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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Alfred Stieglitz is still, at this date, poorly known in France. It was only in 2004, 
thanks to a large exhibition at the Musée d’Orsay, “Alfred Stieglitz and His Circle, 1905-
1930,” that the French public was first introduced to his contribution in so many areas of 
modern art as it evolved  in America. And yet, he was arguably the most significant 
figure of the first period of Modernism in New York, whether as a photographer, 
impresario or even prophet for modern painting and literature. To fill this void on the 
European side we held a colloquium at the famed Cerisy-la-Salle center, in June of 2010, 
and brought together for the purpose well-known American, French, Canadian (and one 
German and one Spaniard) specialists to discuss the importance and influence of this 
artist, polemicist and gallery director. Our bilingual colloquium, Carrefour Alfred 
Stieglitz / The Sign of Stieglitz, proposed to study at some depth, over a full week, the 
photographer’s aesthetics and what was at stake in them, his battles, his influence, his 
myth as well; to discuss the artists in and around his circle; to refine our sense of this 
period which witnessed the birth of Modernism in America and beyond, in the first city 
wide open to modernity. It is, then, this “Carrefour” at Cerisy that we present to the 
reader in this volume, a crossroads of the various itineraries of Modernism as well as an 
international crossroads of criticism on the subject. 
 
To Love Photography 
 
 Alfred Stieglitz was born in 1864, the year before the end of the American war 
between the States, and died in 1946, the year after the end of World War II. His life 
spans much of American history, from bitter Reconstruction after the fratricidal conflict, 
the still young country’s expansion westward to the Pacific; he witnessed the hungry 
exploitations of end-of-century capitalists, dubbed the robber barons, the Spanish-
American War and America’s entry into the European conflict, the roaring twenties and 
the Great Depression, the consolidation of forces that made America a world economic 
powerhouse. His maturity corresponded to the dominance in America of a provincial 
Victorianism, to be challenged by the rapid growth of mass culture and then by the 
impertinent and impetuous breach of style and manners at the Armory Show of 1913. 
Stieglitz is a contemporary, even neighbour and guest, to the first manifestation of Dada, 
given that Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia, Man Ray and Arthur Cravan were all in 
New York in one relation or another with the photographer, his gallery or his friends. As 
to the history of American photography, it can, in various aspects, be considered to be 
written by him, beginning with his innumerable experiments as early as 1886, his passage 
through Pictorialism on the way to “straight” photography without undue manipulation. 
Without Stieglitz the pioneer, master and promoter, no Edward Steichen or Paul Strand, 
nor, in the next generation, Walker Evans or Ansel Adams.  
 Alfred’s father had emigrated with his brothers from Germany after the 
disappointed revolutions of 1848.Well-established in America by the 1880s, the Stieglitz 
family belonged to the relatively prosperous German-Jewish American community, and 
they considered themselves American. Alfred’s father served, if briefly, during the Civil 
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War, on the Northern side. The family maintained strong ties to German culture, and 
moved back to Germany for an extended stay corresponding to the children’s schooling, 
thus reaffirming their intellectual sources and affiliation. This German-American 
community had little in common, and hardly identified at all with the impoverished 
immigrants who, in our eyes, personify the New York Jewish experience around 1890-
1910, hordes in flight from pogroms and ghettoes to fill up the tenements of the Lower 
East Side. Alfred would be f the first American generation of this Stieglitz family. He 
was born in Hoboken, New Jersey, where the transatlantic ships arrived, across the river 
from Manhattan. But his college studies will take place in Berlin, from 1882 to1890 
where, as a detour from civil engineering, he developed a passion for photography with 
the famous professor of photographic chemistry, Hermann Vogel. He studied thoroughly 
the chemistry of plates, optics, darkroom procedures, and went on extended treks through 
Italy, Germany, Switzerland and Holland. With his very earliest work he won first prizes 
in exhibitions. 
 But it was upon a definitive return to New York in 1890 that he discovered his 
identity as an American and his vocation as a photographer in the modern city, a far less 
pittoresque subject than European countrysides and ancient towns. He turned now, and 
resolutely, from engineering to culture, and was thus obliged to confront a looming 
aesthetic dilemma: how to be the artisan of the beautiful all the while tied to the faithful 
recording which was the lot of the machine. Subsequently, he reiterated this demanding 
marriage in gallery catalogues with this formula, which summed up his identity as the 
maker of photographs: “I was born in Hoboken. I am an American. Photography is my 
passion. The search for Truth my obsession.” 
