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Ever since I began walking about the streets of New York, noting its
people, its buildings, its industries, its activities, I have planned to write
an extensive interpretation of my native city’s development. The time to
have done this was in 1939, when I returned for a winter’s residence,
after three years spent mainly in my Dutchess County home; but the
mounting menace of fascism drove all such thoughts from my mind. If I
never live to write that book, the following essay must serve as a substitute.
The Metropolitan Milieu is a subjective interpretation of the city: subjective in the sense that it is focused in a succession of human personalities, Whitman, Ryder, and above all Alfred Stieglitz; it is an attempt to
show how a particular environment not merely molds the human personality but often reactivates it, developing compensatory interests that
offset its evils and make possible a fuller human growth.
Much of the material in this essay derives directly from my own experiences and impressions. Through my grandfather, Charles Graessel,
with whom I used to stroll about the city up to the age of ten, I had a direct connection with a remoter past, with sweet old Bastian, the German
bookbinder on University Place, who loved Leatherstocking, or with the
custom bootmaker on Canal Street who still made my grandfather’s
boots. I saw the sordid seventies through the eyes of my mother, who
grew up in a gloomy house that still stands in the shadow of St. Marksin-the-Bouwerie. I saw the immigrant’s city through the eyes of our faithful maid, Nellie Ahearn, who gave me entry to the struggling but generously hospitable Irish Catholics of the middle West Side; as a boy in the
public schools, above all during my high school period at Stuyvesant, I
became intimately acquainted with a later wave of immigrants, the Polish and Russian Jewish migration; in short, long before I began deliberately to think about the city, I had absorbed much of it through my
pores.
Only a born New Yorker, perhaps, could do justice to the work of
such a genuine New Yorker as Stieglitz: we had a common bond even in
39
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our remembered fondness for the horse races at Belmont Park,
Sheepshead, and Brighton. Indeed, it is out of our love for what the city
has given us that we have attempted to stand fast against its slippery
ways, to break with its more inhuman routines and its money-bound activities, and to rally together the forces of spirit for an attack upon its
sleek materialism.
Stieglitz’s integrity, and his concentration upon essentials, his implacable refusal to be diverted by the trivial or the loudly advertised or
the pseudo-good, give his personality a unique place in the development
of the city. When all its showy splendors have been reduced to their
proper signiﬁcance, when its inﬂated values have fallen, when the city itself ﬁnally saves itself by re-grouping in units that have some relation to
the human scale, there will still be this to be said for the expansive New
York of Stieglitz’ s generation: it produced an Alfred Stieglitz.

1. THE COLOR OF THE CITY

s–
o–

Before the Civil War, New York shared its intellectual distinction with
Boston, its industrial place with Philadelphia, and its commercial supremacy with Baltimore and New Orleans. Though it had become the
mouth of the continent, thanks to the Erie Canal, it was not yet the maw.
After the Civil War, despite the energetic rise of Chicago, New York City
became an imperial metropolis, sucking into its own whirlpool the
wealth and the wreckage of the rest of the country and of the lands beyond the sea.
When Dickens ﬁrst visited America, voracious pigs rooted in the
streets of Manhattan. Less than a generation later, through the holy
transmutation of war, most of them were turned into ﬁnanciers and industrial enterprisers, and they conﬁned their operations to Wall Street,
where the troughs were deep and the wallow good. Poets became stockbrokers; Pan took a ﬂier in railroad securities; satirical humorists hobnobbed with millionaires and turned the lance of their satire against
purely legendary kings, instead of driving their steel through the middle
of the real kings, the Cooks, the Vanderbilts, the Rogerses, the Rockefellers. New York had become the center of a furious decay, which was
masked as growth and enterprise and greatness. The decay caused foul
gases to form; the gases caused the physical body of the city to be distended; the distention was called Progress.
So the city grew. Brownstone mansions, often grotesquely scratched
with Eastlake ornament, wheeled into position along Fifth Avenue; and
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brownstone houses, in solid speculative rows, lined the side streets as the
city stumbled rapidly northward. On either side of them, in the cheaper
quarters, were the new tenements, with common toilets in the halls, and
dusty vestibules where, in the seventies, a row of pitchers would be exposed through the night, to be ﬁlled with milk in the morning. The
crosstown traffic became less important, as the rivers ceased to provide
the main entrances to the city; but the tangle of wheels on the avenues
thickened: shafts interlocked, hubs scraped, horses reared; presently a
bridge was built over Broadway for the pedestrian. The vivacious dangers of congestion had all appeared: exasperated drivers exchanged oaths
as deadly as bullets, and gangsters, lining up for ﬁghts on the dingier side
streets, exchanged bullets as lightly as oaths. Respectable folk hunched
their shoulders, lowered their heads, and hypnotized themselves into
somnolence by counting sheep: at all events the population was increasing.
Beer saloons, four to as many corners in most parts of the city,
brought together in their more squalid forms the ancient forces of
hunger and love and politics: “free lunch,” “ladies’ entrance,” and the
political boss and his underlings. The main duty of the latter was to protect vice and crime and to levy a constant tax upon virtue in whatever
