student quarters. Stieglitz believed that he had taken up photography as a free spirit; one might also see in his chosen medium one that avoided competition with his father.

			The young man then began to take Hermann Vogel’s Polytechnic classes in photography, where he worked diligently for the next two years, experimenting with the chemistry and optics of the medium—the effects of light on the reactions that take place in the printing process. Alfred soon outstripped Vogel’s expectations, spending weeks printing his photographs of classical images, including a statue of Goethe with the muses of poetry, drama, and science beneath his feet.

			Alfred’s Berlin years afforded him an education in living differently from his father. (Ironically, it was Edward’s business sense that produced in his son a fierce opposition to commercialism while providing his modest allowance.) Like his parents, he attended concerts, plays, and the opera, but he also frequented the racetrack and the Bauer Café, which was open day and night. It was the time in his life when he felt most free, with no social obligations and no one to interfere with his calling.

			The young man was also free to dream about his feminine ideal. In a journal begun the day after his twentieth birthday, Alfred wrote that his idea of good fortune was to be loved, but that he despaired of finding someone who would do so. Like many twenty-year-olds, he was self-absorbed, moody, and keenly interested in the opposite sex. Although he claimed to have had his first sexual experience that year, it seems likely that his initiation did not take place until he was twenty-five, when he returned to Berlin from New York to show work in an 1889 exhibition timed to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of photography’s invention.

			Judging by the photographs Alfred took that summer of a woman named Paula, he was in love with her, even though she was a prostitute. Sun Rays—Paula, Berlin shows his model in a large feathered hat and her hair in a chignon (signs of respectability) as she sits writing at a table (another sign of respect). The light streaming through the blinds casts patterned shadows on the wall; the photographs behind her include Alfred’s self-portrait, a head shot of Paula, and three valentines. This ode to domestic bliss, suggesting a Vermeer interior, symbolized his coming of age. (Stieglitz later said that he had fathered a child by another woman in Munich, to whom he sent an annual allowance.)

			
			By then, Stieglitz was steeped in the geist of bohemian Berlin and the romanticism of German culture. Deeply impressed by Wagner, he believed in the idea of expressing the times through new forms of art. And while Goethe remained his favorite author, he was also reading Byron, Zola, Whitman, and Twain—reminders of his roots, like the American flag he placed above a portrait of his mother in an early photograph entitled My Room.

			Yet being American would not have blinded him to the nascent anti-Semitism of the time, when the Christian Socialists made prejudice a plank in their platform and extremists called Jews a national threat. Anti-American sentiments were also freely expressed. After one of his teachers told the class that the recently completed Brooklyn Bridge would soon collapse, Stieglitz stood up for this marvel of Yankee engineering: “It was, after all, my America I was defending.”

			

			. . .

			Stieglitz returned to the United States in 1890 with a portfolio of photographs, a sense of culture based on the German model, and a command of photographic technique. What he lacked was a way to provide for himself. It was depressing to return to his parents’ home, since Edward kept urging him to do something practical. He joined the Society of Amateur Photographers (known as the SAP) and attended its meetings, but collegiality did not compensate for the lack of a companion.

			After nine years abroad, he was also suffering from culture shock. New York was noisy and crass, “the spiritual emptiness of life…bewildering.” Worse, the country’s materialist bent had infiltrated photography. The Kodak camera, recently introduced by George Eastman, seemed to redefine the practice of photography. Kodak’s slogan, “You push the button and we do the rest,” was an affront, Stieglitz recalled with a note of exasperation. “I had been brought up with the idea of the tripod and awaiting one’s moment.” At twenty-six, he felt like “a fish out of water,” having remembered America like “a fairytale.”

			
			Stieglitz approached his first commercial venture in an equally unrealistic spirit. Soon after his return, an acquaintance persuaded him to become acting director of a firm specializing in three-color reproductions. He accepted despite his sense that he was unsuited to business, then persuaded two friends from Berlin, Joe Obermeyer and Lou Schubart, to be his partners. They would learn what they needed to know from their employees and become one family working for a common good—an approach recalling William Morris’s utopianism.

			At first, Alfred took no salary; the firm charged high prices and paid generous wages. But it soon became clear that their few customers—for calling cards and advertising posters—were more interested in cutting costs than in fine engraving. By 1895, after trying in vain to persuade their clients to respect quality, Alfred resigned and gave the workers his shares—a gesture combining his antipatriarchal stance with his anticapitalist ethos.

			He had made a commitment two years earlier that would prove difficult to undo. At twenty-nine, Alfred became engaged to Emmeline Obermeyer, his partner’s sister (she was twenty). Her background was similar to his (she had been educated in Europe); the Obermeyer fortune (the family-owned breweries) would alleviate the pressure to earn a living; Alfred’s alliance with Joe, his future brother-in-law, would be cemented. But Emmy had little feeling for the arts and, judging by his photographs of her at Lake George, lacked the allure that had drawn him to Paula and would suffuse his portraits of O’Keeffe. Alfred agreed to marry Emmy once she assured him that her income (three thousand dollars per year) would cover their expenses; his father promised to match this sum. Everyone seemed pleased except the prospective groom.

