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		In preparing this book for publication, Kim Mimnaugh brought a keen eye and considerable photographic skill to printing most of the photographs for reproduction. At the University of California Press, Sheila Levine guided me through the complexities of publication and Stephanie Fay was perceptive and meticulous in her editing. Many corporations, clients of the ad agencies Steichen worked for, and others kindly gave me permission to reproduce their advertisements. Librarians at the Brookline Public Library and the Schlesinger Library of Radcliffe College made their periodicals available for photography.

		Finally, I am most grateful to my husband, Keith Hersh, for a warm, loving, and stimulating environment, for his thoughtful readings of early versions of this manuscript, and for all the Saturday afternoons with our two boys at the Science Museum that allowed this book to come to completion.

	
		
			 Introduction

		

		Photography began to replace drawing as the primary medium for advertising soon after World War I. In the early 1920s fewer than 15 percent of illustrated advertisements employed photographs (although the technology for halftone reproductions had been available for decades); by 1930 almost 80 percent did. Advertising executives and art directors turned to photography when they discovered its power to convey the joys and benefits of consumerism. Initially they were drawn to photographic “truth” and “realism”—the photograph’s ability to obscure its artistic construction with accurate renderings of detail and thus to present emotional appeals in a seemingly objective style. Soon a more manipulative style emerged, which projected obvious fantasies and ideals but made them seem attainable. Photography could make beauty accessible, lead the way to a happier life, map out the possessions required to transcend class status, and project a perfect world and make it seem available. Photography made fantasies real. And it sold goods in the process.

		Edward Steichen played a pioneering role in advertising photography. His work appeared regularly in almost every mass-circulation magazine published in the United States, and he became the most successful commercial photographer of the 1920s and 1930s—both artistically and financially—because of his uncanny ability to translate advertising theory into compelling images for popular magazines.

		This book considers Steichen’s advertising photographs in the context of the advertising industry between the wars. It examines the genesis of Steichen’s work through his collaboration with clients, art directors, account executives, copywriters, and others in the advertising agencies. I have identified much of Steichen’s advertising production and reproduced the images here in their original contexts, with headlines and copy. Too often such images have been removed from their original environment and exhibited or published as isolated specimens of “fine art.” I have used information from corporate archives, including the minutes of agency staff meetings, internal bulletins, and other documents, to assess the strategies, goals, and successes of Steichen’s advertising campaigns from the inside. How clearly did the agencies define the issues? How did they perceive consumers? How much of this was communicated to the photographer? What were Steichen’s contributions?

		This book follows Steichen’s stylistic development; traces the distribution of the images through the mass media; situates Steichen’s images in their social and cultural contexts; analyzes the targeted audiences’ responses; and looks at the relation  between advertising and fine art photography. As much as extant documents allow, I have presented the responses of those outside along with the goals and viewpoints of those inside. Rather than generalize about advertising, I have tied specific images to available historical information about their goals and production. Then I have tried to gauge the audience’s reading of particular advertisements at a specific historical moment against the advertising agency’s goals. My intent has been to analyze how advertising imagery interacts dynamically with an audience to express, reflect, shape, and challenge social ideas and values.

		To pursue these issues, this book combines traditional art-historical questions, such as the stylistic development of the artist and problems of photographic attribution, with newer approaches, introduced into art history through American Studies and Cultural Studies. These newer perspectives question hierarchical definitions of art, analyze popular visual forms for insights into American culture, and suggest ways to assess whether the imagery affected its audience as the producers intended. As the chapters of this book follow Steichen from his earliest photographic practice to the end of his commercial career, they progress methodologically—from biographical information, stylistic analysis, and archival documentation to an analysis of social and historical contexts and postmodern considerations of audience response. This methodological development represents the joining of various historically grounded approaches to examine how images work in culture.

		DURING THE 1920S AND 1930S Steichen forged influential styles of advertising photography. He had already built an international reputation in the fine arts as a member of the Photo-Secession. During the first decade of the century he employed a pictorialist style whose soft focus echoed painting techniques and signaled his belief in the photograph’s status as art. His World War I experience with the Army Air Service’s Photographic Section in France led him to favor a hard-edged, informationoriented approach to photography. The military experience also introduced him to the collaborative production of photographs commissioned to meet a defined need, providing a model for institutional patronage paralleled in his advertising industry employment. Steichen synthesized elements of both his fine art and his military photography in his pioneering advertising work.

		Equally important for the development of Steichen’s photographic style and his advertising strategies was his collaboration with art directors and clients. Changes in Steichen’s commercial imagery and style closely matched changes in the strategies of the advertising industry. In turn, the evolution of Steichen’s photographic style taught his art directors how photography might be used.

		Steichen’s first advertising photographs in 1923 and 1924 exploited the “realism” of photography, probably because his military experience had convinced him of the accessibility of the style and because his art directors still clung to ideas about photography as a recorder of fact and a provider of information. But Steichen’s images soon evolved to elicit emotional responses. His advertising in the mid-1920s exemplified the industry’s contemporary understanding of the paradox of photographic “realism.” Advertisers came to appreciate that exacting detail could overlay representations of luxury, sophistication, and wealth, providing a persuasive, subliminal, atmospheric sales pitch. These images cajoled the potential buyer with a blend of reasoning and gentle persuasion.

