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Because of the nature of his studio practice, James Van Der Zee rarely titled

his photographs; he did, however, occasionally inscribe titles on nega-

tives. While many Van Der Zee works have commonly used titles (for ex-

ample, Beau of the Ball), these are often descriptive or have been applied

posthumously by scholars or by Donna Van Der Zee, the artist’s widow.

She was most responsible for the stewardship of his legacy and estate be-
fore the establishment of the James Van Der Zee Archive at The Metropol-
itan Museum of Art in 2021. In this book, all titles, including descriptive

titles, are italicized.
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INTRODUCTION

To Pivot Lightly

Adding the Vernacular to Art History’s
Sight Line

A Return to Family Portrait

IN 1926 JAMES AUGUSTUS JOSEPH VAN DER ZEE (1886—1983) took a
portrait of enduring consequence (figure 1.1). A Black woman, formally
dressed, sits in a chair, flanked on one side by a tall man in a suit. On the
other side, another woman stands, wearing a plaid dress. A plain back-
drop and a side table decorated with flowers center the figures. Based on
its composition alone, Family Portrait can be described as a handsome im-
age, one that fits neatly within Van Der Zee’s larger oeuvre of photographs
from his Harlem studio business. Yet, through its reproduction in print,
the image has been asked to do more than its sitters, Mattie, Estelle, and
David Osterhout, could have ever imagined.



FIGURE I.1

James Van Der Zee, members of the Osterhout family,
Van Der Zee’s maternal aunts (possibly Mattie and Estelle)
and uncle, David, often referred to as Family Portrait,
1926. This image was included in Camera Lucida, Roland
Barthes’s consequential book on photography.

10 x 8 in. {25.4 x 20.3 ¢m). © James Van Der Zee Archive,

The Metropolitan Museurn of Art, New York. Source:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.



For many art historians, Family Portrait has made a lasting impres-
sion through its inclusion in Roland Barthes’s 1981 book Camera Lucida.
By way of autobiographical reflections and personal reactions, Barthes
writes Van Der Zee into a larger meditation that explores what photo-
graphs do. In highlighting his own personal biases and fixations, he at-
tends to his concept of the studium and punctum through the Van Der
Zee photograph. Numerous scholars have returned to Barthes’s discus-
sion of Family Portrait to lament and critique his reductive reading of the
photograph’s Black figures and to offer more generous analyses grounded
within art historical methods. Such correctives have kept the portrait in
art historians’ visual bank of iconic photographs in ways that determine
its significance based on, for example, its cultural relevance to the Harlem
Renaissance.? Yet when neatly slotted within a designated artistic move-
ment, Van Der Zee often becomes pigeonholed within a circumscribed
moment and place as opposed to being understood as a Black artist with a
broad temporal, material, and spatial reach. Family Portrait and other Van
Der Zee photographs can be understood through a more comprehensive
approach. Given that individual Van Der Zee photographs—Ilike Family
Portrait or the even more celebrated 1932 Couple Wearing Raccoon Coats
(figure I.2)—are typically given art historical interpretations centered on
the Harlem Renaissance movement and all its defining themes, how might
avernacular turn that examines the larger scope of Van Der Zee’s work re-
invigorate the very ways that his photographs are understood and valued?

Van Der Zee and his work have repeatedly been framed through the
conventional methods of an art history of photography, approaches that
persistently structure approaches to thinking about photographs by es-
tablished photographers. It is common, for example, for scholars to situ-
ate an artist within a movement defined by a discrete time period and set
of themes, drawing out the exceptional nature of their aesthetic contribu-
tions and showing the artist to be exemplary among their peers. While Van
Der Zee’s engagement with photography spans 1900-1983, such methods
frame him as a distinct and important photographer in the approximately
fifteen-year Harlem Renaissance era.® As a result, his status as the most
prominent Black studio photographer within the canon of photography
transforms his everyday images from something socially curative and fa-
miliar to something exceptional.* His photographs are regularly discussed
in art history classrooms and frequently appear within academic publica-
tions as representative of the Harlem Renaissance era’s New Negro sub-

ject, even though, remarkably, Van Der Zee had no direct contact with
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any of the artistic movements of Harlem during his more than fifty years
of operating a studio.®