			A series of wintry scenes taken in New York that year convey the emotional weather of their union. Alfred grew fond of Emmy during their engagement, but in his view, once married, she turned prudish, at first refusing to let him caress her or photograph her in the nude. Emmy, who was not as impressionable as Alfred had supposed, must have hoped that he would accede to her wish for the life to which people of their milieu were accustomed—evenings at the theater, dinners with friends, trips to Europe. In his frustration, he lost patience when he came to see that Emmy could not be molded into the companion he desired.

			Their wedding trip, a five-month tour of France, Italy, Switzerland, Germany, and Holland, became the occasion for Alfred to devote himself to photography while Emmy shopped. When she tried to please him by going on an expedition in the Alps, he left her behind because she was too frightened to take the mountain railway. The scenes he photographed in Italy—street urchins, laundresses, gossiping neighbors—meant little to her. Emmy cared only for what to Alfred were frivolous things, preferring to patronize the best boutiques rather than immerse herself in art.

			
			His disappointment is implicit in his portrait of a fisherman’s wife taken in Holland during their trip, The Net Mender. This meditative image, recalling art by the Barbizon school, became one of his favorites. “Every stitch in the mending of the fishing net,” Stieglitz wrote, “brings forth a torrent of poetic thoughts in those who watch her sit there on the vast and seemingly endless dunes.” But life with Emmy brought forth no such thoughts. After their return to New York, she could not have helped noticing when Alfred gave pride of place in their salon to a framed print of The Net Mender.

			In his view, their marriage failed to provide the rapport needed to nourish creative vision. Feeling more alone than ever, Stieglitz returned to the scenes of Manhattan begun the year before with Winter—Fifth Avenue, a photograph of a cabdriver urging his horses on through blinding wind and snow. This picture can be seen as a symbolic self-portrait: “He felt that the driver struggling against the blasts of a great storm represented his own plight as an artist in a philistine city.” (And, one might add, in an unrewarding marriage.) Yet this image was also the start of a new phase in his work—and a fresh basis for “so-called ‘American Photography.’ ”

			Stieglitz’s love of challenging subjects, such as street scenes shot in rain or snow, inaugurated the set of images that he hoped would comprise a portrait of the city. He intended to take one hundred photographs of New York, a project that would not only express his sense of reality but earn for photography the recognition long denied it as an art. While the series was never completed, some of its images are artistic milestones. The Terminal, a study of another cabdriver watering his horses, is both a tour de force and a spiritual statement: “A driver I saw tenderly caring for his steaming car horses in a snow-covered street came to symbolize for me my own growing awareness that unless what we do is born of sacred feeling, there can be no fulfillment in life.”

			At the time, his lack of fulfillment at home fed into his increasingly scrappy response to opposition. For the rest of the 1890s, Stieglitz would agitate to win recognition for photography as an art, despite its “mechanical” nature. Rather than reproductions of reality, he and a few like-minded men, he argued, were making “pictures” in which composition and perspective mattered as much as in painting. By claiming that these “pictorial” prints had their own integrity, he was also writing off colleagues who did not endorse his view, those whose images evoked Impressionism to justify their work as “Art.” True pictorialism aimed not at aesthetic effects, but at simplicity, which was “the key to all art—a conviction that anybody who has studied the masters must arrive at.”

			
			By 1892, when this statement appeared in Photographic Mosaics, Stieglitz was on a crusade to convert those colleagues whose work he deemed “technically perfect, pictorially rotten.” He told a friend, “I would rather be a first-class photographer in a community of first-class photographers than the greatest photographer in a community of nonentities.” But his idea of community would prove to be divisive. After two years as the unpaid editor of The Amateur American Photographer he was promoted to full editorship in 1895. Soon his policies made him so unpopular at the SAP that he was asked to step down. Stieglitz then claimed that he had chosen to resign: The problem lay with the SAP’s divisions between the ruling “dress suits” and his allies, the “democrats.”

			But the situation was no better at the New York Camera Club, whose founding members, mainly hobbyists, had seceded from the SAP in 1888. In league with the like-minded from both clubs, Stieglitz waged a campaign to merge the two bodies into a new society, the Camera Club of New York. Its headquarters on West Twenty-ninth Street became his second home.

			Stieglitz also hoped to turn the Camera Club into an arbiter of excellence in a journal to be called Camera Notes; given his editorial experience, the members decided he was the man for the job. The first issue appeared in 1897, its dark green cover embossed with a sunflower—an Art Nouveau motif that evoked a fresh start. It would contain only work showing “the development of an organic idea,” he wrote, “a picture rather than a photograph, though photography must be the method of graphic representation.”