offensive form it might take—as justice, as public spirit, as intelligence.
Whisky and beer ruled the wits and the emotional life of the city: whisky
for aggressiveness and beer for good-natured befuddlement. Barber
shops specialized, until the present century, in painting out black eyes
that did not yield to the cold iron of the lamp-post. The swells of course
drank their wine convivially at Martin’s or Delmonico’s; but that was as
far from the beer saloon as Newport or Narragansett was from Coney
Island. In the nineties Messrs. McKim, Mead, and White began to make
over the city for the more polished classes: they designed the Century
Club, Gorham’s, Tiffany’s, and many sumptuous mansions in the city for
the new Borgias and Sforzas. But these cultured architects of course remained aloof from the principal buildings of the populace, the tenement
and the saloon. The dingy brown front of the saloon, with the swinging
doors and the sawdust ﬂoors and the slate carrying the day’s menu and
the soap-decorated mirrors, remained unchanged by fashion for two generations or more, obeying the biological law that the lowest organisms
tend to remain stable.
In the seventies, elevated railroads were built; and for miles and miles,
on each side of these ill-designed iron ways, which contrasted so unfavorably with those Berlin built only slightly later, tenement houses were
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planted. Thousands of people lived under the shadow of the elevated,
with the smoke of the old-fashioned locomotives puffing into their windows, with the clank and rattle causing them to shout in daily conversation to overcome the roar outside. The obliviousness to low sounds,
the indifference to cacophony which makes the ideal radio listener of
present-day America, was part of the original acquisition of Manhattan
in the Brown Decades. This torment of noise-troubled sleep lowered
waking efficiency, depleted vitality; but it was endured as if it were an
irremediable fact of nature. In the lull of the elevated’s thunder, the occasional tinkle of the cowbells of the ragman on a side street, or the
solemn I—I—I—I cas’ clo’s of the second-hand clothing buyer, would
have an almost pastoral touch; while Carmen, on an Italian’s clanking
hand organ, could splash the sky with color.
Within the span of a generation, the open spaces and the natural vistas began to disappear. The older beer gardens, like Niblo’s Garden, gardens that had frequently preserved the trees and open space of a whole
block, were wiped out: only in the further reaches of the city did they remain, like Unter den Linden on upper Broadway, and like the roadhouses which dotted the more or less open country that remained on the
West Side above 125th Street until the end of the century. The rocky base
of Manhattan, always unkind to life, steadily lost its ﬁlament of soil. The
trees in the streets became more infrequent as the city grew; and their
leaves grew sear before autumn came. Even the great Boulevard above
Sixty-ﬁfth Street, which the ignoble Tweed had planted along Broadway
for his own pecuniary beneﬁt, sacriﬁced its magniﬁcent trees to the ﬁrst
subway; while only the ailanthus tree, quick growing and lean living,
kept the back yards occasionally green, to gladden the lonely young men
and women from the country, who faced their ﬁrst year in the city from
hall bedrooms on the top-ﬂoor rear of unamiable boarding houses. And
as the city grew, it grew away from its old markets: one of the last of
these, to prove more reminiscent of the old than anticipatory of the new,
was the Jefferson Market, with its medieval German tower, at Eighth
Street. Vanishing from the consciousness of most Manhattanites were the
open markets that had once brought the touch of the sea and the country to its streets, connecting farmstead and city home by means of little
boats that plied the Hudson and Long Island Sound.
The waterfront kept a hold on the city, modifying its character, longer
than the countryside did. The oyster stands remained on South and West
streets; and “mast-hemmed Mannahatta” was still an accurate description
up to the end of the nineties: Alfred Stieglitz has indeed recorded for us the
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bowsprit of an old sailing vessel, thrust like a proud harpoon into the side
of our Leviathan. But most of the things that had made life pleasant and
sane in the city, the old houses, red brick, with their white doorways and
delicate Georgian fanlights, the friendly tree-lined streets, the salty lick and
lap of the sea at the end of every crosstown street, as Melville described it
in the opening pages of Moby Dick—all these things were disappearing
from the eye, from the nose and touch, and so from the mind.
The water and the soil, as the prime environment of life, were becoming “immaterial,” that is to say, they were of no use to the canny
minds that were promoting the metropolis, unless they could be described in a legal document, appraised quantitatively, and converted ultimately into cash. A farm became for the speculator a place that might
be converted into building lots: in that process, indeed, lay the meaning
of this feverish growth, this anxious speculation, this reckless transformation of the quick into the dead. People staked out claims on the farther parts of the city in the way that prospectors stake out claims in a
gold rush. There was always the chance that some negligible patch of
earth might become, in the course of the city’s growth, a gold mine. That
was magic. In the atmosphere of magic, the desire to get something for
nothing, a whole population hoped and breathed and lived. That in reality the environment was becoming unﬁt for human habitation in the
process did not concern the midas-ﬁngered gentlemen who ruled the city,
nor did it affect the dull-ﬁngered million who lacked that golden touch:
their dreams were framed within the same heaven. Lacking the reality,
they fed on the gilded lubricities of Mr. Bennett’s, Mr. Pulitzer’s, and Mr.
Hearst’s newspapers.