		By the late 1920s Steichen’s work conformed to the industry’s more calculated attempts to manipulate consumers. The photographer developed a reputation as master of illusion; he was able to transform ordinary models into aristocrats and dime-store cosmetics into magical stepping-stones to love and wealth. His photographs in turn convinced advertising agents of the emotional and persuasive advantages that photography had over the more traditional drawn illustration.

		Steichen’s commercial photography developed at a critical moment in the history of American capitalism, and his photographs identified and expressed the needs, demands, and assumptions of his corporate clients. His photographs helped to transform brand-name products made by small family operations—Welch’s grape juice, Fleischmann’s yeast, Jergens lotion, and Woodbury’s facial soap—into household names across the country. In the early twentieth century, products proliferated and the market for them grew. Businessmen adopted scientific management to increase production efficiency; and by the 1920s many had embraced statistical methods to forecast sales and survey markets. Businesses and advertising agencies increasingly relied on advertising psychologists to develop the most effective campaign strategies for products, and they used the best empirical measures of the day to verify the effectiveness of their ads.

		This study of Steichen’s work examines some of the alliances between the fine arts and corporate structures between the wars. Rather than seeing commercial and fine arts as completely separate spheres as modernist thought has defined them, this study views the commercial and fine arts on a continuum of visual production that reveals a wider view of the artist’s role and how images function in society. While he produced collaborative commercial work, Steichen cultivated his reputation as an “artist.” He exhibited, curated, and wrote, even during the years when he enjoyed growing acclaim as a premier commercial photographer and produced very little “fine art.” His reputation as an artist increased his commercial marketability and—so advertisers thought—enhanced the sincerity and thus the effectiveness of the advertisement.

		Steichen’s role in the advertising agency was to develop a visual vocabulary for business strategies that would promote the products to a mass audience believably and persuasively. He was most frequently chosen by agencies for advertisements that targeted women, who, the agencies knew, made most household purchasing decisions. His images often depicted vivacious singles, earnest new mothers, or women in other stereotypically female life stages that reveal the industry’s perceptions of this particular audience. Only happy consumers, or ones about to be made happy, populate these vignettes. Thus Steichen was a specialist in the world of commercial art: advertisers hoped his photographs would groom women for the active consumption of goods.

		But his photographs are only credible fictions. Commercial art, like fine art, is a representation of social relations, not a mirror of society.1  Steichen’s images visualized a mythology of social ideals and aspirations structured by a dominant element of American society: the new national corporations. Advertising professionals never questioned that the targeted audience shared these values.

		This book investigates how audiences received such imagery. The archives record only the responses of the agencies and their clients; studies of consumer reactions were crude, usually limited to counting returned coupons. The agencies believed that by purchasing the product the audience signaled its acceptance of the social relations and aspirations represented. But this is too easy and superficial a conclusion. Scholars have advanced more complex theories of spectatorship to replace the agencies’ model of a simple photographic stimulus-response (see-buy) that would influence consumers to purchase the product: women may look actively as well as passively; they may accept or they may reject the image’s premises; they may empathize with or harshly critique the main character. These theories allow the viewer multiple and personal readings.

		Despite the variety of potential responses, advertisements seem to achieve their goals. Media theorists have suggested that ads work because they reduce the social apprehension created by unstable economic structures, cultural practices, and gender roles in an industrialized and urbanized society—not because they promise women smooth skin or silky hair, and not because the consumer believes she will become rich and famous. The advertisements hypothesize and promise utopia for women and allay women’s self-doubts and dissatisfactions.2  They reduce social problems to the personal and thus make complex problems seemingly simple to solve.

		There can be no definitive answer about how women read advertising in the 1920s and 1930s. There is a cinematic sense to advertising, as if the viewer looked in on someone’s real life; and because they are so vivid, advertisements, then as now, may influence how we think of our society and how we formulate our material goals. But contrary to what the advertisers hoped, women, and men for that matter, I believe, viewed advertisements with an active and skeptical gaze. Their reading was a dynamic process, in which viewers were fully aware of the commercial intentions of the maker and the constructed nature of the fiction but chose to participate, just as they may have chosen to become involved with the narrative of a film or novel. Multiple pitches from multiple products, often contradicting one another or making the same claims for vastly different products, along with a clear profit motive and problematic social relations depicted in the ads, only encouraged consumers to doubt the agencies’ claims of sincerity. Because of their own common sense as well as the many published exposes about products that were either useless or harmful, people in the early twentieth century also saw advertising as fiction, although perhaps not with the same degree of cynicism as today.

		For viewers in the 1920s and 1930s the decision to participate in the fantasy of advertising was made all the easier because advertisements, then as now, confirmed rather than challenged the dominant social and economic relations. The ads represented authority—an authority derived from the backing of impressive corporate wealth, “scientific” study, patriarchal custom, and simply the authority of print. Despite assurances that ads were developed with attention to science and psychology and the new business efficiency, the debates and tone in internal agency papers and industry trade journals suggest that the social relations depicted in advertising were constructed intuitively. They were class- and gender-specific ideas of what the admen thought made people happy and what, they hoped, would convince them to buy their product. The ads advanced an idealized world in which consumption assured consumers social mobility and rewarded women for conformity to traditional gender roles.