			“I had a mad idea that the Club could become the world center of photography,” Stieglitz observed much later. To this end, he focused his energy on the politics of photography in Europe and at home, where, he believed, annual exhibitions of the best work were needed to win acceptance in the art world. The intensity of his focus, wielded through his editorship of Camera Notes and participation in shows as juror and artist, made him pictorialism’s foremost spokesman. It also enabled him to spend most of his days at the club.

			For a time, following the conception of their only child, Emmy’s pregnancy brought about a thaw in their relations. They moved to a large apartment at 1111 Madison Avenue, where she presided over the staff; Alfred claimed a study on the understanding that nothing in it would be disturbed. Katherine Stieglitz, known as Kitty, was born on September 27, 1898. Almost immediately, her father began taking her picture—in Emmy’s arms, at Lake George, and later, fashionably dressed, on city streets with her equally fashionable mother. Alfred’s record of Kitty’s development comprised the portrait he called The Photographic Journal of a Baby when it was shown in London in 1900.

			
			Stieglitz’s idea of an evolving photographic portrait owed much to a related medium, cinema. He said later of his images of O’Keeffe, “To demand the portrait that will be a complete portrait of any person is as futile as to demand that a motion picture be condensed into a single still.” Years later, when Charlie Chaplin came to see the O’Keeffe portraits, Stieglitz told him that the prints were the prelude to an idea he had had in mind for years: a film of “all parts of a woman’s body, showing the development of a life.” Only a serial portrait could provide a full record. But when Emmy complained that he was making Kitty self-conscious, Alfred photographed her less often.

			As the subject of an extended portrait Manhattan was always available. In 1897, Stieglitz began a series of nocturnal images with Reflections: Night—New York, a study of light shimmering on the pavement. The next winter, convalescing from pneumonia, he left his bed at one a.m. to photograph a desolate scene in Central Park—two rows of leafless trees looming like specters in the lamplight. The halation (the blur or halo) around the sources of light preserved their luminosity, he explained in “Night Photography with the Introduction of Life,” an article printed in the 1898 American Annual of Photography. Another series, taken in the rain at Madison Square, blends urban and pastoral elements in compositions that show an affinity with Arts and Crafts aesthetics. Spring Showers—The Street Cleaner and its companion, Spring Showers—The Coach share the linearity that would distinguish Stieglitz’s photograph of the Flatiron Building, on the south side of the square.

			By 1900, Stieglitz was a dominant force at the Camera Club, a role he worked vigorously to maintain. He showed his work there and published numerous articles on photography as well as a portfolio, Picturesque Bits of New York and Other Studies; he was a forceful juror in the annual salons and exercised his influence in Camera Notes. According to Theodore Dreiser, who interviewed him there, “His attitude toward the club has come to be the club’s attitude toward the world. He openly avows that he has planned to accomplish three things: first, to elevate the standard of photography in this country; second, to establish an annual national exhibition…third, to establish a national academy of photography.”

			
			Dreiser also wrote a feature on Stieglitz for Success magazine’s “Life Stories of Successful Men”—a series including Andrew Carnegie, Marshall Field, and Thomas Edison. Stieglitz dominated the field of photography to such an extent that there was “no longer any dispute as to his leadership,” Dreiser wrote. The critic Sadakichi Hartmann seconded his opinion: “Not only during my first visit but often since, it has seemed to me that artistic photography, the Camera Club, and Alfred Stieglitz were only three names for the same thing.”

			That next year, the English art critic Charles Caffin appraised Stieglitz’s standing in Photography as a Fine Art. Stieglitz had received “a full share of knocks from antagonists,” and was himself “an accomplished thumper,” yet the role of spokesman had been forced on him by his preeminence. Caffin, who had once been critical of Stieglitz, now admired “the rare balance in him of scientific knowledge and artistic feeling.” At the center of the volume, on the work of the most “advanced” photographers (including Gertrude Käsebier, Clarence White, and Frank Eugene), Caffin placed Frank Eugene’s portrait of Stieglitz—as if he were, without question, photography’s leading light.
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					Frank Eugene, Alfred Stieglitz, 1901

				
			
			

			. . .

			By the time these assessments appeared in print, some of those who had been “thumped” by Stieglitz were plotting to challenge his leadership. But if he made any resolutions on January 1, 1900—his thirty-sixth birthday—they did not include plans for compromise. Given his need to dominate and his demands for loyalty, the pattern of volatile relations with colleagues would recur. Moreover, he thrived on controversy. Up to this point, he thought of his allies as photography’s “democrats”: In the new century they would become its “revolutionaries.”

			In 1900, resentment of his influence came into focus at the club. Members complained when he rejected their submissions to Camera Notes; they grumbled about his lack of respect for those who were not pictorialists. In response to complaints about his high-handedness, Stieglitz resigned from the vice presidency. And although the U.S. government had commissioned him to choose photographs for the Exposition Universelle in Paris that summer, he resigned from this post as well on learning that his selections would hang not in the Fine Arts pavilion but with the Liberal Arts (or crafts).