2 . T H E C U LT O F PA P E R

The ledger and the prospectus, the advertisement and the yellow journal,
the world of paper, paper proﬁts, paper achievements, paper hopes, and
paper lusts, the world of sudden fortunes on paper and equally grimy
paper tragedies; in short, the world of Jay Cook and Boss Tweed and
James Gordon Bennett, had unfolded itself everywhere, obliterating
under its ﬂimsy tissues all the realities of life that were not exploitable,
as either proﬁts or news, on paper. Events happened to ﬁll the paper that
described them and to provide the daily titillation that relieved a commercialized routine. When they came reluctantly, they were manufactured, like the Spanish-American War, an event to which Newspaper
Row contributed rather more than statesmanship did.
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Behold this paper city, buried in its newspapers in the morning, intent
through the day on its journals and ledgers and briefs and Dear-sir-inreply-to-yours-of-even-date, picking at its newly invented typewriters
and mimeographs and adding machines, manifolding and ﬁling, watching the ticker tape ﬂow from the glib automatons in Broad Street, piling
its soiled paper into deep baskets, burying its dead paper in dusty alphabetical cemeteries, binding fat little dockets with red tape, counting
the crisp rolls and bank notes, cutting the coupons of the gilt-edged
bonds, redeemable twenty years hence, forty years hence, in paper that
might be even more dubious than the original loan issue. At night, when
the paper day is over, the city buries itself in paper once more: the Wall
Street closing prices, the Five Star Sporting Extra, with the ninth inning
scores, the Special Extra, All-about-the-big-ﬁght, all about the anarchist
assassination in St. Petersburg—or Pittsburgh.
The cult of paper brings with it indifference to sight and sound: print
and arithmetic are the Bible and the incense of this religious ritual. Realities of the world not included in this religion become dim and unreal
to both the priests and the worshipers: these pious New Yorkers live in
a world of Nature and human tradition, as indifferent to the round of
the seasons and to the delights of the awakened senses and the deeper
stores of social memory as an early Christian ascetic, occupied with his
devotions amid the splendid temples of a Greek Acropolis. They collect
pictures as they collect securities; their patronage of learning is merely a
premature engraving of their own tombstones. It is not the images or the
thoughts, but the reports of their muniﬁcence in the newspaper, that justiﬁes their gifts. The whole social fabric is built on a foundation of
printed paper; it is cemented together by paper; it is crowned with paper.
No wonder the anarchists, with more generous modes of life in mind,
have invented the ominous phrase: “Incinerate the documents!” That
would wreck this world worse than an earthquake.
Beneath this arid ritual, life itself, attenuated but real, starved but still
hungry, goes on. Lovers still become radiant and breathless; honest
workers shave wood, rivet steel beams, dig in the earth, or set type with
sure hands and quiet satisfaction; scholars incubate ideas, and now and
again a poet or an artist broods by himself in some half-shaded city
square. In rebellion against this arid and ugly new environment, some
country-bred person, a William Cullen Bryant or a Frederick Law Olmsted, would attempt to preserve faltering rural delights: a picnic grove
here, a park there. Just before the Civil War the building of Central Park
began; and despite the raids of political gangsters, despite the brazen in-
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decent robbery of the Tweed gang—so malodorously like the political
gangs of our own day—a stretch of green was carved out, not merely
carved out, but actually improved, from barren goat pasture and shantydom into a comely park.
Meanwhile, the city as a whole became progressively more foul. In the
late seventies the new model tenement design, that for the so-called
dumbbell apartment, standardized the habitations of the workers on the
lowest possible level, encouraging for twenty years the erection of tenements in which only two rooms in six or seven got direct sunlight or a
modicum of air. Even the best residences were grim, dreary, genteelly
fusty. If something better was at last achieved for the rich in the 1890’s,
on Riverside Drive and West End Avenue, it remained in existence
scarcely twenty years and was replaced by mass congestion.
During the period we are looking at, the period of Alfred Stieglitz’s
birth and education and achievement, we are confronted with a city bent
on its own annihilation. For New York used its intense energy and its
taut, over-quickened life to produce meaner habitations, a more constricted environment, a duller daily routine, in short, smaller joys, than
it had produced during the modest provincial period. By denying itself
the essentials of a ﬁne human existence, the city was able to concentrate
more intently upon its paper ﬁgments. It threw open its doors to the Irish
of the forties, to the Germans of the ﬁfties and sixties, later to the Italians, and to the Russians and Jews of eastern Europe: the outside world,
contemptuous but hopeful, sneering but credulous, sent many of its ﬁnest
children to New York. Some of them pushed on, to the cornlands, the
wheatlands, the woodlands, the vinelands, to the iron mines, the coal
mines, the copper mines; while those that remained were forced to huddle in utmost squalor. But the congested East Side, for all its poverty and
dirt, was not the poorest part of the city: it still had its open markets with
their color, its narrow streets with their sociability and their vivid common life and neighborly help, its synagogues with at least the dried remnants of a common vision.
This New York produced the elevator apartment house at the end of
the sixties, and the tall building, called the skyscraper after the topmost
sail of its old clipper ships, a little later; and it used these new utilities as
a means of defrauding its people of space and light and sun, turning the
streets into deep chasms, and obliterating the back yards and gardens
that had preserved a humaner environment even when people drank
their water, not from the remote Croton River, but from the Tea-water
Pump.
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The spirit of pecuniary pride was reckless and indiscriminate; it annihilated whatever stood in the path of proﬁt. It ruined the ruling classes
as well as their victims. As time went on it became ever more positive in
its denial of life; so that in more elegant parts of the East Side today there
are splendid “modern” mansions that are practically built back to back,
even worse in some respects than the vilest slums on Cherry Street. This
negative energy, this suicidal vitality, was the very essence of the new city
that raised itself after the Civil War, and came to fullest bloom in the
decade after the World War. Beholding it in its ﬁnal manifestations, a
German friend of mine wrote: Dies ist die Hölle, und der Teufel war der
Baumeister. Men and women, if they survived in this environment, did
so at the price of some sort of psychal dismemberment or paralysis. They
sought to compensate themselves for their withered members by
dwelling on the material satisfactions of this metropolitan life: how fresh
fruits and vegetables came from California and Africa, thanks to refrigeration, how bathtubs and sanitary plumbing offset the undiminished
dirt and the growing tendency toward constipation, how ﬁnally the sun
lamps that were bought by the well-to-do overcame the lack of real sunlight in these misplanned domestic quarters. Mechanical apparatus, the
reﬁnements of scientiﬁc knowledge and of inventive ingenuity, would
stay the process of deterioration for a time: when they failed, the jails,
the asylums, the hospitals, the clinics, would be multiplied. Were not
these thriving institutions, too, signs of progress, tokens of metropolitan
intelligence and philanthropy?
But in the end the expectation of health and wholeness, like the expectation of honesty and justice, tended within the great metropolis to
disappear. In the course of its imperialistic expansion the metropolis, as
Patrick Geddes put it, becomes a megalopolis, concentrating upon bigness and abstract magnitude and the numerical ﬁctions of ﬁnance; megalopolis becomes parasitopolis, dominated by those secondary pecuniary
processes that live on the living; and parasitopolis gives way to
patholopolis, the city that ceases effectively to function and so becomes
the prey of all manner of diseases, physical, social, moral. Within such a
town, graft and corruption are normal processes; the greater part of the
population shares the animus of the criminal, applauds him when he
“gets away with it,” and condones his crime when he is caught redhanded. The city that has good words for its Commodore Vanderbilts
and Tweeds and Crokers, to say nothing of contemporary gamblers and
shysters who have practiced on an even larger scale, which multiplied
these antisocial types a thousand times, is a city in which a deteriorated
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social life, without elementary probity or public spirit, has become normalized into the accepted routine.
So every profession has its racket; every man his price. The tonsil
snatcher and the ambulance chaser and the insurance ﬁxer and the testimonial writer have their counterparts in the higher reaches of the professions. The more universal forms of dishonor become honorable, and
graft and shakedowns, like the private toll exacted for automobile and
marriage licenses, become so common that they even escape notice.
Those who actively oppose these customary injustices and these systematic perversions of law and decency are looked upon as disappointed
men who have set their own price too high. Force, fraud, lying, chicane,
become commonplaces; the law is enforced by illegal methods, the constitution protected by unconstitutional practices; vast businesses are conducted in “peace” by judicious connivance with armed thugs—now passive blackmailers, now active strikebreakers—whose work proceeds
under the amiable eyes of the very agents supposed to combat it. No one
believes that the alternative to living with honor is to die with honor: it
is easier, it is more comfortable, to live sordidly, accepting dishonor.
In such a city, an honest man looms high. He is a lighthouse on a low
and treacherous coast. To attain even a human level becomes, in this
megalopolitan environment, an arduous, almost a superhuman, task.