 From the very outset of his participation in the photographic associations he 
fought for technical improvement and the high quality of prints; for care in point of view 
when composing, and for thoughtful consideration of tone and expression. He edited the 
journals of the official organizations, first the American Amateur Photographer, then 
Camera Notes, in a sustained effort to raise American photography to an international 
level, but he eventually retired from these clubs after any number of disagreements about 
the nature of photography and the directions it could take. The meaning of the term 
“amateur” was changing, at least for Stieglitz. At first, the amateur meant a dilettante, 
could not be taken seriously in any way and most likely lacked the technical 
accomplishment and control of the professional. The latter, however craftsman like, was 
a machine for hire, making objective prints of company buildings for their reports, or 
frozen portraits of families with their heads in braces. Stieglitz and his early followers 
desired something else again, neither pastime nor commercials. Thus began, for him at 
least, any number of secessions, challenges, breaks, always out of a love of photography 
for itself, at one and the same time a new medium for a new art, able to support personal 
expression despite the mechanical nature of its means.  
 In 1903 he founded Camera Work to exhibit, in print form, what he felt was the 
best in photography. This periodical still impresses us today, by its seriousness, its 
lavishness, by the superb quality of its reproductions, heliogravures produced for him in 
Germany. At first Stieglitz supported the best Pictorialists, though there, as with the term 
“amateur,” the meaning was undergoing change for him. There was to be no wilful 
artificiality in his own work, no overly soft focus (though he was not dogmatic about 
sharpness), no paint on the print, no dreamy women hoisting glass spheres in the woods, 
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though some of his collaborators had a soft spot for such pre-Raphaelite simulations. To 
be a Pictorialist meant simply, for Stieglitz, to be making artful pictures, rather than 
merely succeeding at recording, or trying to transcend recording by faking art. In any 
case, what finished by uniting the members of the group was not the discourse of 
Pictorialism as art history remembers it, but that of a secession. He would break with 
current models of Victorian dreaminess and propriety and clear a space for the modernist 
revolution. 
 One cannot over-emphasize the point that his famous periodical was not called 
Camera Art, but Camera Work, to underscore the diligence of the photographer at his or 
her craft, constructing not only works but the photographic medium itself as well as its 
record. Stieglitz published these beautiful albums from 1903 to 1917, at which point he 
could no longer obtain his heliogravures from Germany. In that same year of 1917, he 
was obliged to close his now famous gallery, his first, The Photo-Secession, also called 
The Little Galleries because of the modest size of its two rooms. They are best known to 
history as 291, their address on 5th Avenue. After that closure, four years passed, and 
then he resumed his self-appointed job as gallery director, committed to showing his 
small group of American artists for the rest of his life: from 1921 to 1925 at the Anderson 
Galleries, 1925 to 1929 the Intimate Galleries, and finally from 1929 to 1946 An 
American Place. 
 He was, then, from 1903 to 1946,  America’s most eminent photographer, editor 
of its most famous photographic journal, and gallery director for American modernist 
painters and photographers. The most important photographers came through 291 and the 
pages of Camera Work: Alvin Langdon Coburn, Frank Eugene, Gertrude Käsebier, W. B. 
Post, Edward Steichen, Clarence White, Paul Strand. In 1906 291 showed the French 
school: the Besson brothers, Robert Demachy, René Le Bègue, Constant Puyo among 
others; then the British, with David Octavius Hill, Craig Annan, Frederick Evans; later 
Austrian and German photographers. Soon after these shows the artists were featured in 
Camera Work, each number foregrounding a single artist: the first issue for Käsebier 
(after Holland Day demurred), the second for Steichen, the third for White, the fifth for 
Demachy. Stieglitz did not reserve an issue for his own work until number 12, waiting 
three years to put himself forward. 