			The only bright spot that spring was his meeting with the painter and photographer Edward Steichen, who had stopped in New York on his way to Paris. When the young midwesterner showed Stieglitz his prints, Stieglitz was so taken with Steichen’s atmospheric images that he bought three and promised to reproduce them in Camera Notes. After asking Steichen if he meant to abandon the camera in favor of the paintbrush, he was reassured by his reply: “I shall use the camera as long as I live; for it can say things that cannot be said in any other medium.”

			That night, Alfred told Emmy, “I think I’ve found my man.” Like Stieglitz, Steichen’s background was European. His parents brought him from Luxembourg to the United States when he was two; he grew up in Milwaukee, a city with a large German population. Having saved enough from his work as a commercial artist to move to France, he had a determination that reminded Stieglitz of his own. Over the next two years, their correspondence would keep Stieglitz informed of cultural trends in Paris while Steichen pursued his plan to photograph celebrities—a project that led to his famous portraits of Rodin.

			
			Meanwhile, the conservatives at the club renewed their complaints about Stieglitz. That fall, he convened the members to make a politic (if self-serving) confession: “Camera Notes was a lie; its tone, assumed by the public to represent the tone and standard of the Club, was in reality far in advance of that of the larger body of Club-members.” The group gave him a vote of confidence, but a few months later it endorsed a separation of powers: He would edit Camera Notes, while the conservatives would take charge of other business.

			His opponents having won the day concerning exhibitions, Stieglitz accepted an invitation to choose American photographs for the Glasgow International Exposition of 1901. (Prints by Eugene, White, Käsebier, Steichen, and Stieglitz would dominate.) He also started looking for a new venue for a show of American photography. In November, Charles de Kay, the art editor of The New York Times and founder of the National Arts Club, told Stieglitz that his group could house such an exhibition in the club’s Thirty-fourth Street mansion. Stieglitz agreed, provided he would have control over the selections and how they were hung.

			That winter, Stieglitz announced the existence of a new society, the Photo-Secession. Who belonged? de Kay asked. “Yours truly,” he replied. Others would be invited to join once the show was up, though the word secession might alarm Americans, who would think of the Civil War: “Photo-Secession implies a seceding from the accepted idea of what constitutes a photograph…in Europe—in Germany and in Austria—splits have occurred in art circles, the moderns calling themselves Secessionists. So Photo-Secession hitches up with the art world.”

			The provocative new name piqued Manhattanites’ interest when The New York Times ran a piece on Stieglitz’s nonexistent group. On March 5, opening night (which was mobbed despite terrible weather), he spoke on “Pictorial Photography and What It Means,” and, after the lecture, he told a puzzled Käsebier that she was a Secessionist as long as she felt like one. Visitors noted that the show gave pride of place to Steichen.

			Looking back at the 1902 show as the Photo-Secession’s seminal moment, Stieglitz wrote, “Those of a similar mind and ideals found themselves unconsciously drawn closer and closer…these kindred spirits would act as a unit.” But at the time, this sentiment was more of a wish than a reality. Ten days before the opening, he gave notice to the Camera Club that he would resign as editor of Camera Notes. About to stir up controversy on his own terms, Stieglitz felt ready to “struggle” (one of his favorite words) on behalf of the new society. But rather than resign from the club, he remained a member and gave its address as that of the Photo-Secession, since neither he nor his allies had darkrooms.

			
			A number of people soon decided that they, too, were Secessionists, even though membership was by invitation. (Stieglitz enraged a club member by telling him that he was not a Secessionist, even though three of his prints had hung at the National Arts Club.) For the rest of the year, he invited those whose work he admired to become fellows, seven of whom (including Steichen) formed the council that voted on other applicants. But what was the nature of their cause? Steichen observed that “no one but Stieglitz seemed to know just what ‘Photo-Secession’ meant.”

			Steichen returned to New York that fall with the aim of setting himself up as a portraitist. Stieglitz was proud that Steichen’s photographs had been admitted to the 1902 Salon de la Societé Nationale in Paris, even though the jury refused to hang them because they believed that photography did not qualify as art. After two years in Paris, Steichen was a changed man. He had taken to wearing a large black hat and a cape, and, having gained confidence from his success in the art world and with the many women who fell for him, he had a bit of a swagger. Stieglitz’s photos of the Photo-Secession show struck the young man as “rather helter-skelter”; he felt “a little belligerent” about the group in whose inner council he had been enrolled in his absence. But when Stieglitz outlined his plans for Camera Work, the new magazine in which he would feature Secessionists (starting with Käsebier) and critics like Caffin, Steichen agreed to come on board.