3 . E A RT H , WAT E R , S K Y, M E N

Any fair picture of New York must confess the underlying sordidness of
a large part of its preoccupations and activities. It is not that manufacture and shipping and the exchange of goods are necessarily antivital or
antisocial processes: quite the contrary. But when these activities become
central to life, when they are themselves perverted to serve chieﬂy as instruments in an abstract accountancy of proﬁt and power, the human hierarchy of values is displaced; and, as in some perversion of the physiological functions, the head becomes cretinous, and the subordinate
members become gigantic and useless. What I have elsewhere called a
purposeless materialism became the essential principle of the city’s life.
One must not ﬂinch, then, from recognizing the dark elements of the
picture. But one would have no true image, in fact, no image at all, if one
forgot to add the light and colors that deﬁne the blackest shape; and even
at its worst, these elements were always present. There is, to begin with,
the physical magniﬁcence of the scene: the sweep and curve of the bay,
the grand spaciousness of the river, the rhythm of the tides that encircle
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it, the strike of its mica-gleaming schists as they crop out in the park or
the temporary excavation, and ﬁnally, the proud upthrust of the Palisades themselves. In the very shape of the island is something tight, lean,
athletic: a contrast to the glacial till of Long Island, with its fat Dutch
landscape, its duckponds, its feathery asparagus beds. The skyscrapers,
despite their disorder, have not diminished those positive lines in their
stalagmitic up-thrust: they are almost as geometric as gypsum crystals.
And before the skyscrapers were built, from Brooklyn Heights, from the
Palisades, from the Belvedere in Central Park, from Morningside
Heights, one could see and feel the hard ﬂanks of Manhattan.
Above all, there is the sky; pervading all these activities is the weather.
The sharp crystalline days of early autumn, with intense blue sky and a
few curls of cloud, drifting through space like the little jets of steam that
were once such characteristic outlets of the older skyscrapers: the splendors of sunset on the waters, over the Palisades, crossing the Brooklyn
Ferry, looking toward the Jersey shore from the Brooklyn Bridge; the
swift, whiplike changes from heat to cold, from fog to clarity, from the
sharp jeweled contours of John Bellini to the soft tones of Whistler and
Fuller. Occasionally, too, the sulphurous hell of the dog days, to whip
up appetite for the dank clouds in the west and the brave crackle of lightning and the drenching showers. At the other extreme the benignity and
quiet of a city quenched by snow: the jingle of sleighbells in the 1890’s,
the cold ﬂash of electricity on the elevated tracks twenty years later.
The niggling interests of the day might lead to a neglect of these fundamental beauties; but they could not obliterate them. Nature remained,
ready to nourish the ﬁrst person who opened his eyes and breathed in the
air—the clear, slightly salt-laden air, gray wings swooping and circling
through it. This clear air and this intense sunlight are no small encouragements to the photographer. And the landscape as a whole has deﬁnition, a disciplined line: the rocks run as due north and south as the points
of the compass, and the very sides of the island, once scraggly, have been
shaped by the hands of man into sharp lines, like the margin of a Dutch
canal. No matter how great the confusion on the surface, beneath it all,
in the rocks themselves is order: no matter how shifty man’s top layer,
the foundations are solid. If the streets are dingy, there is the dazzle of
the sky itself: if the alleys and yards are foul, heavy with ancient dirt,
with the effluvia of the sewers or the factories, there is the sanative taste
of salt in the ﬁrst wind that blows from the Atlantic. The cold sea fog in
spring, sweeping inland in the mid-afternoon, calls one to the ocean as
imperatively as the proud, deep-throated roar of the steamer, claiming
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the channel as she passes out to sea. So the ocean and the sky and the
rivers hold the city in their grip, even while the people, like busy ants in
the cracks and crevices, are unconscious of these more primal presences,
save when they read a report in the morning paper, and reach for an umbrella, an overcoat, a fan.
Along with its great landscape, New York has had its men. Even in the
worst periods of the city’s deterioration, there has always been a saving
remnant, that handful of honest souls whose presence might have saved
the Biblical cities of the plain.
There was, for one, Walt Whitman himself, “of Mannahatta a son,”
whose visits to the city, with even occasional public appearances, continued after the Civil War, and whose brief pictures of the city are precious records of its life. Whitman, who had rambled about every part of
the city, who knew it coming inward from his native Huntington, from
Coney Island when that spot was just a ﬁshing hamlet, from the rocky
wilds of the upper part of the island, where he would go walking with
Bryant—Whitman knew the city at its best. While he realized the evil signiﬁcance of so much of its vitality, and the impoverishment of its
wealth—see his description of the fashionable parade in Central Park in
’79—he was nourished by it and fed steadily on it, opera, theater, bookstalls, libraries, lecture halls; above all, the million-headed throng on the
streets.
Drinking at Pfaff’s, loaﬁng on the Fifth Avenue stages with the coach
drivers, crossing the Brooklyn Ferry, Whitman had caught something in
the common life that was dear and permanent. He who really touches the
soil of Manhattan and the pavement of New York touches, whether he
knows it or not, Walt Whitman. Beneath the snobbery of the commercial élite there was in New York a genuinely cosmopolitan spirit. In those
who like Whitman and Melville were well rooted in the provincial soil,
this spirit was capable of reaching out for elements that were still foreign
to the new country—the philosophy of Hegel and Schopenhauer, the
criticism of Carlyle and Ruskin, the vision of Michelet and Hugo—and
transporting them to our unﬁnished landscape. Melville, who had been
a common sailor, and Whitman, a common printer and carpenter, were
not caught by the bourgeoisie and debased into accepting their prudent
paper routine. Both of them were capable of a passionate aristocracy that
reserved for the spirit its primacy in the affairs of men. Whitman’s
democracy was the prelude to a broader-rooted aristocracy, and none
knew that fact better than he.
The Roeblings were in New York, too, during the sixties, and Wash-
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ington remained on, though an invalid, until the Brooklyn Bridge was ﬁnally completed in 1883. Not alone did they compose the poem of granite and steel that is the Brooklyn Bridge, one of the ﬁrst of those grand
native works of art that Whitman had demanded of the sawyers and
delvers, but they brought that arduous habit of intellectual exertion, that
capability for heroic sacriﬁce on behalf of immaterial things, that strict
obligation to self-discipline, which came directly from the great Germany
of Kant and Goethe and Hegel, a Germany the elder Roebling—who was
a pupil of Hegel’s—so well knew. It was right for a New Yorker who was
interested in science or engineering to seek Berlin during this period; so
that even though Stieglitz was unaware of the fact that he was following
in the footsteps of the great engineer who built the bridge, it was as natural for him to go to Berlin as it was for Louis Sullivan, a little earlier, to
follow the footsteps of Richardson to the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris.
Though none of the new buildings in New York could compare in
beauty with the High Bridge, in its original stone form, or with the
Brooklyn Bridge, there was a stir in architecture in the eighties and
nineties, due chieﬂy to the work of Richardson, whose inﬂuence remained even though he changed his residence from Staten Island to
Boston. Beginning with the De Vinne Building on Lafayette Street, an excellent structure created for a scrupulous and craftsmanlike master of
printing, the ﬁnest works of New York architecture were the series of loft
and factory and storage buildings that arose in the eighties: buildings
whose round arches, solid stone courses, and subtle brickwork set a
mark that few later buildings have surpassed. These buildings, moreover,
were better than the very best Europe could show in this department at
the same period; and contemporary European travelers of discernment
noted and admitted this.
Finally, there was Albert Pinkham Ryder, the most sensitive, the most
noble mind that appeared in New York after the war, a worthy companion in the spirit to that other post-war recluse, the author of Moby
Dick. If the bold sunlight of Broadway made its sheet-iron buildings look
ﬂimsy and unreal, the moonlight of Ryder’s inner landscape gave body
to reality: Ryder with his intuitions of human destiny, Death Riding
around a Racetrack, with his wistful melodies of love, the vision of
Perette, Siegfried and the Rhine Maidens, with his presentation of fate
in the little boats with a tiny sheet of sail on a broad moonlit sea, to
which he so often returned, this mystic had a strength and a purpose that
the ephemeral activities of the outer world did not possess. A benign ﬁgure, ranging up and down the streets after dark, penetrating life in its
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stillness and peace more bravely than those who ﬂung themselves into
the noisiest corners of the battleﬁeld, Ryder also became part of the soil
of Manhattan. No one can be aware of the rich vitality of the city who
does not know its Ryder as well as its Whitman. He needed little from
the city; he gave back much.