Long cared for within the permanent collection of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, and the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA), among others, Van Der Zee’s photographs gar-
ner a distinguished status.® Yet existing approaches to Van Der Zee’s work
leave out defining aspects of photography as a medium. The iconic and
singular value attached to his photographs has worked to the detriment
of scholarship on his broader contributions, obscuring the range of func-
tions carried out by Van Der Zee’s photographs: as interlocutors with the
work of peer photographers, as reproductions circulated in newspaper fea-
tures, as modifications of photographs originating in other studios, and as
images repurposed as enlarged exhibition photomurals.

Arguably, Van Der Zee’s photographs exist at the crossroads of art
and vernacular photographic practice. His photographs are Black quotid-
ian images, but his position within scholarship as a known, celebrated Har-
lem Renaissance photographer abides by art history’s framing. Vernacular
photographs, like those made by Van Der Zee, include commercial studio
portraits, wedding photographs, pet portraits, news and advertising im-
ages, travel albums, school portraits, identification photographs, snapshots,
and “pop photographica” such as the photo-backed mirror illustrated in
figure 1.3.7 Custom-made fans, blotters, thermometers, and “Negro Art
Advertising Company” photo calendars were also among the products of-
fered at Van Der Zee’s 2077 Seventh Avenue studio location.8 These are the
photographs of the everyday that operate at the level of the quotidian, “the
photographs that preoccupy the home and heart but rarely the museum or
the academy”® While the history of photography most often begins with
the biographical details of named photographers, considerations of ver-
nacular photographs commonly start elsewhere. Interpretations depend
heavily on the images’ historically specific social uses and viewing conven-
tions, their physical and tactile nature, and the networks enabling their cir-
culation. Scholarship that attends to such details of everyday photographs
may highlight material that is too mundane or uncomfortably ambiguous
or that may even seem to contradict art history’s traditional mores.

Yet, at moments, Van Der Zee’s engagement with photography re-
quires an approach that pivots among the kinds of questions art history
wants to ask and those that vernacular photography elicits. With such
movement in mind, this book remaps the broader importance of Van

Der Zee’s photographs, tracing the arc of his work chronologically to il-
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FIGURE 1.2

James Van Der Zee, Couple Wearing Raccoon Coats,
Harlem, 1932. Many scholars have commented on

the elegance, confidence, and success that the image
suggests, even in the midst of the Great Depression.
7% x 9%se in. (19 x 23.7 cm). © James Van Der Zee Archive,

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Source:
Museum of Modern Art, NewYork.



FIGURE I.3

James Van Der Zee, Flapper
in Beaded Headdress, 1925.
This photo-backed mirror

is an example of “pop photo-
graphica,” a term coined

by photo historian Daile Kaplan.

Mirror approx. 2% x 1% in.
(7 x 4.5 cm). Source: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York.

luminate how the multifaceted uses and registers of photography reveal
the quotidian as a central idiom of African diasporic photographic prac-
tice. These insights are possible only through recognizing Van Der Zee as
an artist whose work takes on a new level of complexity and significance
when vernacular attributes are considered. This book aims to change the
terms of Van Der Zee’s participation in art history by engaging in a ver-
nacular turn; thereby, the shape of the art history of photography changes
for other photographers too.1°