			Soon the group was meeting regularly, often at Mouquin’s, a French restaurant on Sixth Avenue at Twenty-eighth Street. Associates were invited to join (including Emmy, who contributed funds); Alfred was chosen as president, but finding the title “too ostentatious,” accepted that of director. The Secession’s aims were then clarified in Camera Work: “To advance photography as applied to pictorial expression; to draw together those Americans practicing or otherwise interested in the art, and to hold from time to time, at varying places, exhibitions not necessarily limited to the productions of the Photo-Secession.” Stieglitz had founded the group because he was “battling…for a new spirit in life that went deeper than mere preoccupation with what is termed ‘photography.’ ”

			Steichen joined the battle for practical reasons. While he looked to Stieglitz as an established master, he, too, needed to make his name. The support of the best-known spokesman for photography would prove invaluable. Stieglitz invited Steichen to his home; he introduced him at the club and to his family. But while Stieglitz recognized his talent, “he was not for a moment inclined to be a father figure to a handsome younger man.” Still, Steichen valued Alfred’s support as well as that of the Stieglitz clan, who told their friends of his skill as a portraitist.

			
			Soon after Steichen rented a studio at 291 Fifth Avenue, near the club, he urged Stieglitz to devote the first issue of Camera Work to his work rather than Käsebier’s. Stieglitz promised Steichen the next issue and enlisted him in the magazine’s design. Steichen’s plain gray cover set off the white letters of the title’s Art Nouveau typeface, balanced by the Roman numerals used for each issue’s number; he designed the back cover (a Kodak ad, despite Stieglitz’s dislike of the firm) and selected the paper stock. Stieglitz made sure that the photogravures were of the highest quality. Camera Work was itself a work of art, a critic wrote—one marked by “the lover’s touch.”

			As promised, the second Camera Work featured the work of Steichen, including his self-portrait and a portrait of Rodin, with appreciations by Caffin and Sidney Allen (a nom de plume for Sadakichi Hartmann), whose account of his visit to Steichen’s studio called him photography’s new champion. In Allen’s view, Steichen’s portrait of Rodin with his Penseur was a masterpiece—proof that this kind of photography corresponded “to the special necessities of a democratic and levelling age.” Over its lifetime, Camera Work would devote three issues to Steichen and publish sixty-five reproductions of his work, more than that of any other photographer.

			In the meantime, the Stieglitz clan extended their hospitality to the young man when he announced his plan to marry the singer Clara Smith. Alfred attended their wedding, and the couple spent their honeymoon at the Stieglitz home at Lake George. For the next few years, the two men worked harmoniously, and without pay, to promote the Photo-Secession and Camera Work. In addition to Stieglitz’s allies at home, the review featured French pictorialist Robert Demachy and those British colleagues whose work he admired—Frederick Evans, David Octavius Hill, and J. Craig Annan. He displayed a range of photographers—those who favored unretouched images; the more painterly pictorialists like Steichen and Eugene, who manipulated their prints; and Käsebier, whose “artistic-commercial” portraits (Caffin’s term) fell between these two approaches. The illustrations evoked a mood, the kind of Symbolist brooding that seemed to support the claim that these machine-made images were works of art in their own right.

			
			The first issue ran a defense of the medium by George Bernard Shaw, himself an amateur photographer. From then on, Stieglitz published lively critiques of his artists’ work and essays on recent trends. He relied on Caffin to engage readers with his accounts of pictorialism and featured Hartmann’s provocative essays until the author fell out with him. Stieglitz also favored inside jokes in the form of fables or jests—like “The ABC of Photography,” by the critic J. B. Kerfoot. In another piece, Kerfoot combined inked silhouettes with word portraits of the Secessionists: Stieglitz was Alfred the Great, Käsebier “the Madonna of the Lens,” and Steichen one of the group’s “lions.”

			Stieglitz also spoke to Camera Work’s readers through a selection of his own prints. Of those that held special meaning for him, The Hand of Man (1902), a stark image of a train moving toward the viewer under billows of smoke, appeared in the first issue. The engine pushes forward on its own, as Stieglitz claimed that he had done; the title evokes fin de siècle debates about art in the machine age. Stieglitz’s friends would have grasped its meanings, as well as the reasons behind the choice of his image of the Flatiron Building, featured despite his father’s dislike of this edifice. “It is to America what the Parthenon was to Greece,” Stieglitz insisted, “a picture of the new America.” Perhaps he meant to imply that, like the Flatiron Building, Camera Work was itself an “amazing structure” combining “lightness” with “solidity.”

			By 1904, Stieglitz had worked himself into a state of exhaustion. He was about to go to Europe with Kitty and Emmy when Steichen took portraits of the six-year-old with each of her parents. Steichen’s favorite shows father and daughter facing the camera with arms linked. In another, Alfred hovers while Kitty stares at the camera. She is more at ease in Steichen’s portraits of her with Emmy, especially one in which their affection is implied in their stances (bodies turned to each other) and the visual rhyme of their loose white garments. Still, even though smiles were not common in such portraits, no one seems very happy, and none was taken of the three together. It is tempting to infer that the couple’s lack of harmony disturbed their daughter, yet inappropriate to speak of “familial dysfunction”—since we cannot know if Steichen arranged their poses or if they struck their own.