4. THE LIVING ENVIRONMENT

The problem for the creative mind in the nineties, whether he was a young
writer like Stephen Crane or a young man with a passion for photography like Alfred Stieglitz, was to face this New York of boundless misdirected energy and to capture a portion of that wasteful ﬂow for his own
purposes, using its force without accepting its habitual channels and its
habitual destinations. But there was still another problem: and that was
to conquer, with equal resolution, the gentility, the tepid overreﬁnement,
the academic inertness and lack of passionate faith, masquerading as
sound judgment, which were characteristic of the stale, fugitive culture of
the bourgeoisie. The genteel standards that prevailed were worse than no
standards at all: dead objects, dead techniques, dead forms of worship,
cast a morbid shadow on every enterprise of the mind, making mind itself a sham, causing vitality to seem somehow shameful. To put the choice
with the crudest possible emphasis, the problem for the creative mind was
how to avoid the gangster without turning into the spinster.
Now, during the nineteenth century, great forces were at work in the
world. People who prefer the tight securities of the eighteenth century or
the adolescent turbulence of the seventeenth century only prove their
own timidity and ineptness when they belittle these forces merely because they destroyed old patterns and worked creatively on unfamiliar
lines. But if the artist was to become a force in his own right once more,
as conﬁdent of his mission as the scientist or the engineer, it was important that he should not identify himself with the senseless acts of imperialist conquest, or with the senseless mechanical negation of life. When
I use the word senseless I use it in both its usual meanings—ﬁrst, foolish
and stupid, and on the other hand, without beneﬁt of the senses, shut off
from the experiences that come through the eye, the hand, the ear, the
nose, the touch of the body. For the weakness of the mechanical ideology that had put itself at the service of capitalism—and that colored even
the minds that rejected it—was that it had limited the provinces of the
senses, and conﬁned its operations to a blind world of matter and motion.
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Following partly from this mechanical philosophy, partly from the
new routine of industry, the senses were in fact denied and defeated in
all the new industrial centers; not least, certainly, in New York, which
concentrated the industry and the ﬁnance of the Western continent. To
become a force in this society, this city, it was necessary to open up once
more all the avenues of human experience: to sharpen the eye, quicken
the touch, reﬁne the senses of smell and taste, as a preliminary to restoring to wholeness the dwarfed and amputated personalities that had been
produced—the Gradgrinds, the M’Choakumchilds, the Bounderbys. In
a world where practical success canceled every other aspiration, this
meant a redoubled interest in the goods and methods that challenged the
canons of pecuniary success—contemplation and idle reverie, high
craftsmanship and patient manipulation, a willing acceptance of the
emotions and an enlargement of the erotic ritual, a shift from the specialized masculine interests leading to an exploitation of power to the
more generalized, more centrally biological interests expressed in love:
an emphasis on the ecstasy of being rather than a concentration on the
pragmatic strain of “getting there.”
In the Bhagavad-Gita, Krishna says that the way to contemplation
may be found through action as well as through exercises that are directly meant to intensify and illuminate the spiritual life. And it was by
action, by utilizing one of the ﬁne mechanical instruments that had been
produced by the scientist and the inventor, that Stieglitz, on returning to
New York in the 1890’s, approached the world around him and helped
restore those values that had been left out of the narrow Weltbild of his
contemporaries. While Stieglitz, through his very use of the camera, allied himself with the new forces at work in the world, he did not, like
those who have denied their own humanity, become smaller through his
use of the machine. For mark this: only those who live ﬁrst and who keep
alive have earned the right to use the machine. Those who use machinery because they are incapable of facing the stream of life and directing
it, those who seek order in automatons because they lack the discipline
and courage to achieve order in themselves, become the victims of their
instruments and end by becoming mere attachments to a mechanical
contrivance. Not so with Stieglitz: from the beginning the machine was
as subordinate to his human direction, through his understanding of its
potentialities and capacities, as is the breathing of a Hindu guru. When
used thus, as part of man’s organic equipment rather than as a substitute
for a deﬁcient organ, the machine becomes as integral as the original eyes
or legs. Assimilating the machine in this fashion, Stieglitz was armed to
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reconquer the lost human provinces that had been forfeited by the onesided triumph of the machine.
In the surviving photographs of Stieglitz’s early discovery of New
York with the camera, one is conscious at ﬁrst chieﬂy of his sure and resolute approach to the outward aspects of the city that had been regarded
as “unpaintable,” and therefore, in a fashion, as unusable. He watches
the changing of the horses on a horse car in a snowstorm; he looks at a
row of ugly brownstones or hovers above a maze of railroad tracks in a
railroad yard, with the locomotives puffing magniﬁcently at the sky. In
his interest in these things, he is on a par with another realist, who used
paint as his major medium, rather than photography, Thomas Eakins:
but his scope is broader, his interests less traditional. Stieglitz does not,
like his Parisian contemporary, Atget, range the city from morning to
night, deliberately composing a documentary history of its life, after the
fashion of Zola. He not merely observes: he waits; he eliminates; he selects. Certain aspects of the city he touches only by implication. Instead
of merely mining the pitchblende, he extracts the minute particle of radium, which accounts for the strange behavior of the entire mass.
There are many parts of New York that Stieglitz ignores or leaves no
record of, parts of it that have not entered his life or nourished him; there
are other parts of his experience, like the grand spectacle of the horse
races, which mean much to him and still are preserved only in a print or
two. It is not for lack of love or interest that the epic of New York is not
caught by his camera, chapter by chapter, as it unfolds from the nineties
onward; to seize this was indeed part of his conscious intention. But the
point is that it is not the document but the life that made it possible that
he searches for and holds to: and as Emerson says, the essential fact is
unaltered by many or few examples. If one doubts Stieglitz’s awareness
of the deeper transformations of feeling and thinking and acting that
took place in his metropolis one need only examine his photographs
more carefully. The external change in the city itself was profound.
Within the darkened alleyways of the ﬁnancial district, people lost their
sense of day and night; just as they lost the occasional glimpse of the sky