Aside from this book’s main contribution to the history of photog-
raphy, this study adds to African diasporic art history by recentering the
quotidian. Although current scholarship in this subfield of art history
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tends to focus on the studio practices of contemporary artists, this book,
in part, harks back to a longer arc of African diasporic art history in which
the utility of popular objects dominated the historiography.'* And while
scholars in this area privilege the global dimension of the Black experience,
this often manifests through international exhibitions, artists who travel
abroad, and movements or collectives of creative practitioners. In contrast,
this study refocuses the international component of the African diaspora
in two of the chapters through the circulation and exchange of quotidian
images through unassuming channels including the newspaper, the post
office, and the movement and reproduction of photographic images. In
addition, this book assumes that the African diaspora is an intrinsic part
of Van Der Zee’s world of Harlem, since the Black experience there draws
from various populations of African descent, not only those born in the
United States. Against the assumption that Van Der Zee catered strictly to
a middle-class clientele, it takes seriously the photographer’s description
of his clients as being “the high class, the middle class, [and] the poorer
class,” people who “all looked good on Sundays,” the most popular day
for studio portraits.!> Most important, this book builds on the belief that
while Black image makers operate in contexts in which their visibility and
invisibility within dominant structures of meaning and value endlessly
fluctuate, there has always been a rich tradition of visuality among Black
viewers, creatives, and patrons, for whom a Black tradition of the visual is
centrallylocated in the quotidian. As scholars of African American studies
may term this space as part of a Black interiority, this book is indebted to
a commitment to understanding the ordinary as part of the extraordinary,

a space that reflects the richness of Black quotidian life.13

A Nimble Approach

In describing photographs, the word nimble is often linked with speed.
People speak of “catching” something in motion—whether troops or an
astronomical happening—in describing a nimble photographer’s praise-
worthy skill in capturing a scene. The word also fittingly connotes deci-
sions that Van Der Zee made about his photographs: the nimble practices
carried out by the artist.1* The photographer’s quickness in responding to
changes in his clients” needs is notable, as is the sage wisdom evident in
the act of keeping an excellent archive for the purpose of delayed returns.

At other times, the images themselves can be regarded as entities com-
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mitted to their persistent presence in front of viewers, and the images—
through their rich “social lives” and shifts in material form—can also be
described as nimble.t?

Yet I primarily use the word nimble to specifically describe the
ease with which one must transition between art history and vernacular
photography—or, stated differently, approaches to both fine art photography
and vernacular photography—when considering Van Der Zee’s work. The
changing contexts of Van Der Zee’s photographs require that the reader be
nimble in an effort to make sense of Van Der Zee’s images, their temporal
reach, their material history, and their limits and possibilities within and
against current scholarship on the photographer. Photographs are inter-
preted and used across so many registers: as evidence, art forms, narra-
tives of identity, and political provocations. However, it is uncommon for
the images created by one photographer, and one studio-based practice,
to do so many things over a span of more than half a century. The work in-
cludes gelatin-silver prints (many hand-colored), “real photo” postcards,
panoramic representations, and copy photographs, plus large-format glass
plate and sheet film negatives, and small- and medium-format roll film
negatives housed within Van Der Zee’s archive, as well as those found in
various contexts such as the visual economy of studios within a one-mile
radius, the layout of newspaper pages, and the immersive gallery displays
of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. This turn to a selection of images that
highlight aspects of the material practice of photography shifts the focus
of inquiry from questions of representation to questions of materiality.1®

Through this shift a natural kinship becomes evident. This study is
built on the relationship between Van Der Zee’s mindful decisions in his
engagement with the medium of photography and those instances—as
in the case of reproductions—where his photographs were outside of his
jurisdiction. It illustrates the malleability of photography, a medium that
is inherently mobile and unfixed in ways that parallel the African dias-
pora. Van Der Zee’s photographs are analogous to diasporic identities in
that they “are constantly producing and reproducing themselves anew,
through transformation and difference”!” While the term diaspora both
spatially and temporally signals the way subject positions are shaped by
movement, distance, and time, the term also speaks to the very means
through which photographs signify.1®

A nimble approach captures these shifts and changes in material-
ity and purpose, which at times are intentional and at other times are a

consequence of context. There has always been a tension between pho-
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tography’s commercial characteristics and the value of a photographer’s
biography and aesthetic intentions. Any narrative of photography is a mov-
ing target and a hybrid affair.1® However, this discordance is not created
by Van Der Zee or his images but by the discourses applied to his work.
To extend a practice of agility toward Van Der Zee’s photographs over the
course of eight decades is to propose a revised framework for his full body
of work and, by extension, for the photographic practices of the African
diaspora more broadly.