 But as early as 1907 Stieglitz initiated a very different project, showing new 
painters: in 1908 Rodin’s drawings, then works on paper by Matisse. From March 1909 
through March 1910 he hung only one photographer, while exposition after exposition of 
paintings and drawings  filled the walls: young Americans (Maurer, Marin, Dove, 
Weber), Japanese wood cuts, works in various media by Matisse, Cézanne, Rodin, 
Manet, Renoir, Toulouse-Lautrec and Rousseau. Then, the bewildering arrival of Picasso, 
in his first one-man show in America, at 291 in March-April 1911. After Steichen’s photo 
show in February 1910 there were hardly any photographs shown at 291; to be precise, 
Baron de Meyer in December 1911, Stieglitz himself in February 1913 as his 
confrontation with the Armory Show, finally the brilliant young modernist Paul Strand in 
April 1916. 
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Why Painting at 291? 
 
 Was the cause of modern painting an irrelevant detour for photography? Such was 
not Stieglitz’s idea.. This was a new sort of painting with different premises that occupied 
the crossroads that was 291, and a double-purposed polemical tool for Stieglitz’s project 
for photography. First, while differing for each artist, painting being made in France after 
the lessons of Cézanne had jettisoned received habits of representation, the demand for 
realistic appearance on the canvas. Painting relinquished the field of mimetic portrayal to 
the mechanical eye, photography. Painting became, in the term that surfaced frequently in 
Camera Work, “unphotographic.” The corollary was that photography had no longer to 
imitate traditional procedures of painting to attain the status of an art, but rather to work 
out its own techniques, with means proper to itself. A new intensity to representation, a 
penetration of the real would become the proper field for it, permitting it to evolve, in the 
last years of 291 and Camera Work, toward an act of direct contact, termed “straight” 
photography.” No more sentimental overlays of early Pictorialism; Stieglitz and his 
secessionists called for clear vision, no softening tricks on what the lens would see, 
include or discover. Secondly, well before the Armory Show the paintings and drawings 
one could see at 291, having given up on the old pleasures of mimesis, brought the 
viewers’ attention to the emphatic languages of composition, where color and line 
affirmed their own painterly reality. Photography could profit from this re-alignment of 
vision, excitement and pleasure to be found in the very materiality of the work: sensuality 
of papers and various emulsions like platinum or carbon; composition revelling in its 
points of view, wonder at the appearance of unmediated reality on a piece of paper; the 
subtle modeling, as if by reality itself, of shapes through a vast range of tones, from deep 
black invisibility to whites that melted into the paper supports – one should not forget 
that all the assumptions around the shockingly perfect representionality of the photograph 
obscured the fact that mimesis was far from complete, lacking as it did all color. While 
the paintings of Picasso, Picabia or Arthur Dove dismantled their erstwhile solid and 
recognizable subjects and gave full permission to lines and colors in what appeared to be 
free expression, photography plunged so deeply into the real that it made one forget the 
absence of color as a true measure of reality. The photograph’s backbone was an almost 
abstract idea, the re-creation of light in tones of grey. 
 There were periods in Stieglitz’s career, often long ones, when he did not 
photograph, and such was the case during the arrival of modern art in New York. 291 
seemed to turn away from photography in order to promote the Parisian avant-garde, and 
Camera Work lost most all of its old subscribers. During the Armory Show, the 
newspapers searched out Stieglitz to have him explain the new art movements, Futurism, 
Post-Impressionism, abstraction, what have you. Stieglitz was their prophet as far as the 
public at large was concerned, whether he wanted to be or not. In the columns of an 
alternatingly mocking or scandalized press, he would tell the readers to go see for 
themselves, without preconceived notions, to ignore the critics and the newspapers, to 
have the courage to respond out of their own feelings. He invited New Yorkers not so 
much to an exhibition but to a workshop. 