		Steichen became expert at crafting images—overtly manipulative and persuasive photographs—to sell his clients’ products. Most of his work promoted health and beauty aids, goods usually pitched to women. By the 1930s alluring images of romance and class, developed in collaboration with the agency staff, became his stockin-trade. Steichen’s photographs left the advertising industry no room to doubt the effectiveness of photography in its construction of fantasies.

	

		
			  CHAPTER ONE

			Patronage and Style in 
Steichens Early Work

		

		Commercial applications for art impressed Edward Steichen right from the beginning of his professional experience. Steichen’s artistic career began in 1894, when he was fifteen years old, in a Milwaukee commercial lithography firm called the American Fine Art Company. Like the slick New York advertising firms for which he would later work, the Milwaukee firm specialized in designing and printing posters and trade cards for corporate clients. After four years as a general apprentice, Steichen began to design and draft advertisements for the local brewers, flour mills, and pork packers, soon adopting photography as a guide for his illustrations. Decades later Steichen remembered that his “first real effort in photography was to make photographs that were useful.” This utilitarian bent was to stay with him throughout his career.1 

		DEVELOPING THE PICTORIALIST AESTHETIC

		By day Steichen worked on his commercial assignments, but in his free time he began to make more evocative images of the woods just outside Milwaukee (Fig. 1.1). Steichen himself linked these soft-focused, romantic nature studies to impressionist landscape painting, but later scholars have discerned a closer connection to the suggestive, intuitive aesthetic of symbolism.2 

		Steichen had had little formal art training. He had taken drawing at the Pio Nono (Pius IX) College Preparatory School, and his early success in it influenced his decision, at age fifteen, to seek the apprenticeship at the American Fine Art Company. During his apprenticeship Steichen took life drawing classes he had helped to organize through the Milwaukee Art Students’ League. In the spring of 1900 Steichen studied several weeks of figure drawing at the Académie Julian in Paris.

		Steichen was relatively self-taught in photography as well. He practiced techniques described on the packages of commercial products and developed his style from magazines, exhibitions, and exchanges with other artists. Despite his minimal formal art education, Steichen developed a strong self-image as a fine artist early in his career. His photograph Self-Portrait with Brush and Palette (Fig. 1.2) depicts him in the traditional pose of an Old Master, confidently gazing into the camera as he loads his brush with paint. He intended, he later said, to make an image that would be “photography’s answer to [Titian’s] ‘A Man with a Glove.’”3 

		This photographic self-portrait exhibits the manipulation of the print characteristic of Steichen’s prewar pictorialist work. Steichen became expert in employing the gum-bichromate and cyanotype (ferroprussiate) processes, often on silver or piati-
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		num papers. He combined media to produce richer tones and a greater range of color. The gum-bichromate process, in particular, enabled him to incorporate brush strokes, apply layers of color, and rework areas of the image. In this process either the whole or parts of the paper could be sensitized and exposed several times during the production of the image, and the wet emulsions could be manipulated with brush or pen.4  Such manipulation, which recalls painters’ handling of paint, also expresses the pictorialist’s belief in photography as a fine art.

		After spending two years in Paris, Steichen, in late 1902, opened a portrait studio in New York at 291 Fifth Avenue. Through acquaintances he was able to attract enough clients to maintain the studio and support his painting and art photography. When additional space became available in the building in the spring of 1905, he suggested to Alfred Stieglitz that it would be appropriate for a gallery. Stieglitz soon agreed to operate and support the Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession, or 291, which opened in November 1905. Steichen actively participated in the gallery, redecorating the space and collaborating with Stieglitz on exhibition policy. The next year, seeking a change, Steichen moved to France, where he remained, traveling only occasionally to the United States, until 1914. During those years he took portraits, painted, made and exhibited pictorialist photographs, and supplied Stieglitz with exhibition ideas for 291.5 

		 THE POLITICS OF PRIVATE PATRONAGE

		Before World War I, Steichen supported himself, his retired parents, his first wife, Clara, two children (born in 1904 and 1908), and his art almost exclusively through private patronage. He pieced together a living from selling paintings and art photographs, winning “best of show” awards, and taking portraits of wealthy Americans. But that was not enough. For extra income he occasionally took fashion photographs for such magazines as Art et Décoration and instructed other photographers. He wrote Stieglitz that he had taken a part-time job with a Parisian photographer who ran an enlarging laboratory:

		Well—I’ve taken a job as a day laborer. I am working for Otto!!! going to put in two days a week for him for a while at $20.00 twenty [sic] dollars a day—“ showing him” how to do it[.]

		I tell you it is not exactly pleasant but I simply had to do something.

		Although he had thought of giving up his comfortable apartment, Steichen decided against it for business reasons: “People have more respect in a business way for you if they think you have money enough.”6 

		Despite prizes and commissions, Steichen led a tenuous existence in the avantgarde art world, one that ultimately made him willing to enter the corporate world and adjust his political outlook. Lacking Stieglitz’s private resources and having increased family responsibilities, Steichen found it difficult to adhere to the strict high-art modernist ethos that prohibited commercial applications for art all except portraiture. After 1923 he abandoned the life of an exhibiting artist, dependent on sales, to work almost exclusively for magazine publishers and advertising agencies. This commercial work guaranteed him a larger, more stable income. More important, it reflected a growing discomfort with private patronage and the elite distribution of fine art. At the same time, Steichen’s embrace of the corporate world also reflected some reservations about his own family’s progressive, egalitarian politics.