This approach parallels other scholarly projects that are forthright
about navigating difference. A 2019 publication on African photography,
Ambivalent: Photography and Visibility in African History, edited by Pa-
tricia Hayes and Gary Minkley, aims to simultaneously hold binary posi-
tions that are perhaps irreconcilable. For the editors, recognizing the seen
and the unseen worlds captured by photography illustrates its many para-
doxes along the planes of the conscious and the unconscious.2? These po-
sitions not only exist but also coexist in ways that cannot necessarily be
disentangled. Tanya Sheehan in “On Display: The Art of African American
Photography” similarly highlights the inherent duality of photography in
the context of the art world’s relationship to Black photographers and the
possibilities of the vernacular. In parallel ways Tobias Wofford compellingly
describes two competing art historical models within African diasporic
art history. On the one hand, artworks from the diaspora are often read
as stable cultural signs with little agency given to its image makers or the
fluidity of meaning in artistic practice. The other method does the com-
plete opposite, focusing instead on the malleability of meaning as derived
from the artist and the artist’s position in relationship to the experience of,
for example, migration. He goes on to write, “Certainly, many art histori-
ans and cultural analysts employ a mixture of these methodologies in the
same texts. The tension between the two strategies may be more indica-
tive of broader art-historical problems as we attempt to answer questions
of identity and difference in art and art making?!

A Nimble Arc aligns with these methods in that it brings to light
how Van Der Zee benefits from incongruent approaches. However, rather
than framing this difference as a conundrum, this book attempts to elicit
such nimble movement between art history and the quotidian, not as a
problem, constraint, or plane of contention. There is no need to reconcile
differences or dichotomous frameworks of address, but instead we can
see each approach as part of a constellation, as curator and scholar Okwui

Enwezor may elegantly describe it, or as an occasion for opacity, to bor-

TO PIVOT LIGHTLY



row a similarly generative concept from writer and philosopher Edouard
Glissant.2? As cultural geographer Katherine McKittrick insists, “The con-
tradiction and ambivalence, that feeling and expression and thick repre-
sentation of unresolved uneasiness, is where black aesthetics live?3 To
really see Van Der Zee is to find him within the space of both art history
and the vernacular.

Concurrently, this study acknowledges and recognizes that vernac-
ular is an imperfect and elastic term, one that has caused much debate
surrounding its efficacy and suitability. Implied in the word’s meaning is a
sense of being less than, separate from, or on the margins of a dominant
system of value. When one starts with such a premise, the problem caused
by the use of the word makes sense. But the term vernacular also puts pres-
sure on the very structures of meaning that have relegated the vernacu-
lar to a separate category. The term self-referentially draws attention to a
problem. Why not continue to use the word in order to recognize the bag-
gage of hierarchy implicit within the term? In addition to employing the
word as an acknowledgment of difference, I also insist that other aspects
of what the word connotes, for the purposes of this book, completely super-
sede any ambivalence caused by the term’s pejorative implications. For
many scholars, as photo historian Catherine Zuromskis succinctly explains,
to study vernacular photography is ultimately to “focus on the ways that
photographs are used, the codes of practice that surround them, and their
clusters of meanings within quotidian contexts” and to place “valuable em-
phasis on the practice of everyday life and the way that photography has
become a vital part of that practice since its very invention.?4

An emphasis on the everyday practices of photography is para-
mount to this study. While considering the limitations of vernacular, I in-
sist on its utility within the context of Van Der Zee’s work while choosing,
through each chapter’s focus, to amend its scope of meaning to highlight
the Black quotidian.