 He responded to the bully spectacle at the armory with yet another secession; as a 
counter statement be hung his one photographs at 291. He thus set up a stark contrast, his 
sober and delicate black and whites, of such comparatively modest size, against the 
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splash of unbridled color and invented forms that so confounded New Yorkers. He 
followed at 291 with a Picabia show, centered on abstraction. At the same time, he 
devoted a special issue of Camera Work to work by Matisse and Picasso, accompanied 
by their bewildering portraits in words by Gertrude Stein. The living room of Miss Stein, 
at 27 rue Fleurus in Paris, was already famous among Americans, an obligatory stop for 
writers and artists in exile or their wanderjahr. Stieglitz was bringing together the threads 
of the avant-garde, while himself trying to stay ahead. He had already shown children’s 
drawings, a sort of laboratory test of the imagination at work without formal training or 
prejudices. Then, in 1914-15, he exhibited together African sculpture with drawings by 
Braque and Picasso. Also in 1915, he lent his gallery’s name, as well as his support in 
money, art and labor, to the radical periodical 291, founded by Marius De Zayas. That 
marked the birth of Dada in America, shortly before it got its name from Tristan Tzara in 
Zurich. Subsequently  Stieglitz contributed to the two issues of The Blindman, published 
by Duchamp and his friends in New York. Blindman II reproduced his photo of 
Duchamp’s Fountain, rejected by the Independents’ Exhibition; Stieglitz thus displaced 
one rejected industrial object with another, both maybe art, and maybe something else 
besides 

Well before its last issue Camera Work had lost most all of its photographer 
subscribers. Having observed, and served, the successes of the French avant-garde, 
Stieglitz decided to devote his energies to supporting almost exclusively the Americans 
he felt were doing good modernist work, proceeding as if the gains of international 
Modernism were a given. Much of his effort went into promoting and proselytizing in the 
three galleries me directed after 291 closed. He showed his painters of before 1917, John 
Marin, Arthur Dove, Marsden Hartley, Charles Demuth, to which he added Georgia 
O’Keeffe that year. Paul Strand, discovered and encouraged by Stieglitz by 1916, was no 
doubt the first photographer to apply the lessons of abstraction. This group formed the 
nucleus of American early modern art, and Stieglitz alternated their exhibitions in the 
galleries he directed until his death. There were only rare additions to this list, often 
announced in the catalogues as “plus 1,” to be determined. Outside of Strand or himself, 
almost no photographers were shown; Ansel Adams in 1936 and Eliot Porter in 1939 
were the only exceptions. 
 
Photographer 
 
 Nevertheless, while Stieglitz may seem  to have abandoned the community of 
photographers, we cannot say the same for discussions of photography and for his own 
practice. Quite the contrary, the arrival of O’Keeffe in the personal life of Stieglitz 
triggered a grand renewal, especially with his three sustained series, possibly the first for 
the idea of the photographic series as a form. He took what he termed a “portrait” of 
O’Keeffe, not one but over 300 images of her face, her hands and arms, her naked body 
captured over a period of 20 years. The portrait is moving, mobile, even flexible, an 
inventory or anatomy of the beloved in time and space. At the same time he embarked on 
the Equivalents, images of clouds taken with no visible anchor to the land, ultimately 
abstractions which were sensual, powdered or jagged, nostalgic or whimsical and 
available as any or all sorts of symbolic meanings, or none. Finally, a third series, a return 
to the city of his American beginnings in 1893 but which had become much more hard-
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edged, brilliantly over-sized, sleek demonstrations of commercial monopoly. Shooting 
from his high window at the Shelton hotel, he redistributed the skyscrapers’ geometries 
and emphasized the changing light of days and nights, transforming the buildings and, he 
no doubt hoped, mastering their claims on him. 
 So this period between the world wars represents a long, second maturity for the 
photographer, rather than the end of a career. Stieglitz receded from his public persona to 
refine his own art, leaving behind a long, 30-year defence of the medium, even though he 
certainly continued to represent the principles, even the very idea of photography as art 
for a number of generations of photographers. And, as we’ve said, he never stopped 
defending and exhibiting his coterie of modern painters. 
 In the 1930’s he continued to be attacked, but for new reasons that were hardly 
related to Victorian mores. Modernism, no matter the medium, lost its appeal in the 
Depression. Artwork veered towards documentary and social comment. Walker Evans,, 
for example, had an exhibition at the newly-founded Museum of Modern Art in New 
York, with his superb images of the impoverished South notably, but it is likely the 
exhibition was based on a misunderstanding, for Evans considered himself to be 
primarily an artist, but his photographs were valued mainly as documents, with social if 
not revolutionary intentions. As for Stieglitz, he now passed for a great, severely dated 
idealist, his work devoid of social import as if, to take one example, his struggle with the 
skyscraper could be so easily dismissed. He had become a relic. Thus it was that, one 
evening, the young news photographer Weegee came across him roaming in the street 
like a spectre. He had never dared to approach the legendary though forgotten old man to 
show him his own work. The legend took him home for a snack and chat. 