		Steichen had been born in Luxembourg in 1879. His parents immigrated to the United States in 1881 and raised him in a midwestern working-class environment. Steichen’s father worked in copper mines until poor health forced him to retire; for many years his mother supported the family by trimming hats and selling them in her millinery store in Hancock, Michigan. The pressure of the business eventually led the family to resettle on a four-acre farm three miles from Menomonee Falls, fifteen miles from Milwaukee.

		Steichen’s mother, Marie Kemp Steichen, and his sister, Lilian, called Paus’l (a Luxembourgian term of affection), were socialist activists in Milwaukee.7  Through her political involvement, in 1907 Lilian met Carl Sandburg, then an organizer for the Social-Democratic Party and later to become a well-known poet. They married in 1908, and Sandburg continued his constant travel to build the Socialist Party and campaign for presidential candidate Eugene Debs. In 1910 he became secretary to Emil Seidel, the socialist mayor of Milwaukee.8 

		Steichen and Sandburg began an immediate and close friendship that was to last for sixty years and serve both men as a great source of support and encouragement during their careers. They were similar in many ways: the children of immigrants, largely self-educated, ambitious, creative, hardworking. Their politics moved in tandem over the decades as both became more conservative and they came to accept, and benefit from, the capitalist system.

		Prior to World War I, Edward Steichen seems to have shared the political beliefs of his mother, sister, and brother-in-law. Lilian proudly claimed responsibility for Steichen’s progressive politics; she wrote to Carl Sandburg, “One thing I’ve done for my brother. I’ve helped make a socialist of him—just as I helped make one of mother.” She expressed the hope that “someday brother will help the movement with his art.”9 

		Lilian Steichen and Carl Sandburg saw no conflict between the life of an artist and socialist politics. Although both Sandburg and Edward Steichen later backed away from radical politics to embrace a more populist, nationalist, and conventional liberal public position, in their early years they saw the potential for using art to make a political statement and rally people to the cause. Sandburg wrote to his sister Esther that “almost all of the great artists, painters, musicians, & dramatists, are socialists or in sympathy with us.” As he saw it, the marriage of socialism and art brought both aesthetic and populist benefits: it meant “greater art—more of music for more people.”10  Sandburg’s own poetry of the time combined his socialist politics with his experiments in the more neutrally descriptive Imagist school. About half the works in his 1916 Chicago Poems describe economic and social inequities, with an occasional nod to the forcible actions that might be necessary to right them. In Chicago Poems he developed the voice of a committed radical who supported a wide range of positions of the American Socialist Party.11 

		Steichen’s early work may be seen as political as well. Although, as I noted earlier, most critics have assessed Steichen’s pictorialist photography as simply well-crafted and sensuous imagery reflecting the European vogue for impressionism and symbolism, much of his seemingly apolitical imagery expressed the basic ideals of GermanAmerican socialism that dominated Milwaukee during his early years. Melinda Boyd Parsons has convincingly argued that, particularly in his depiction of gender roles, Steichen expressed an “intensely romantic reverence for the ‘purity’ of women, the sanctity of family, and the ‘heroism’ of the artisan/worker” that were “at the heart of German-American socialism.”12  More than other social movements of the time, German-American socialism emphasized the separate but equal contributions of men and women to the family and society. Thus Steichen’s early images of contented mothers and children, contemplative artistic geniuses, ethereal women as inspiring  muses, and dynamic men as leaders represented the ideals and humanitarian outlook that characterized the political climate of his early adulthood.13  They prefigure the character typing that would dominate his advertising work.

		In Milwaukee in the 1890s the Steichen family had many friends among the city’s socialist leadership. They had begun to be politically involved, and their level of activity increased through the first decade of this century. A 1910 letter from Steichen to his sister, now in the Carl Sandburg Collection at the University of Illinois, congratulates her on the results of an election she and Sandburg had worked for.14 

		This political world, however, stood in stark contrast to the world of Steichen’s patrons, whose comfortable lives impressed him. Observing them may have turned him from his cautious adoption of his working-class family’s socialism. Because his financial survival depended on his producing art that appealed to the tastes of the upper class, his position was precarious. His letters to his family about the difficulties and uncertainties of private patronage reveal the emotional and financial strain.15 

		Steichen’s success in courting patrons was legendary in art circles before the war. After Steichen and his wife and children were forced to flee their home in Voulangis in 1914, just a few days before German troops arrived, they returned to the United States. During the war, Steichen’s family lived in a borrowed cottage in the Connecticut countryside while the artist spent weekdays in New York looking for work.16  Alfred Stieglitz’s cousin Flick Small predicted that because “Steichen generally manages to stand on Somebody Else’s feet… I bet… he’ll be living in somebody’s Fifth Avenue mansion (figuratively speaking) with a valet all of his own.”17 

		Small was right. Steichen, from his temporary residence with Stieglitz’s brotherin-law, Joe Obermeyer, at 57 West Fifty-eighth Street, teased his egalitarian sister about his elaborate lodgings and the valet provided to attend to his needs.18  Steichen later lived in similar circumstances at the Mount Kisco home of his patrons Agnes and Eugene Meyer.19 

		Steichen relished the attention he commanded as an artist, and he saw the profession as an opportunity for quick upward social mobility. By 1914 he had publicly rejected the socialism of his family.20  Despite his success selling work, charming his patrons, and the close friendships he enjoyed with some of them, Steichen never seems to have been comfortable with dependency on the whims of others. His dislike of the small audience and restrictive aesthetics imposed by private patronage was a recurrent theme in his articles and speeches of the 1920s and 1930s (see Chapter 2). Yet instead of rejecting the system of patronage as symptomatic of the inability of capitalism to provide art to all, he participated in it. Moreover, he made art a more desirable, elite commodity by charging his private, and later corporate, patrons very high prices.