I use the word vernacular to signal to a discourse outside of an art
history of photography. I reclaim the word for use, especially when talking
about the Black quotidian. The approach I hope to model is about making
a new path that is not strenuously constructed but joyfully illuminated by
swiftly moving within and between two main frameworks, engaging with
their utility, revealing the futility of their stakes, their shortcomings, and
their possibilities. Doing so illustrates a way to navigate and move forward
with Van Der Zee and his work as guiding beacons.
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Through this project’s intentional pivots between art history and the
vernacular, a fuller range of Van Der Zee’s work can be considered. This
range expands our understanding of the roles that Van Der Zee and his
clients in Harlem—as well as others outside of the neighborhood—asked
photography to play at various points in the twentieth century. This book’s
chapters switch back and forth between Van Der Zee’s intentional engage-
ment with his craft of photography and examples of external factors that
took over and determined the fate of Van Der Zee’s photographs. A con-
sideration of Van Der Zee and his photographs sits neatly within an art
historical narrative only when one turns a blind eye to the photographs’
multivalent social uses. At the same time, focusing only on a photograph’s
social uses would mean missing out on a more holistic view of Van Der

Zee’s work and the terms of its aesthetic value.

Expanding Art History’s Sight Line

For the writer and critic Hilton Als, the study of art history begins with a
rudimentary understanding of the present’s link to the past and proceeds
to offer an increasingly intricate framework for coming to terms with a
wide range of images. In his personal essay “The First Step of Becoming
an Art Historian,” he considers what the transformation from a general
reader of images to a skilled, learned viewer and interpreter of the visual
world entails. While no step-by-step guide transpires within the short
six-page essay, Als instead illustrates his musings most forcefully through
everyday images, one of which is a vernacular photograph of his mother.
Through reflections on this photograph, Als succinctly provides what is
arguably one of the most astute explanations of what scholarship about
images is tasked to accomplish, and one through which this book finds its
purpose. Accordingly, “to see, one must possess a language which directs
the eyes to what is being perceived”?> Although Als implies that art his-
tory provides this enchanted language, the more useful direction comes
from critically examining where exactly art history has set its sight line and
then looking more expansively for a clearer view beyond the field’s own
hierarchies and biases.

By taking a sidelong glance, this book allows Van Der Zee and his
contributions to photography to be perceived more fully through the con-
texts of their production, modification, and reproduction.2® Shifting the site
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of meaning away from the singular artist allows for an approach that more
readily incorporates collaborations among producer, viewer, and object,
as African diaspora scholars Leigh Raiford and Heike Raphael-Hernandez
insist.2” The distinctness of Van Der Zee’s work—and, even more crucial,
the distinctness of Van Der Zee’s position within art history—allows for
this important reframing to take place. The specificity of Van Der Zee’s po-
sition within art history deserves a close look. To step back and view the
current landscape of scholarship on Black artists and the production of art
by those from the African diaspora is to peer into a completely different
space than, for example, what art historian Darby English had in mind in
his 2007 publication critiquing the shortcomings of existing scholarship
on Black artists. English’s How to See a Work of Art in Total Darkness ad-
dresses a lack of nuance outside of recurring narratives of uplift and Afri-
can American advancement that tend to define Black artists while eliding
many of the complexities implicit in any creative endeavor.28 This is a phe-
nomenon that literary scholar Kevin Quashie may regard as the narrative
impulse to privilege a public assertion of progress and resistance instead
of the intricacy of Black interior life.2® Arguably, English’s book would not
be produced today, close to two decades later. The historicity of the text
is both a relief and an important reminder of the field’s past limitations
and its current state.

Nonetheless, orienting Van Der Zee within the conversation that
English advances is still relevant: not because Van Der Zee is an African
American artist, but because he is not a contemporary one. New meth-
odologies in the field are strongly concentrated within the contemporary
art sphere, while artists from earlier moments, like Van Der Zee, are often
understood within the recurring conversations English so adamantly cri-
tiques. Numerous exceptions do exist.3° Yet in African American art’s focus
on contemporary art, the field misses out on a major advantage of study-
ing older works: the longevity of their makers’ careers. This study on Van
Der Zee leverages an asset that can serve as the driving force behind re-
vised discourses of Black artistic cultural production. This resource is
time, and the extensive duration of insight it provides. The exceptionalism
of Van Der Zee’s long career has not been lost on scholars. Biographer Jim
Haskins compellingly captures this point: “[Van Der Zee] has seen pho-
tography advance from a primitive process to a highly developed science
and a true art form. ... He could remember when color photography was
impossible, when a picture was spoiled if the subject moved, when things

that are invisible to the naked eye were also invisible to the camera’s eye.
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He has taken up photography at a time when the photograph and the cam-
era were rare items and lived to see a time when visual images are perhaps
the chief means of communication in the modern world”3!