			A few days after arriving in Berlin, Alfred collapsed. He spent the next month reflecting on the last ten years. “During that period,” he wrote, “I had witnessed the evolution of pictorial photography and watched its struggles against the hostile environment of ignorance, prejudice, selfishness, vanity, conceit, intrigue, provincialism, and a host of other malign influences.” On the subject of Stieglitz’s hypochondria, a biographer notes, he “routinely exaggerated the gravity of his physical ailments to obtain sympathy, to secure his privacy from Emmy, and to provide the necessary background for his accounts of his heroic efforts on behalf of photography.” In this view, periodic breakdowns were the means by which he translated his distress into bodily terms.
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					Alfred Stieglitz, Kitty and Emmeline, c. 1905–1906

				
			
			That same summer, Steichen wrote to say that he could not plan his future without Stieglitz’s advice. When Stieglitz returned to New York in October, he learned that Hartmann had turned on him in a diatribe published in The Photo-Beacon, “Little Tin Gods on Wheels.” While it did not mention Stieglitz by name, Hartmann’s slurs were obvious: “pictorialists throughout the land,” he asked, “will you any longer stand the undemocratic, un-American policy of these little T.G.O.W.?” Henceforth, he would give his support to Stieglitz’s rival, Curtis Bell, who was gathering prints for an exhibition in December, to be known as the First American Photographic Salon. Stieglitz made a point of dismissing Bell’s salon. In Camera Work, he sneered that Bell’s jury examined ten thousand entries before choosing the more than three hundred substandard prints “with which the walls were literally plastered.”

			In response to the challenge, Stieglitz came up with the idea of an international exhibition of photography to be held in 1906. With Steichen’s help, he planned to display the best that had been done in Europe and the United States. For the next year, he scouted art galleries but was forced to conclude that it would be impossible to secure an appropriate space during the high point of the year, the spring season.

			
			One night when Stieglitz and Steichen were conversing in front of Steichen’s studio building, they came up with an alternative. They would rent rooms in which to hang the American and European sections of the exhibition they had in mind. Steichen had recently moved across the hall to a large studio with a skylight. His old studio was vacant; adjoining it were two small rooms that the landlord might rent to the same tenant. When Stieglitz expressed concern that they would not find enough good images to keep the rooms open during the season, Steichen said that they could show other works of art. Stieglitz signed a one-year lease; Steichen volunteered to design the gallery and oversee the renovations.

			In October, Stieglitz told the Secessionists about his plans for the rooms at 291 Fifth Avenue, to be known as the Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession. Soon the space would be called, simply, “291.” A biographer writes, “Eventually, ‘291’ came to be the mystical, numerological symbol of the conflation of Stieglitz’s personality, the gallery, and all that it represented. One could never be quite sure, when Stieglitz uttered the pregnant trinumeric formula, whether he was referring to the gallery or to himself.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			Portrait of 291

			1905–1913

			After a festive dinner at Mouquin’s, Stieglitz and a few friends strolled up Fifth Avenue for the inaugural show at the Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession. The opening took place on November 25, 1905—“without the stereotyped press-view or similar antiquated functions” but with the sense that little implied a disdain for the status-conscious behavior common at such events.

			After admiring the sign on the door, with the words Photo and Secession on each side of a golden disk, the gallery’s emblem, they took the rickety elevator to the top floor. There they stepped into a hallway painted in pale blue, salmon, and olive gray, an intentionally moderne palette. In the larger of the two rooms, photographs were shown in dark frames on walls hung with olive gray burlap, complemented by olive gray curtains around the room at waist height to conceal storage. The smaller room balanced this color scheme with prints in white frames against the burlap on the walls. One hundred prints by thirty-nine of the Secessionists, including Steichen, Käsebier, White, and Stieglitz, hung in rows, with just enough space between to set off each print from those on either side.

			Steichen’s decor won approval from the Stieglitz group; others saw it as ostentatious simplicity. Charles FitzGerald, a supporter of the Ashcan School, fulminated in The Evening Sun, “The vanity of these people is unbelievable. The fopperies displayed in their work, their eccentric frames, the whimsical flourishes in which they habitually indulge, and their incurable gravity—all these are but symptomatic of their essential frivolity.”

			FitzGerald’s disdain did not keep those who were curious about photography from finding their way to 291. Some fifteen thousand came during the first season, when Stieglitz exhibited the works of, among others, David Octavius Hill, Frederick Evans, White, Käsebier, and Steichen—a retrospective followed by an issue of Camera Work with ten of his images. Stieglitz was pleased to note that sixty-one prints had sold in the first year, Steichen’s sales outnumbering those of his colleagues.

			
			The gallery became the place to see art that was new “in impulse and form,” the progressive journalist Hutchins Hapgood recalled. “Persons from many different social groups went to ‘291’—rich, poor, conventional, bohemian, successful, unsuccessful, smug, contented, unhappy.” Repeated exposure made them feel “more alive…more sensitive to reality.” Another regular appreciated the sense of repose that he found there: “You forgot all about New York, the rush of the subway; and the struggle after the almighty dollar.”