		With the outbreak of the war any lingering socialist sympathies Steichen had were replaced with strong feelings of nationalism.21  Deeply affected by the war, which he blamed on the general failure of dogmatic politics, he bitterly criticized Stieglitz and  the art community of 291 for their obliviousness: “If ever there came, within our time, a psychological element of universal consequence that could rouse individuals out of themselves as individuals and grip humanity at its very entrails, surely it was this one. ‘291’ continued the process of producing a book about itself,—and calmly continued its state of marking time.”22 

		Steichen and Stieglitz differed in their responses to the war because Steichen and his family had been directly threatened by the destruction in France, while the war seemed far more remote to those who lived through it in New York. The conflict between them may also have been intensified by ethnic differences. Although Steichen’s first language was a German dialect, his homeland of Luxembourg had a strong French presence and he had lived for many years in France.23  Stieglitz hesitated to take an anti-German stance because of his German lineage and his own education at a Berlin polytechnical institute.24 

		Steichen enlisted in the army in July 1917, a few months after the first call for American troops, and permanently changed his professional name on entry from Eduard to Edward.25 

		THE TRANSITION TO STRAIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY

		The photographs Steichen produced between his departure from Voulangis in 1914 and his induction into the military in 1917 show a decided shift from soft-focus pictorialism to the sharper rendering of straight photography. Lotus (1915), for example, is a close-up study of the flower from an oblique vantage point; in it Steichen seems as concerned with the exact replication of the botanical details as with the more abstract design elements of light and shadow and overall composition. The emphasis on mood and expression seen in pictorialist landscapes such as The Pool (see Fig. 1.1) is gone.

		A number of photographers in Stieglitz’s circle in New York were similarly engaged in developing straight photography as art. By 1915 Paul Strand, for example, was constructing radical abstract close-ups of everyday objects such as bowls or porch rails, employing increasingly sharp focus as an expressive element. Because of such work the term “straight photography,” which since the 1880s had simply meant an unmanipulated print, began to connote higher contrast, sharper focus, and a direct, uncompromising confrontation of the subject. The photographers did not, however, define the style solely by its formal elements, which for them were a language for translating a metaphysical or moral component into visual terms.26  Some of Steichen’s work around 1920 demonstrates experimentation with this pairing of metaphysics and the formal developments of modernist photography. But in general Steichen seems to have become less comfortable with philosophy as he became more proficient in designing with the surface qualities of his subjects. Steichen has frequently been considered a latecomer to straight photography because he had  drifted away from the Stieglitz circle and spent the war years and after in France.27  But the vocabulary he developed in his prewar studies of flowers suggests that he moved toward straight photography along with other photographers at the time. And although he himself attributed this transition to the military’s demand for sharply focused, information-oriented photographs, Steichen had already begun to incorporate elements of that style into his work before the war.

		STEICHEN AND PHOTOGRAPHY

		IN THE ARMY AIR SERVICE

		When Steichen entered active duty as a first lieutenant in the Army Air Service on July 27, 1917, there was no organized photographic department. In earlier wars most photographers had worked freelance: publications contracted with them, and they attached themselves to military units.

		The Photographic Section was formed in 1917. It was quickly separated into air and ground units, which required different skills and technology.28  This controversial decision gave the Signal Corps responsibility for news and publicity photographs, all of which had to pass through the official censors in Europe and again in Washington before release to American and Allied newspapers,29  while the Photographic Section primarily took aerial photographs for intelligence purposes.

		Despite his extensive experience with land photography and his early romantic notion of becoming “a photographic reporter, as Mathew Brady had been in the Civil War,” Steichen chose aerial photography, which was more technically challenging and strategically significant.30  In a report written at the conclusion of the war he explained:

		Aerial photographs are by far the most important, as they have become in modern warfare the chief source of information as to the position, disposition and movements of the enemy all the way from the front line trenches to the most remote rear area of operations. No maps, however accurate they may be, will give as correct an idea of the terrain and objectives as can be gained from good technical aerial photographs. … Camouflage which would defy detection by the eye of the best trained observer will show up on the sensitized plate if the proper plate and filter are used.31 

		Thus, in official documents, Steichen prized aerial photographs because they clearly represented detailed information, which surpassed even that obtained by direct live observation.

		Although there is no evidence that Steichen took even a single picture during World War I, the photographer was attracted to the aerial division for its military significance, cutting-edge technology, excitement, and the opportunity to coordinate a complex project. By the end of the war he presided over efficiently run training programs, darkroom operations, and supply channels. His administrative expe riences crystallized his attitudes toward photography and exposed him to patterns of organization and teamwork. Operating within the rigid bureaucratic structure of the Army Air Service gave him a clear understanding of organizational structures and experience in working on collaborative projects. Both would prove invaluable in his later work for advertising agencies.