 Around 1938 Stieglitz felt he no longer had the physical strength, at 74, to hoist 
around his equipment and he ceased photography almost entirely. But the expositions 
continued at An American Place. He often slept there, living as something of a hermit 
despite the steady, if meagre flow of admirers. If we can trust Dorothy Norman and her 
book Alfred Stieglitz, An American Seer where she reports his conversations, he 
continued to be interested in recent modern art, in the institutions of art, modern music, 
the popular arts such as vaudeville and radio, horse-racing and other sports, and of course 
photography. He did not stop preaching. He may not have been directing traffic through 
the crossroads of the arts, but he stayed faithful to his course. 
 In June of 1946 he took down an exhibition of John Marin and wrote in a letter 
that he enjoyed looking at the bare white walls of his gallery. A few days later he died in 
his apartment, dressed to leave for the American Place he had just cleared; his last, 
perfect equivalence.  
 
   
Modernisms at Cerisy: Carrefour Alfred Stieglitz/The Sign of Stieglitz 
 
 Reading this biographical and historical overview tracing at one and the same 
time the artistic life of Stieglitz along with an American cultural history, one cannot fail 
to note the insistent reiteration of the term modern. The adjective seems clear and 
pertinent when it comes to describing everything photography symbolized in relation to 
the arts that preceded it, or even New York itself with all its young talent in comparison 
to Paris and its artists who, as innovative as they might have been, nevertheless carried all 
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the baggage of a long tradition. New York as a city, photography as a technique and an 
art melded one to the other, Stieglitz himself as artist and mediator for so many 
mutations, all are undeniably “modern.” If one wished to find the thread, a continuity, 
from everything germinating in the 19th century on the old continent to what was to 
become the new values associated with the term “modern,” then it is just as clear that the 
flame was being passed on from one shore of the Atlantic to the other, and that Stieglitz 
was one of those lights thanks to whom a number of unrealized, or only half-realized 
dreams sketched out in Europe might find fruition in America, even before Europe so 
determinedly scuttled its own project with the two world wars. This form of a shared 
historic teleology is further demonstrated in the Europeans’ own imaginary, as for a long 
time already they projected their hopes on the new world (Laboulaye  had the idea of the 
Statue of Liberty as early as Stieglitz’s own birth during the civil war); and geo-
politicians today underwrite the idea with their analyses of a long-term but steady 
migration of cultural leadership westward across the planet, leaving Europe for the 
American East coast, leaving that coast for the Western one, thence to set its cursor on a 
resurgent Orient. 
 As much as a crossroads (carrefour) then, Stieglitz from this perspective was also 
a moment, personifying a stage in the planetary transhumance of the “modern.” An early 
figure of the guide, or conduit come to mark off the stations along the road, or through 
this tunnel since it remains invisible though fully traced out beneath our feet, no doubt by 
Hegel’s famous mole of history. Initially clear and distinct in meaning, the recurring use 
of this idea of “modern” in connection with Stieglitz becomes fuzzy, or thickens, being at 
once a feeling, an aesthetic banner, a cultural fact, a thesis about history and a 
phenomenon of civilization. Equally, our metaphor of “crossroads,” particularly as it 
incites us to think, perhaps unconsciously, of historical mutations and cultural gains 
under the guidance of other images – the road, the itinerary, the circuit – is also not 
without inconveniences which can become what Bachelard termed “epistemological 
hurdles,” and this logic of the imaginary must be rendered explicit and accounted for; the 
portal of  unattended metaphor opens upon a realm of misunderstanding. Thus an early, 
preparatory question for our colloquium at Cerisy: were we to renounce the use of 
“modern” and “crossroads” when speaking of Stieglitz’s work and role? The organizers 
deemed not. In the so-called exact sciences as much as in the human, metaphor is a 
necessary peril; but on condition that these sign posts, “modern,” “Carrefour” and “sign,” 
be proposed to the speakers not as  rigid and defining frames but quite definitely as an 
invitation and incitement to refine, contest and generally rebuild the terms on the 
workbench of knowledge 
 Further, we counted on the colloquium itself, through its extended 7-day 
exposure, to become the real crossroads, between intellectual traditions, institutional 
habits of thinking, methods from various disciplines well anchored in their respective 
countries of origin. And Cerisy-la-Salle was, in our minds, the ideal space for these 
exchanges, a place of conviviality and true dialogue which has become all too rare among 
meeting places for university scholars used to making brief appearances in colloquia 
which have lost the sense of their etymology, delivering waves of monologues  rather 
than invitations to conversation. If Godard is to be believed, Hollywood was made by all 
its actors, directors, gaffers, etc., eating at the same table. Thus at Cerisy: meals together, 
breaks in the park and the back roads, evenings with the Terra thesis-writers, excursions 
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to the sea and the cathedral Henry Adams made his touchstone, all contributed to the 
spirit and the ardour of our work sessions. On a more obviously serious note, the 
simultaneous translation, by Niall Bond and Isabelle Dujet, was a crucial tool for the 
intellectual crossings we desired, putting all of us on the same page as we sorted out the 
ambiguities and conceptual hesitations between linguistic cultures. Many thanks again to 
the Terra Foundation, as well as to the French Ministry of Culture, for their aid on this 
basic component of our days at Cerisy. 