which makes the worst routine bearable. In the new subways they lost
even the sight of the sun over the roof tops of Manhattan, which had
once been theirs from the ramshackle elevated roads. Nature in its most
simple form, the wonder of the morning and the night, was missing from
the metropolitan routine; and therefore—I say “therefore” because such
reactions are rarely accidents—these elements establish themselves in
Stieglitz’s photographs with a new force.
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The chief instrument of photography is light; and the fact that Stieglitz
always worked by natural light, never by artiﬁcial light, with its studied
arrangements and its temptations to trickery, is an important one. But
all the hours of the day become important to him: so he takes the ﬁrst
night pictures that have esthetic signiﬁcance. The weather, likewise, is an
important element for his vision: hence, too, he takes the ﬁrst photographs in snow and in rain. He does not have to escape to the country to
ﬁnd nature, any more than he has to escape to antiquity to ﬁnd beauty,
in the way that the purse-proud art collectors of the period, the Mrs. Jack
Gardners and the Pierpont Morgans, were doing. All these necessary elements in life were still present in the city, though they had been excluded
from the routine of getting and spending. Just as Ryder continued to be
in touch with nature when he had his ailanthus tree and his patch of sky,
so Stieglitz found the necessary germs of a living environment even in a
metropolis that had lost the most rudimentary sense of the soil, and was
turning itself, step by step, block by block, into a stony waste.
During the 1900’s, too, the city was losing its sense of the rivers, despite the extension of Riverside Park. For sewage pollution had driven
the North River shad away and made all other kinds of ﬁsh that might
be caught noxious; so that the old gaffers with their set-lines and bells
had disappeared from the Hudson, along with the groups of happy
naked swimmers, and another link with nature was broken, even as later,
because of pollution from the oil-burning steamers, the waters of the
Lower Bay lost the blueﬁsh and weakﬁsh that had once been so plentiful there. But Stieglitz, not less than Whitman, preserved the sense of the
waters surrounding Manhattan. He photographed the ferry boats coming into their slips, the boatload of immigrants, the skyline of Manhattan from the Jersey shore, with the water establishing a base in the foreground. Water and sky come into his pictures, again and again: the river,
the ocean, the bathing beach, the rain, the snow, and ﬁnally, dominating the whole landscape in every sense, the clouds. Shut out by the tall
buildings, shut out by the dark courts of the new apartment houses, the
very stars at night put at a distance by the myriad lights of the city, ﬂaring, as Tennyson said, like a dreary dawn—the sky remains under all
conditions the essential reminder of nature and the cosmos. In the course
of Stieglitz’s own development, the sky becomes a more and more essential part of his pictures; and ﬁnally, it becomes the symbol whereby
Stieglitz unites his sense of the universal order with the sense of the personality, as developed in the relations of men and women.
In the stoniest pavement of the city there are cracks. And out of the
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bleakest soil, between these cracks, a few blades of grass will sooner or
later show, whose seeds are borne by the birds; here, even, the germ of
a tree will take root and spring up, if no foot disturbs it. It is in the cracks
between the new buildings that Stieglitz ﬁnds the sky; it is in the surviving cracks in the pavement that Stieglitz ﬁnds his trees; and in his most
characteristic pictures of the city, so far from emphasizing the massiveness and the obduracy of its stones, he emphasizes the presence of life.
One of the most moving and impressive pictures he ever made was that
of a little tree in Madison Square Park, young and vernal in the rain, with
a street sweeper in the foreground and the dim shape of a building in the
background: the promise of life, its perpetual reawakening and renewal,
are in that print.
Wherever Stieglitz turns his head in this city, he looks for the touch of
life, seizes it, emphasizes it; and by this means he sets himself in opposition to those who would glorify the negation of life and sanction its subordination to metropolitan business, material concentration. Meanwhile, all the forces of urban aggrandizement are on the make:
advertising, insurance, and high ﬁnance, the divine trinity that rules the
world of industry and perverts its honest labors for its own ends, gather
together in the city and out of its egotism and self-inﬂation rose higher
and higher skyscrapers, ﬁrst in the southern end of the island, then, forming a sort of double vertebral column, from Thirty-fourth Street upward,
in the new central district. The new office buildings and lofts are ﬂanked
by apartment houses as stupidly planned, as extravagantly designed, as
crazily and as dishonestly ﬁnanced as the business buildings themselves.
The megalopolitan architects who designed these puerile structures
gloated over the prospect of a whole city composed of skyscrapers, with
aerial drives for the rich, and in the murky canyons below the working
and living quarters for the poor—artiﬁcially lighted! artiﬁcially ventilated!—a city in which sunlight would be supplied by sunlamps, grass by
green tiles, and babies, presumably, by mechanical incubation. (No extravagance of Aldous Huxley’s satire was beyond the serious commonplace luncheon conversation of the self-infatuated schoolboys who were
ﬁnancing and planning and building the “city of the future,” on paper.)
A generation after his ﬁrst pictures of New York, Stieglitz surveys the
city once more, now from the seventeenth story of an office building at
Fifty-third Street, surrounded by the architectural bluff and fraud of the
boom period. He ironically portrays these structures with no further hint
of nature than the indication of the hour of the day, through the degree
of light and shadow that falls on their trivial façades. He shows the sky-
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scraper—the mock city of the future—in the last state of mechanical perfection and human insigniﬁcance, devoid at last of even the possibility of
earning money: ﬁnancial liabilities, as well as the social liabilities their
reckless misuse had already made them. There, in effect, is the ultimate
result of putting nature at a distance and subordinating all the values of
living to the paper routine of pseudo-work and proﬁt-pyramiding. These
skyscrapers of Stieglitz’s last photographs might be the cold exhalations
of a depopulated world.
And at the end, with a sardonic gleam in his eyes, he photographs the
turning point: the tearing down of a seven-story building at Sixtieth
Street and Madison Avenue in order to make way for a new two-story
building. The nightmare was over. The human scale had begun to return.
Finally, the sterile dream of imperialist conquest externalized itself in
that last gesture of the impotent: Rockefeller Center. But this was already
an aftermath, which, like an auto rolling backward downhill, continued
on its course because the driver preferred the sensation of motion, even
if it were motion backwards, to the recognition of his inability to reverse
the direction and go forward.