		The aerial photography division comprised the photographers who flew over the front lines, as well as their laboratory support staff, whom Steichen supervised. Aerial photographers were commissioned officers, most often from the Intelligence Branch. They had to learn diverse skills: observation from an altitude of some fifteen thousand feet; the operation of heavy, complicated cameras before the 1918 introduction of the De Ram automatic camera; and the art of gunnery, since the photographer would be called upon to defend the plane from enemy attack if the pilot had to take evasive action. Steichen dramatically described the difficulties faced by this swashbuckling crew: the photographer operated a “cumbersome camera more or less successfully suspended in the fuselage of an airplane traveling through the air at a good hundred miles per hour. The fuselage receives all the vibrations of a powerful motor whirring off more than a thousand revolutions a minute, as well as the thumps and bumps of air-pockets and exploding enemy anti-aircraft shells.”32  Since few American personnel were skilled in aerial observation and photography, the photographers were usually taught by French instructors.

		Darkroom technicians, who processed the negatives and prints, provided ground support for the aerial photographers. Steichen’s first responsibilities were to choose and standardize equipment for the photographers and technicians and to open channels to organize and supply them. Each darkroom photo section consisted of approximately twenty-four enlisted men and one officer; they worked in a mobile laboratory truck that accompanied the field forces and produced the first prints from a mission within two hours, working at a frenzied pace (Fig. 1.3).33 

		Figure i.4 exemplifies the images whose production Steichen supervised during the war. The top half of the illustration is an aerial photograph taken behind German lines. Beneath it one of the draftsmen attached to the Photographic Section has drawn the official “interpretation,” which picks out the major natural and artificial features of the landscape. Successive views of such terrain helped track the movement of German troops and matériel. Such original photographs and drawings were reproduced by the thousands and distributed to intelligence and field officers. Clarity was prized in these aerial photographs because the operational staff used them to determine bombing targets.

		The aerial photographs delivered volumes of information. For example, in Figure 1.5, taken near Reims at 11:00 A.M. on June 4, 1917,

		a trained interpreter would immediately recognize the wiggly white line in the center of the picture as a major trench; the straight line to its left, dotted with the shadows of poplar trees, is the main road through the area; the longer curve across the picture’s lower left-
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		i. 3 Photographer unknown, Aerial photographic processing laboratory in the field, 1918. From Colonel E. S. Gorrell, History of the Army Air Service. National Archives, Washington, D.C.

		hand corner is a railroad, and the crescent that connects the railroad with the highway is a new rail spur under construction; the white starlike figures scattered in the area of the rail spur are shell craters. The small trench leading from the main trench, just to the left of the picture legend, may indicate that the army below is preparing to move eastward. … Accurate measurements can be made from this photograph. Since the altitude was 5,000 meters and the lens of 50 centimeters’ focal length, the scale of the picture in the contact print is i em = 100 m. By measurements on the print we can thus easily determine that the poplar trees had been planted 10 meters apart.34 

		Obviously, the photographs provided much more information about terrain, construction, and movement than maps alone.

		STEICHEN’S ROLE IN THE AMERICAN

		EXPEDITIONARY FORCES

		Both Steichen’s autobiography and Sandburg’s 1929 monograph Steichen the Photographer give the impression that soon after his induction into the military Steichen  became chief photographer of the Air Service, commanding over a thousand men and holding the rank of lieutenant colonel.35  Documents in the National Archives of the United States, however, reveal that the noncareer officer received only gradual promotions and that he was discharged with the rank of major. The records also tell the story of a slow and difficult process of organizing training programs, dark- room operations, and supply channels that was just nearing completion at the close of the war.

		From the beginning, lack of equipment, supplies, and personnel handicapped the aviation photography program. When the newly promoted Captain Steichen and his supervisor, Major James Barnes, sailed for Europe, they were promised that adequate support would quickly follow. But help was slow in coming. Both officers spent a good deal of their time learning the new technical developments in photographic reconnaissance and standardizing the American equipment to conform to that of the other Allies.36 

		The first dozen photographers and darkroom technicians finally arrived from the American training schools in March 1918, but they brought no photographic ma-

		[image: ] i. 5 Photographer unknown, Aerial reconnaissance photograph, Lavannes, 1917. Museum of Modern Art, gift of Edward Steichen.

		tenais with them. The struggle to obtain materials sometimes resembled a Keystone Kops comedy, with obsolete cameras and missing parts. Once shovels arrived instead of cameras! By the time of the armistice, no useful American-made photographic supplies had reached the front.37 

		Tensions developed between Barnes and Steichen.38  Barnes remained at the Air Service Headquarters at Tours, an area outside the fighting called the Service of Supply (S.O.S.). Steichen took charge of all personnel and equipment in the Zone of Advance (Z.O.A.) and Colombey-les-Belles, which Barnes considered “the more important position of the two.” When Steichen arrived in the Z.O.A., aerial photography had not yet begun for lack of trained personnel and insufficient supplies.39 

		Steichen had little patience for military bureaucracy. After one of several reorganizations he was transferred to the newly merged Photographic, Balloon, Radio, and Information Section. Steichen chafed at reporting to a military man who had no training in photography but spent his time reorganizing the office routine and installing a filing system. But he employed his considerable diplomatic skills to advantage and mastered the intricacies of military politics.40  As he later promoted himself  to advertising agencies and their corporate clients, Steichen constantly reminded his superiors of the value of his work. An unsigned report he wrote at the end of the war described how