 Nor were ambiguities lacking, considering that we had inscribed them from the 
outset in our double title, Sign and Carrefour, meant to question the a priori use of 
theoretical models. Was the conduit metaphor of Carrefour designed to describe Stieglitz 
himself, or did that function devolve more likely upon his essentially institutional 
projects: reviews, exhibits, publications and the like? Were we dealing with the figure of 
the master (Duchamp, in a letter, referred to him as “Socrates”), a sage as much as a 
conduit? Were his own personality, the changes he sponsored and witnessed, his 
contradictions the singular prism through which the history of photography and art which 
we call modern must be seen to evolve? In what ways does the idea of the crossroads 
permit us to take the full measure of a character such as Stieglitz, of his influence upon 
those close to him, of his ability to gather a series of artistic groups around him without 
ourselves falling into hagiography or amateur psychology? How to edit all these 
components together: movements, intellectuals, ambitions, aesthetics, political 
implications, and organisations vying for power, personal alchemies? How to judge fairly 
and with precision the parts played by individuals – so evident – and the institutional, it 
also essential, in the knowledge that Stieglitz was at one and the same time close to 
anarchist ideologies (from how many professional organizations did he resign!) and the 
untiring instigator and promoter of events, sites or publications designed to found 
organisations? To force a dialogue around these performances among academics 
themselves grounded in cultural traditions such as French “Colbertism” and American 
Liberalism was no doubt a gamble of sorts, but also afforded the challenge of very 
interesting high stakes. 
 As to the metaphorical ramifications suggested by the term “sign,” it pointed us 
more in the direction of signature, symbol, but also poster or billboard, torch, pennant or 
banner, even the flag. So many leads, and pertinent ones considering the undeniably 
militant side of Stieglitz, including the political sense of the term (in French militant 
refers to an actively engaged member of a political party—translator), but also concepts 
entailing more risks, given the differences, in French and American cultural traditions, 
between the meaning of political engagement and the relations among artists, writers and 
intellectuals. Further, emphasizing the flag-waving aspect of Stieglitz, was it not to slip 
unconsciously towards a notion of the avant-garde and all that connotes of military 
action, this even before World War I and the Bolshevik revolution? And was it not, 
especially, to succumb to a confusion between modernity and modernism, two words that 
were at once false synonyms and false cognates? 

Faux amis, in the properly linguistic sense, like the English word “cave” (which  
doesn’t mean the French word cave), since, if modernism means for a French person 
basically all painting after Cubism, the Anglo-American tradition conceives of 
Modernism (later even used in the plural) as a specific movement, especially literary, 
embodied by authors born around 1890. The reason for this major disconnect between 
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chronologies and, in fact, in the respective conceptions of literary and artistic histories, is 
no doubt related to the importance of the Surrealist movement in French culture, whereas 
the English tradition came to be structured quite differently. For the French, modernism 
is an avant-gardism essentially in the visual arts, though it was to be theorized in 
literature; whereas for the English it evokes a movement as coherently defined as literary 
Romanticism is for the French, and one in which surrealist and visual productions are 
only a sub-set, if not an appendage. This veritable chiasmus well illustrates the 
difficulties of discussing the relations between painters, writers and photographers in our 
different cultures and histories under the same “sign,”   the same “crossroads.” 