			Given the gallery’s location, prosperous New Yorkers sometimes found themselves mingling with the denizens of Greenwich Village. Three blocks north, on Fifth Avenue at Thirty-fourth Street, the grand buildings of the original Waldorf-Astoria Hotel provided a venue where women could appear without escorts. Nearby, Stanford White’s Knickerbocker Trust building marked the area’s ongoing change from residential to commercial. When 291 opened in 1905, White’s firm was building equally grand headquarters a few blocks to the north for the rival jewelers Gorham and Tiffany. White visited 291 to see Käsebier’s portraits of himself and Evelyn Nesbit Thaw, his mistress, a few months before her husband killed him—an event replayed in “the Trial of the Century,” as it was called in the tabloids.

			Brownstones in the area sheltered art galleries, photo studios like Steichen’s, and small cafés catering to the locals. Stieglitz moved his “round table” from Mouquin’s to the Holland House, a sumptuous hotel at Fifth Avenue and Thirtieth Street, whose marble staircase echoed the decor of its London namesake. Every day he and his guests repaired to the hotel restaurant, where the Louis Quinze furnishings must have seemed at odds with the style of 291. Emmy continued to provide an allowance for such occasions. About this time, Gertrude Käsebier photographed Emmy looking pensive: With her ring hand, she holds a portfolio embossed with the Photo-Secession’s golden disk, the symbol of all that Alfred preferred to their union.

			

			. . .

			Steichen grew restive after the success of his one-man show at 291. His portrait business was thriving, but it irked him to hear it said that having your picture taken by him was the thing to do. He told Stieglitz that he would soon return to Paris, a turn of events that elated Emmy. Since the lease on 291 was about to expire, she and Alfred would be free to travel. “You can give up all that nonsense,” she told him, “for without Steichen you can’t go ahead.” The next day, he signed the lease for two more years and agreed to manage Steichen’s affairs in his absence. “Steichen had become the older man’s most energetic ally, and sometimes he felt that he and Stieglitz carried the entire pictorial photography movement on their shoulders.”

			
			In a way, Steichen was right. Following his departure, while most Secessionists remained committed to the cause, relations among them became complicated due to professional rivalries. Some thought they had won the war: “The real battle for the recognition of pictorial photography is over,” Joseph Keiley wrote in Camera Work. “The chief purpose for which the Photo-Secession was established has been accomplished.”

			But if the battle had been won, how was Stieglitz to pursue the vision that had inspired him to start the gallery? In December, a young woman showed up when he was feeling discouraged about what to do next. She introduced herself as Pamela Colman Smith, from London, where she published a magazine with contributions by Yeats, Gordon Craig, and other artists. After looking at her artwork, Stieglitz offered her a show to open on January 5, 1907. “Smith is a young woman with that quality rare in either sex—imagination,” James Huneker wrote in The New York Sun. His review brought well-to-do New Yorkers; Stieglitz prepared a portfolio of Smith’s paintings and watercolors.

			It was a happy accident that his protégée possessed a gift prized in fin de siècle aesthetics—that of synesthesia. Pieces like Beethovenesque and The Devil’s Sonata, Smith explained, were “thoughts loosened and set free by the spell of sound.” Ideas of loosening and setting oneself free of restraints were everywhere in Symbolist art, but their link to sensual freedom had rarely been evoked by a pretty woman who was also an artist. We can see in Stieglitz’s response to Smith an anticipation of his enthusiasm for O’Keeffe’s drawings a decade later.

			That spring, Alfred pursued his preoccupation with the topic “Woman” with Clarence White: Their collaboration was meant to demonstrate “the pliability of straight photography as a medium for portraiture and figure work.” The men hired two models to pose for them—dressed, partly undressed, and in the nude. While some of their prints suggest classical statues, their soft-focus interpretation of “pliability” also hints at these artists’ interest in the female body. Stieglitz published a portrait and the most evocative of the nudes in Camera Work.

			
			During the 1907–1908 season, exhibitions at 291 shared a theme—the female figure. Stieglitz’s stated purpose—to stir discussion among the Secessionists through the display of oils, drawings, watercolors, and sculpture—fit nicely with this theme, starting with Pamela Smith and culminating in the radical exhibitions sent from Paris by Steichen over the next few years. That the nude was a classic topos of art made it all the more appropriate to study its handling by contemporaries.

			That winter, Steichen and Stieglitz had their first major misunderstanding when the younger man learned that Pamela Smith would be the first nonphotographer featured at 291. Since Steichen’s return to Paris, he had been choosing representative drawings by Rodin to inaugurate the gallery’s nonphotographic exhibitions, but Stieglitz had preempted him.