		Captain, now Major, Steichen during those critical days was handling the work of two or more men. He had to make constant trips between Headquarters, Air Service, S.O.S., and Headquarters, Advance Section, from which latter point he covered all the zone of activities at the front, organizing, advising, and coordinating matters of policy, technique, supply, and administration. Fortunately for the Photographic Section this officer was a photographer of twenty years experience and international reputation before the war and had been attached to the Section from its conception in Washington in August 1917. His knowledge of French and the French people facilitated greatly the liaison between the Section Photographique of the French Air Service and our own Photographic Section.41 

		Less than two months before the armistice, the Photographic Section was made a fully independent section of the Air Service and Steichen became its chief.42  On November 13, 1918, two days after the close of the war, Steichen became a major.

		At the end of the war, the Photographic Section still functioned far below the level of activity originally envisioned for it. Although in numerous articles and speeches after the war Steichen boasted that he had commanded over a thousand men in the service of photography,43  when he filed his final report in 1918, he admitted that the organizational charts were never more than “a paper realization.” Although technically by the end of the war one thousand members of the Photographic Section had arrived in Europe, most had not yet been trained and assigned. With sparse resources, the section had made over 32,000 negatives and 627,000 prints.44  Steichen himself had been chief photographic officer for only six weeks. It had taken one full year and a great deal of administrative skill to mobilize a professional Photographic Section, and by the end of the war it was ready for full operation.

		After the armistice, Steichen remained in Europe for several months, assessing the performance of the Photographic Section; drafting plans for its ideal, permanent reorganization; and directing the photographic documentation of significant sectors and monuments. When it had become apparent the war would soon end, the General Headquarters staff had initiated a major program of historical documentation.45  Steichen advised General Mason Patrick, the chief of the Air Service, and Colonel Edgar S. Gorrell, who was charged with implementing the program, that aerial photographs and ground supplements together would constitute “one of the most valuable and important records in the history of this war.” General Patrick agreed, telling Steichen that he was “extremely anxious” that “as many records as is possible” be made to confirm the importance of air power in the military.46 

		Steichen developed a plan for systematically photographing the Zone of Advance. Each sector was documented by air, and ten thousand complementary ground photographs were made.47 

		 “SELLING” AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHY TO THE MILITARY

		Steichen’s efforts to build the Photographic Section into a vital, functioning contributor to the war effort meant he had to defend the value of photographs and teach ways of reading them to frequently skeptical superior officers. In numerous memos he explained the photograph’s intelligence, documentary, and historical benefits. He ardently supported using photography for gathering intelligence and drafted plans for systematic photographic reconnaissance, arguing that routine surveillance of all fronts would be efficient and effective because “there is always something happening within the enemy’s lines and territory.”48  He developed a well-articulated position that would continue to serve him in the next decade, when he persuaded art directors of photography’s value in advertising.

		Steichen clearly pictured the Photographic Section in a service/client relationship with the rest of the military. In July 1918 he wrote to General Patrick that all of the efforts of his section were “wasted unless the photographs that are taken meet and serve the military requirements.”49  In a comment surprisingly prescient of his advertising work, Steichen referred to military photography as “a commodity without enough customers.” He contended that a well-trained photographic officer, who knew “just how much he could get out of the laboratory,” could “drum up trade and … show the army what they can get and how they can use it.”50  To demonstrate concretely to his commanding officers the potential of photographic applications, Steichen established a laboratory to test new equipment and experiment with new materials.51  He took an active personal interest in advancing research on aerial photography techniques and recommended that new forms, such as sector assemblages and stereoscopic aerial views, be adopted by the Intelligence Branch. Although intelligence officers did not order stereoscopic aerial photographs, Steichen considered them such an important tool that “the Photographic Section took the initiative and decided to force the stereographs on the market instead of waiting for the request.”52 

		Steichen continually argued that all Air Service personnel should be photo literate. He recommended that “all field officers … be given illustrated lectures on what photography can do in the way of aiding them.” Steichen argued that such knowledge would enhance defense; soldiers who knew that in enemy aerial photographs careless paths or deteriorated camouflage could give away their location would be less likely to allow them.53 

		But the photograph’s power emerged only when it was read properly: “The average vertical aerial photographic print is upon first acquaintance as uninteresting and unimpressive a picture as can be imagined. Without considerable experience and study it is more difficult to read than a map, for it badly represents nature from an angle we do not know.”54  Despite all the rhetoric about the accuracy and information of these photographs commissioned to deliver empirical evidence, multiple readings were possible for any given image. Steichen saw part of his mission as teaching the military bureaucracy (and later the mass media) to interpret the images’ coded information.