False synonyms as well. The etymological derivation from one to the other masks 
the fact –and yet an essential one—that modernity and modernism are almost antonyms, 
though perhaps more so in French culture than in the American. Modernism, with the 
wilfulness of its suffix, marks its thinking as a “religion of the future,” to cite Antoine 
Campagnon. No misunderstanding here: sweep away the old, generate in oneself 
innovation as an intrinsic and exclusive value, make table raze of all that  counted earlier, 
and caution to the winds as one plunged into Baudelaire’s famous “Au fond de l’inconnu 
pour trouver du nouveau” (“Into the depths of the unknown to find the new”). This verse, 
once the banner of modernism, retains its own ambiguity. Taken literally, it serves as a 
slogan. But it was meant ironically the fact that the line was the last of the poem “Le 
Voyage,” a poem coincidentally dedicated to a photographer, Maxime Du Camp, might 
well have alerted us, especially when we know that Baudelaire railed against the obscene 
cult of the daguerreotype and declaring: “Poetry and progress are two ambitious 
personages who detest each other with instinctive hate.” Indeed, though Baudelaire stand 
as the first promoter of modernism in its meaning today, he was anything but a 
modernist. He was no doubt the first to sense the aporia of modernism, easily 30 years 
before the term jelled, denouncing in advance the pernicious “slide from a negation of 
tradition towards a tradition of negation” (Campagnon); thus would be defined the split 
between his sense of the modern and the modernism that developed out of the avant-
garde. To give a name to “the painter of modern life,” rather than choose Courbet or 
Manet (he found the former too realistic, that is to say vulgar, and the latter to be the 
leader of artistic decrepitude), Baudelaire instead focussed on Constantin Guys and his 
drawings of Constantinople’s busy streets, or his sketches from the Crimean War, 
sometimes drawn on the spot during cavalry charges. Baudelaire offers a synthetic 
conception of modern beauty, a joining of the eternal to the ephemeral, and he chooses to 
personify that with a modest newspaper artist (Guys worked for The Illustrated London 
News) rather than the painters enlisted then in a progressive ideology.  For him the 
modern is the final and precarious rampart he conceives in order to hold back the decline 
of the artistic impulse and the sense of the beautiful. What best preserves, in our view, the 
value of Baudelaire’s thinking about modernity is that, from the very beginning, he sets 
down the notion as perfectly paradoxical, contradictory, more pessimistic than optimistic, 
much more ironical than apologetic, of a melancholic inspiration rather than a victorious 
one; and a critical notion rather than a dogmatic one. 

Aside from photography, his other bête noire is, logically enough, America, 
where he sees the triumph of dull taste, the rabble and utilitarianism. Thinking to find an 
alter ego there in Edgar Allan Poe, he imagines him as a dandy, persecuted in a land 
incapable of understanding him. Baudelaire projects onto Poe is own dualistic view of 
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modernity: one cannot be modern without being anti-modern as well. That in the context 
of a world he would never have travelled to, and completely different from the one 
Marcel Duchamp found himself in when he was in New York in the second decade of the 
XXth century, for here was, indeed, a modernist, one of those who would reprogram the 
avant-garde which had been politicised during the time of the Commune in Paris. 
Campagnon writes: “Modernism and the avant-garde are often confused with each other. 
The avant-garde is not only a more radical and dogmatic modernity (. . . .). If modernity 
identifies with a passion for the present, the avant-garde imagines for itself an historical 
consciousness of the future and a will to be ahead of its time.” Further, Duchamp will 
move beyond a conception of the avant-garde as progressive and socially committed –
everything Baudelaire already detested – to a “pictorial nominalism, that is, the 
substitution of the physical by the linguistic in art, replacing the art object with the 
discourse about art.” With that move he cavalierly swept aside all the notions of beauty or 
taste Baudelaire was so determined to preserve. Acting as he did, Duchamp is the 
contemporary of the actual avant-gardes of the XXth century (Futurism, Dadaism . . . ), 
but also prefigures Post-Modernism with its destabilization of norms and legitimacies, the 
conviction that history advances into emptiness rather than towards an end. 