5 . S Y M B O L S O F V I TA L I T Y

s–
o–

While the tree and the sky are dominating symbols in Stieglitz’s work,
brought to sharper focus by their steady exclusion from the urban landscape, there are two others that were important, both in his personal life
and in his vision: the race horse and the woman. The thoroughbred
horse, quivering in every muscle, nostril open, eyes glaring, hooves delicately stamping, ready for the race or the rut: symbol of sheer animal vitality, bred and nurtured with a single eye to that ﬁnal outburst of speed
which carries horse and rider down the home stretch to victory. From the
black heavy-ﬂanked Waterboy or the low-slung, short-legged chestnut
Sysonby, to the great Man o’ War and his present-day successors, these
horses represented the pinnacle of animal achievement: proofs of man’s
skill and intelligence in alliance with the world of life, symbolic of those
new strains of wheat, those new hybrids or sports in ﬂowers and fruits,
whose conquest was ultimately more important to man than were half
the mechanical contrivances on which the metropolitan mind doted.
And if the horse was animal vitality, woman was—if one may combine the words—animal spirituality, that form of spirit which, unlike the
lonely ascetic endeavors of man, fulﬁlls itself in the very organs of the
body, in the warmth of the arms, in the tenderness that emanates from
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the breast, in the receptivity of the lap, in the utilization of every physical ﬁber for the higher ends of life, making the body not the enemy of the
mind but the friendly guide and initiator; favoring the warm intellect,
touched by the earth, the intellect of Goethe, as contrasted with the cold
intellect, the intellect divorced from the earth, the intellect of womanless
men like Leonardo. Man tends to overvalue his eyes and his muscles: the
organs of deﬁnition and of physical conquest. Woman teaches him to use
his lips, his sense of touch, and to diffuse some of the ﬁerce tactile sensitiveness that is at ﬁrst concentrated so exclusively in his generative organ.
Here is a vitality even deeper-ﬁbered than that of the thoroughbred
horse; for it reaches, through the very structure of woman’s body, toward
a completer biological fulﬁllment, never being fully organized or alive except when the relationships lead, through the lover or the baby, to the
ultimate breast and womb.
The masculine world, with its strife of markets, with its stultifying
ambitions to corner wheat or to cheapen steel, to invent this or that substitute for organic life, to conquer by an equation or a formula this or
that territory of the intellect, this masculine world, particularly in our
own cultural epoch, has tended toward an asceticism that has left little
energy or time for the fundamental biological occupations. The seed was
sound and fruitful: the great outburst of vitality marked by the rising
birth rate of the nineteenth century proved it: but the soil was too dry
and sour and lacking in humus to give the plant itself full growth. So that
it was the classes at the periphery of our mechanical civilization, more
often the not-serious people, the unbusinesslike, the wastrels and gamblers and sports, the “low” and the “vicious,” among the males, who still
preserved an alert eye appreciative of the ﬂanks and fetlocks and neck of
a horse, or the ﬂanks and belly and buttocks of a woman.
Compare the stock exchange and the race track. Economically, both
are mainly gambling devices; and humanly speaking they are both low
forms of activity. But one is indoors; it is conducted in a clamorous jumble of noises by means of a series of telegraphic symbols; the realities
with which the gamble deals, the automobile factories and packing
plants and mail-order houses and banana plantations, are present only
as verbal abstractions. The other activity is held outdoors under the sky;
the track, heavy or fast, is affected by accidents of the weather; the gamble has to do with visible horseﬂesh and visible human skill and courage;
and in the procession to the post, the suspense of the start, the stretching out of the ﬁeld, and the ﬁnal climax of the home stretch, there is a
superb esthetic spectacle. The drama itself does not terminate abruptly
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with the end of the race: the tension is prolonged by the return of the
jockey to the judge’s stand, where he awaits for an instant, with upraised
arm and whip, the nod that gives him the victory in a fairly won race.
Dégas came closer than anyone else among the painters to representing this drama; but there is something, in the four-dimensional continuity of it, that evades even the most skilled of painters; indeed, the impulse
to grasp this continuity was responsible for the critical steps in the invention of the motion-picture camera. At the bottom of this interest is
the horse himself; and until the automobile usurped this interest, the
horse and the gambling connected with the races were ways in which the
American, caught in his artful commercial merry-go-round, kept a little
of his residual sense of the primitive and the organic. Right down to the
end of the ﬁrst decade of the present century, the Speedway at 155th
Street was maintained as a common race track for trotters; and the designer of Central Park, a generation earlier, was forced, in the interests
of more general recreation, to plan his horse drives so as to curb racing.
If Stieglitz did not photographically utilize this deep interest of his in
the horse races—there is, however, the ﬁne print of Going to the Post—
it was only perhaps because its intensity was incompatible with that patient suspended animation which makes photography possible. Stieglitz
was too near the race horse, as one is too near the lover in an embrace,
to be able to photograph him. And yet the horse symbolized to him, as
it did to the author of St. Mawr and to the author of Roan Stallion in a
later generation, something essential in the life of man: that deep animal
vitality he had too lightly turned his back on and renounced in his new
mechanical preoccupations. So Stieglitz conceived, though he never carried out, a series of photographs of the heads of stallions and mares, of
bulls and cows, in the act of mating, hoping to catch in the brute an essential quality that would symbolize the probably unattainable photograph of a passionate human mating.