			The two men patched things up that summer, when Steichen introduced Stieglitz to the Lumière Company’s autochrome process, which enabled one to take color photographs. (Autochromes were made by applying grains of colored starch to a glass plate, subjecting it to pressure, then adding silver bromide. The result, a glass transparency resembling a Pointillist painting, was viewed when held up to the light.) Stieglitz experimented with autochromes during his holiday in Europe with Kitty and Emmy. This series produced a poignant portrait of himself and Kitty: Alfred, holding his camera, gazes at his daughter, who rests one hand on the camera and the other on the flowers in her lap. His camera and her bouquet seem emblematic; she poses, reluctantly, as his young muse.

			Stieglitz went on making delicate color studies of family and friends, displaying these autochromes along with color prints by other Secessionists in the first show of the 1907–1908 season at 291. That fall, when Paul Strand visited the gallery with his camera class, the young man decided that he, too, would become a photographer—whether or not work of this kind would help him earn a living.

			Stieglitz’s interest in autochromes waned as other matters became more pressing. In October, the downfall of the Knickerbocker Trust produced a currency crisis. Banks around the country barred their doors against depositors seeking to remove their savings. Market liquidity all but evaporated until J. P. Morgan shored up the financial system with large infusions of cash. Still, thousands lost their investments, among them Alfred’s parents. It would have been dispiriting to see them having to move to more modest quarters and to admit that in such a time an art gallery was an extravagance.

			
			On January 2, 1908, when confidence in the commercial system was at a low ebb, Stieglitz opened an exhibition of Rodin’s “howlers”—the pencil and watercolor nudes sure to create a stir. Rodin had traced every contour of his models’ bodies as they danced around his studio, bent over each other’s swooning forms, or baring their private parts. To ensure that viewers got the point, Stieglitz printed an excerpt from Arthur Symons’s essay on Rodin’s muse in the catalog: “Every movement of her body, violently agitated by the remembrance, or the expectation, of the act of desire, is seen at an expressive moment. She turns upon herself in a hundred attitudes, turning always upon the central pivot of the sex.”

			The show soon became a scandal. Rodin’s nudes were “not the sort of thing to offer to public view,” W. B. McCormick declared in the New York Press, and Symons’s defense was “inspired nonsense.” At a time when Anthony Comstock’s Society for the Suppression of Vice had resumed its campaign against the dissemination of lewd materials, Rodin’s drawings challenged “the prurient prudery of our puritanism,” J. N. Laurvik wrote in the Times. He continued: “One marvels that this little gallery has not long since been raided by the blind folly that guards our morals.”

			The Rodin exhibition also provoked similar feelings of outrage in the academy. William Merritt Chase, the well-known American Impressionist, told his classes at the Art Students League that Rodin’s nudes were preposterous. Although he himself intended to boycott the gallery, they should see for themselves. One day, the twenty-year-old Georgia O’Keeffe trudged through the snow with her classmates to see what the fuss was about. Rodin’s drawings struck her as so many scribbles; she retreated to the back room when Stieglitz and the others began arguing about them. “I had never heard anything like it,” O’Keeffe recalled. “There wasn’t any place in New York where anything like this was shown.”

			

			. . .

			“I have another cracker-jack exhibition for you,” Steichen told Stieglitz while the Rodins were stirring up controversy. On his return to New York in March 1908, he would bring work by “the most modern of the moderns,” the Fauvist Henri Matisse.

			Years later, Stieglitz would look back on the Matisse exhibition as “the first blow of ‘Modernity’ in America.” At the time, when Matisse was not well known, Stieglitz was more interested in his radicality than in his artistry. “Here was the work of a new man, with new ideas—a very anarchist, it seemed, in art,” he proclaimed in Camera Work. Stieglitz hoped that Matisse would provoke the same outrage in Manhattan as he had in Paris.

			
			He was not disappointed. Most critics took the term fauve to mean “wild man.” The show, one of them wrote, “brought a recurrence of red wrath.” James Huneker called Matisse an outlaw: “Compared to these memoranda of the gutter and brothel, the sketches of Rodin are academic.” Edgar Chamberlin sneered, “There are some female figures that…seem to condemn this man’s brain to the limbo of artistic degeneration.” Stieglitz reprinted their reviews in Camera Work along with Charles Caffin’s thoughts on the artist: “This is not the ocular but the mental impression that he is intent on rendering,” Caffin reflected.

			That winter, the Camera Club issued Stieglitz with a different kind of challenge. Its membership had declined after he formed the Photo-Secession; the club was almost bankrupt; the trustees blamed him for this situation and asked him to resign. When he refused, they expelled him and told him to remove his belongings. The New York Times publicized the case; Stieglitz brought suit against the club, then tendered his resignation when the trustees offered to reinstate him.

			Stieglitz told Agnes Ernst, an attractive young journalist who interviewed him at this time, that he was ready to set out on the search for ultimate truth. Theories about art and life were all too narrow, he insisted: They lacked “that perfect freedom which we are looking for.” Warming to her
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