		THE IMPACT OF AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHY ON STEICHEN’S

		PHOTOGRAPHIC PHILOSOPHY

		Steichen recognized the multiplicity of functions that even such dry and virtually unintelligible images as aerial photographs could deliver. Sometimes Steichen promoted aerial photography for its formal value; at other times he emphasized its documentary value or its emotive power. Foreshadowing the artistic tonal experiments that he would develop after the war in a memo to General Patrick, Steichen defined “photographic quality” as “the best possible rendering of all tone gradations of the object photographed.”55  In an article written for the Air Service’s journal and reprinted in the magazine Cameras Steichen described the “striking pictorial effects” and “spectacular and dramatic interest” of aerial photography.56  His appreciation for the aesthetic value of these documents never waivered, and when he was director of the Museum of Modern Art’s Department of Photography, he donated several World War I-era aerial photographs to the museum (including Fig. 1.5). This gift to the institutional citadel of modernism demonstrates that for Steichen the images were not only valuable artifacts of American history but also aesthetically significant, embodying the shift from a pictorialist aesthetic to the wide tonal range and sharp focus of straight photography. Because of his insistence on their aesthetic qualities, aerial photographs have been included in later histories of modernist photography, a development that surely would never have taken place without Steichen’s influence.57 

		In other instances, Steichen stressed the aerial photographs’ documentary value as “an unequalled historical document of the great war. They represent neither opinions nor prejudice, but indisputable facts.”58  Forty years later, he still contended: “Any photograph that is made—the very instant it is completed, the very instant the button has been pressed on the camera—becomes a historical document.” 59  He considered the photographs taken for aerial reconnaissance during the war as significant as those taken at the end for the official record. They are, he said, “the chief recorder of what was accomplished and how it was accomplished.”60 

		Although Steichen described aerial photographs as accurate documents, he considered them to have great emotional power, derived largely from their symbolic significance. Steichen implied that the real power of aerial photographs was in their ability to interpret, even heroicize, human efforts; they contained the story of “all the amazing ingenuity employed in digging, blasting and fighting” during “this titanic struggle.”61  This theme, which Steichen repeated in describing his work as a naval commander during World War II, underlay exhibitions, such as Power in the Pacific, The Road to Victory, and The Family of Man, that he curated for the Museum of Modern Art in the 1940s and 1950s.

		It is clear from his writing on aerial photography that Steichen emphasized one value or another of aerial photographs for different audiences: their aesthetic significance, their unwavering objectivity, their complex recording function, or their emotive power. Steichen’s increasing respect for the photograph as a multivalent document and interpreter helped him to embrace straight photography after the war. Like Paul Strand, who pioneered modernist art photography, and like Georgia O’Keeffe and others in the Stieglitz circle who practiced modernist painting, Steichen understood that images have abstract formal qualities, which are readily apparent, as well as referents in the natural world or inspiration in ideas that might be obscured in the translation to visual object. This perception of the photograph as both a visual representation rooted in nature and a persuasive subjective image became central to Steichen’s advertising photography in the next decade. The military’s emphasis on the documentary value of photographs reinforced the inspiration, ideology, and belief in accessibility that had led Steichen to sharper focus, greater tonal range, and detailed description of objects in his photographs even before the war. As Steichen changed the style of his advertising work from documentary to more modernist, he did so well understanding the photographer’s ability to encode and manipulate, even when his art directors and clients did not.

		AFTER THE WAR: EXPERIMENTS AT VOULANGIS

		Although he was not a career officer, Steichen stayed in the Air Service for almost a full year after the armistice, receiving an honorable discharge in October 1919. In January 1920 he accepted a commission as lieutenant colonel in the Air Service, Signal Reserve Corps, that he held until December 1924. While never on active duty as a lieutenant colonel, he did use the title in peacetime and even listed himself in the phone book as “Steichen, Col. Edward J.” Steichen’s rank became part of his persona in the commercial art world after the war. Magazine editors, his darkroom staff, and articles on his work all referred to “the Colonel” or “Colonel Steichen” until the next world war began.62 

		Steichen may have retained his military commission because he was uncertain what direction his art photography should take. The military experience had challenged his notions of photography but did not immediately replace them with a clear artistic direction. The war was a time of personal uncertainty for Steichen as well. His first marriage was failing, and he had no prospect of a stable income outside the Air Service. The military also offered him exciting technical work, recognition, and prestige that could not be equaled by the system of private patronage and the marginal status of the artist in American society.

		 While Steichen’s autobiography does mention his search for an artistic style after the war, it leaves the impression that immediately after the armistice he returned to Voulangis to develop his new artistic direction. In fact, this was for him the time of a bitter public divorce and of great personal and professional searching.63  After Steichen received his discharge, he stayed in New York at the Camera Club and contemplated a civilian career in aerial photography, landing temporary jobs with the Air Service Engineering Division in Dayton and the aerial photography school at Langley Field, Virginia.64  Eventually he returned to his prewar home in Voulangis, determined to resolve the direction his photography should take.

		Steichen later characterized his postwar life in Voulangis as some of “the most productive years” of his career. He turned his complete attention to the formal and technical problems of photography, seeking methods to reduce nature to abstract form, a problem that absorbed other modernist photographers at the time. He experimented with representing the volume and weight of objects, then produced a series of tonal experiments, which he later described as “sort of a legend,” in which he made one thousand exposures of a cup and saucer placed on a graduated gray scale.65  Carl Sandburg poetically described how Steichen’s fascination with the technical enabled him “to get the maximum amount of realism. … He was seeking the photographer’s controls as between the blackest black velvet and the whitest white paint in the sun.”66  This experiment laid the foundation for the materials and processes Steichen employed in his advertising photography; with it, he developed his characteristic range of tones.67 
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