Do we anticipate too much by speaking of the dilution of Modernism in Post-
Modrnism? Still; if we are prepared to observe not only the period of Stieglitz’s 
productivity, but open up to a wider swathe of time, running from Baudelaire to Andy 
Warhol, from Post-Romanticism to Pop Art, when the contestations of art and the 
subversion of art succeed at exploiting its own exploitation by the market – put 
otherwise, a length of time encompassing the invention of modernity all the way to the 
affirmation of Post-Modernism – then we cannot avoid the fact that at the very heart of 
this vast movement stands Stieglitz. No matter, then, whether we construct him more as a 
crossroads than a sign, as intersection more than pennant; better to stretch out the 
chronology the better to grasp the full complexity of the man. What is important is to see 
what converges towards him as well as what emerges out of him. I find in Stieglitz a 
melancholia that definitely makes him akin to Baudelaire in his modern guise. Same for 
his respect for work (Camera Work indeed!), the high value he placed on workmanship, 
technique, mastery; so many aspects that would set him counter to a modernist logic of 
the dominance of the critic over the artist and the market over the object. Again, when he 
insisted that he was “American,” making photography migrate from Britain and France 
where it was born to the shores of the Hudson and the capital of modernity, a place he 
believed in (in passing, not so baudelairian, that) , he was inaugurating a tradition rather 
than dismissing a heritage (and not very avant-gardist there either). He was nevertheless 
the indefatigable promoter of major artists and works many of which did not necessarily 
share his firm but undogmatic sense of political and artistic history. The photograph he 
took of Duchamp’s urinal represents, in this context, a model of fascinating ambivalence. 
No doubt he understood perfectly well how this object thumbed its nose, how it disrupted 
art so enormously, yet the way he placed it on a pedestal, turned it for its profile against 
the backdrop of a painting by Marsden Hartley, shows him to be reintegrating it into a 
strong conception of art and human work, so that it appears as well as veritable praise of 
industrial forms and materials –return to sender? But is not a crossroads also a two-way 
player, turning point and junction, a place where one, in equal portions, arrives at a point 
and departs from it? What has so successfully taken off from Stieglitz when he supported 
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Duchamp, even as he abhorred the mercantilism which in actuality hid behind the 
Frenchman’s positions or gestures, has landed with us, long after those events and that 
period  which our colloquium attempts to bring back to life. That is why the reader 
should not be surprised to see both painting and literature vie for their place next to 
photography, nor to see that contributions do not all concentrate on Stieglitz alone; for 
that, aside from the catalogue of the Musée d’Orsay exposition mentioned at the 
beginning of this essay, the reader will profit from consulting the works of Sarah 
Greenough, or the exciting An American Lens: Scenes from Alfred Stieglitz’s New York 
Secession by Jay Bochner. Running through its nine chapters is the whole constellation of 
questions  the personage of Stieglitz raises for us today, along with leads to how we may 
renew our perspective on his artistic and intellectual heritage. Because we are convinced, 
a century after Alfred Stieglitz incarnated this pivotal moment in the shared history of 
Europeans and Americans, there are many good reasons to enlarge and rewrite the 
chronology, taking a serious, refreshed look together at his legacy and out present-day 
condition. 

The organizers of Carrefour Alfred Stieglitz / The Sign of Stieglitz were convinced 
of this relevance before they put the colloquium together, and their conviction is even 
more solid now that the event has taken place. What must pass for largely ritual thanks at 
the end of an introduction such as this does not feel to us like a mere obligation to fulfill, 
for the enthusiasm and good will of those who aided us happily rival with the caring 
availability of our hosts and the fervour of our participants. It is thus with as much 
pleasure as gratitude that we thank the International Center for Culture at Cerisy-la-Salle, 
in particular its directrice Edith Heurgon, and Philippe Kister along with all the 
personnel, devoted and infinitely at the ready. We thank the Institut des Amériques, 
which accorded us their scientific seal and for its support of publication. We thank Xavier 
North, “Délégué Général à la Langue Française et aux Langues de France.” And last but 
far from least, we want to thank Katherine Bourgignon, whether more for her competence 
and efficacy or for her wonderful human qualities we are not quite sure, and through her 
the Terra Foundation for American Art / Europe, which helped to plan our work, 
contributed an essential portion of the financing to put the colloquium on its feet, and 
permitted some ten of their doctoral students to attend and contribute. Their sustained and 
marvellous dynamism accomplished our initial wish, to position Stieglitz for a new 
generation, no longer alone in New York but at Cerisy, as a renewed crossroads and 
symbol. 
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