6. SEX AND LOVE

s–
o–

Just as the old rural interest in animals could enter the city only deviously
by way of the race track, so sex itself, despite its endless manifestations,
had no central part in the routine of the civilization that had reached a
mechanical apex in New York. Where sex was most obvious, in the burlesque houses and musical comedies and in the murky red-light district,
it was also most furtive and shamefaced: a grudging admission, not a
passionate conviction; an itch, not an intensity; a raw piece of ﬂesh ﬂung
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to a caged animal, who responded in his reﬂexes, like a Pavlovian dog,
without beneﬁt of mind. Foreign observers noted that women tended to
dominate the pioneer society of America, and to hold its males in nominal subservience to ideals of courtesy and chivalry toward womanhood.
But although the traditional scarcity of women in a new country gave
woman a privileged position and permitted her a freedom of travel and
a freedom of choice in mating unknown among similar classes in Europe,
the result was to widen the political scope of woman at the expense of
her sex life. Instead of ruling with and through her sex, the American
woman, despite her studious attention to her own beauty, her ﬁgure and
her dress, learned to preserve her freedom and power by keeping sex at
a distance. It was on the assumption that “nothing could happen” that
the sexes came together so easily, and that women in America, up to the
second decade of the present century, were given their “freedom.”
And in any fundamental sense nothing did happen, even after the
American girl extended her ﬂirtations to the length of concluding them
in bed. The whole business of sex remained peripheral: sexual expression
symbolized freedom or sophistication; indeed, it often sank so low as to
justify itself as hygiene. People married and became the parents of children and were driven to seek divorce before they had even scraped the
surface of intimacy. This negation of sex was helped, perhaps, rather
than hindered by the devices of birth control. Contraceptive devices put
between passion and its fulﬁllment a series of mechanical or chemical obstacles which, though small in themselves, could never be completely
routinized into oblivion: the least objectionable device from the standpoint of intercourse was also the most dangerous in the possibilities of
serious lesion. If this is still largely true today, a hundred years after the
initial movement toward birth control in America, it was even more true
a generation ago, when the crudeness and uncertainty of the various devices used added to the clumsiness and anxiety that attended their employment. With sex, the dish often became lukewarm before it could be
served; and with the loss of warmth and ﬂavor went a loss of appetite;
for why, if the ﬁnal result were favored by lukewarmness, should people
ever bother to reach in the ﬁrst place a hotter temperature?
Lusty men and passionate women of course remained in this society;
but the whole tone of sex remained practically as low as it had been in
Victorian days. Although talk about sex, and even possibly physical indulgence, became more common, the actual manifestations often remained placidly anemic: a girl might have a dozen lovers without having known an orgasm, or have a dozen orgasms without having achieved
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any fundamental intimacy with her lover. On the surface, decorum or the
deﬁance of decorum; beneath it, irritation, frustration, resentment—resentment on the part of the male for the unarousableness of the female,
about whom the faint aroma of anxious antisepsis clung like an invisible petticoat; resentment on the part of the female against the male both
for his bothersome insistence and his lack of really persuasive aggression.
In the course of business, the work in the office and the factory, the activities of the home, the club, the social gathering, men and women saw
each other too little on their more primitive levels to overcome all these
obstacles and ﬁnd each other. They sought by the chemical means of
drink to reach these levels more quickly—only to lose the sting and
sharpness of sex, when what they needed was patience and leisure and
sympathy and above all free energy and vitality, for all of which a tumescent animal befuddlement was in no sense a substitute. For what was left
for sex but the dreary crowded moments before sleep, when all energy
had been spent upon every aspect of living except sex?
One emphasizes the state of sex in American society because here
again Stieglitz was to preoccupy himself with symbolic representations
of the elements that were lacking in the scene around him. As a young
student in Europe, he had found his own sense of manliness and sexual
conﬁdence reinforced and cultivated by the great traditions of the arts,
above all by Rubens, whose portrait of Hélène de Fourment, an exuberant naked girl wrapped in fur, he had seen on his ﬁrst visit to Vienna, at
a critical moment when it had re-echoed and eloquently justiﬁed the impulses he found within himself. The health, the animal vitality, the
unashamed lushness of sex in Rubens’s paintings, are all as conspicuous
as the absence of these qualities in the unhealthy sentimentality that has
hung around sex in the Western world, since Christianity attempted to
transfer to heterosexual relations the sick moonlight glamour of unfulﬁlled yearning that derived ultimately, perhaps, from the romantic homosexual love of the Greeks. Rubens was a long step back to reality from
the misty mid-regions inhabited by Poe’s pallid maidens, girls who were
reproduced in paint in the adolescent sweetness of George Fuller’s paintings in the seventies, and still further attenuated in the popular Dewing
ladies who ruled the nineties. The ideal maiden of adolescent America
was a sort of inverted pariah: untouchable by reason of her elevation. In
deﬁance of Nature, her womanliness and her untouchability were supposed to be one. But what was sex, how could it exist, how could it nourish the personality, if it were not in fact the most essential demonstration
of touchability—if the intercourse of lovers, at all its levels, from the in-
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tuitions at a distance to the ﬁnal stages of union, were not accompanied
at every moment by that direct sense of touch, that tact, which removes
the need for words and signs and breaks down the formidable distance
between object and subject, between thine and mine?
In all the meanings of the adjective, sex was primarily the realm of tactile values. Stieglitz was to discover these values and intensify them in his
photography even before Berenson had used them, too narrowly, as a
key to the great painting of the Italian Renaissance. The blindness of
love, debased as a mere ﬁgure of speech, is indeed one of the most characteristic of its attributes. It is blind in the fact that it reaches deeper levels of consciousness, below the open-eyed rationality of practical
achievement. It is blind in the way that it often shuts out the outer world
in order to concentrate upon the inner stimulus, blind as in terror, blind
as in prayer; and ﬁnally, it has the beautiful compensation of blindness,
for it learns to see with its ﬁngertips, and to offset the closed eyes, reacts
more quickly with the other available senses in every region of the body.
It was Stieglitz’s endeavor, at ﬁrst mainly instinctive, ﬁnally, through
a better self-knowledge, with a fuller awareness of his actions, to translate the unseen world of tactile values as they develop between lovers not
merely in the sexual act but in the entire relationship of two personalities—to translate this world of blind touch into sight, so that those who
felt could more clearly see what they felt, and so those who could merely
see might reach, through the eye, the level of feeling. Observe the work
of Stieglitz’s contemporaries in photography, moved perhaps by the same
desires but deeply inhibited. See, in the many reproductions in Camera
Work—which doubtless helped pave the way to the sun-bathing and easier nudity of a later day—see how they portray the nude body. However
honest their efforts, they nevertheless surround the body with a halo of
arcadian romanticism; note how resolutely they equip their naked models with glass bubbles; how they compel these naked girls painfully, for
the ﬁrst time in their lives, to pour water out of narrow-necked jugs; how
they lash them to tree stumps or make them shiver at the edge of icy
pools. Sex must be disguised as art—that is, as artiness—before one may
peep at it without blushing. Undisguised, the girl averts her face from the
camera, so that the self-conscious and self-righteous face shall not acknowledge the powers of the body. The efforts of these earlier photographers are not to be despised; but the tantalizing fear of sex, a fear of
its heady realities, is written over their pictures, with their dutiful aversions, their prescribed degrees of dimness, their overarch poses.
It was his manly sense of the realities of sex, developing out of his own
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renewed ecstasy in love, that resulted in some of Stieglitz’s best photographs. In a part-by-part revelation of a woman’s body, in the isolated
presentation of a hand, a breast, a neck, a thigh, a leg, Stieglitz achieved
the exact visual equivalent of the report of the hand or the face as it travels over the body of the beloved. Incidentally, this is one of the few aspects of photography that had not been anticipated in one fashion or another by the painter, since the dismembered anatomical studies of the
Renaissance, which casually resemble these photographs, are purely instruments of factual knowledge: they make no appeal to sentiments and
feelings. In more abstract, yet not in less intimate form, Stieglitz sought
to symbolize the complete range of expression between man and woman
in his cloud pictures, relying upon delicacies and depths of tone, and
upon subtle formal relationships, to represent his own experiences.
Earth and sky, root and topmost branch, animal intimacy and spiritual
expression—these things, which were so remote from the routine of the
metropolitan world, or which there existed in such loud disharmony,
were restored to their natural integrity in Stieglitz’s life and work. What
was central became central again; what was deep was respected for its
profundity, instead of being ignored; what was superﬁcial was thrust behind the essential.
Stieglitz was never a better son of the city he loved and identiﬁed himself with than when he turned his back on her desiccated triumphs and
recalled, in word, in photography, in the tenacious act of existence, the
precious elements that the city had excluded. With Whitman, with
Ryder, with the handful of other men that each generation has produced
in New York, Stieglitz has served his city, not by acquiescing in its decay,
nor yet by furthering its creeping paralysis: he has served it by nurturing
in himself, and in those who have witnessed his work, the living germs
that may reanimate it, quickening the growth of the higher forms of life
it has excluded. For, as Whitman said, the place where the great city
stands is not the place of markets and stretched wharves and multiplying population and ships bringing goods from the ends of the earth: it is
the city of the faithfulest lovers and friends.
NOTES
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