Artists whose practices unfold over a lifetime offer art history the
benefit of their long engagement with the medium of their choice and
the multiplicity of ways that their images function in the world. Not only
did Van Der Zee’s career significantly overlap with photography’s relatively
short history, but he diligently produced work as photography shifted from
a tool of documentation to an artistic form. His engagement with photog-
raphy traverses both technological advancements and major changes in
its discourse over the years. More specifically, the time between his first
photograph, in 1900, and his last, in 1983, overlaps with nearly half of the
medium’s history, from photography’s invention in 1839 to the present
moment. Indeed, a history of photography could be told through Van Der
Zee.32 Taking such a perspective gives new resonance to a statement by the
photography scholar Joanna Sassoon: “Through its life, the photograph,
as both image and object, can potentially move across several spaces, in-
cluding the sites of production, use, reproduction and preservation, and
along with each change in ownership and context, new meanings are ac-
quired”23 While Van Der Zee’s career was incredibly lengthy, his photo-
graphs have persisted even longer.

And they persist, in part, because of the artistic quality of Van Der
Zee’s vision as a photographer. Turn to a comparison of multiple photo-
graphs of the same Harlem resident taken at different studios, only one
of which is by Van Der Zee. More specifically, three black-and-white pho-
tographs depict this same man, in varied compositions (figures 1.4, 1.5, and
1.6). The 1925 photograph Barefoot Prophet, by Van Der Zee, captures the
nearly seven-foot-tall Elder Clayhorn Martin seated and dressed in a dark
suit while barefoot, as was his usual appearance when preaching; he was
one of the orators known on the bustling streets of Harlem.34 As was com-
mon in Van Der Zee’s aesthetic style and photographic output, the image
includes a posed subject with carefully selected props.

There is an elegant aesthetic quality to Van Der Zee’s photograph;
as in so many of his portraits from this period, in figure 1.4 Van Der Zee
incorporates a carefully arranged setting evocative of Victorian mores.
From the hazy painted domestic backdrop of a wall, an ornate column, and
pulled-back curtains revealing a pastoral scene, to the throne-like chair
the figure seems to claim, to the small additions to the side table on which
he rests his elbow to support his head, deep in thought, this photograph
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FIGURE 1.4 (opposite)

James Van Der Zee, Barefoot Prophet, 1929.

9% x 7% in. (24.1 x 18.8 cm). © James Van Der Zee Archive,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Source: James Van
Der Zee Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

FIGURE I.5 (above, left)

Unidentified photographer, Barefoot Prophet with
Woman and Children, ca. 1930.

5'%6 x 37 in. (15 x 9.9 cm). Source: Robert Langmuir
Photography Collection, Emory University Archives, Atlanta.
FIGURE 1.6 (above, right)

Unidentified photographer, Barefoot Prophet, ca. 1930.



conveys the utmost sense of respectable style and sensibility. As a portrait
conjuring the character of the figure, it is made complete with the walking
staff and tambourine, two objects that were dear to the Barefoot Prophet.
In addition, Van Der Zee’s handwork adorns the photograph’s surface
through the added enhancements of light rays emanating from the two lit
candles.

Undeniably, the composition of figure I.4, carefully posed and situated
within the space, along with the natural and compelling countenance of the
sitter, sets this portrait apart from two other undated photographs of the
Barefoot Prophet. In the first of these (figure 1.5), the Barefoot Prophet is
accompanied by four children (two of whom hold tambourines), a woman,
a drum set, and a larger tambourine, which is identical to the one in Van
Der Zee’s photograph. The second (figure 1.6) bears no date and is from
an unidentified source. Its composition is simple and direct and lacks the
pictorial impact of Van Der Zee’s version. Despite the abundance of props
and figures involved, figure 1.5 lacks the lighting quality, sharp focus, and
contented expression on the Barefoot Prophet’s face in figure I.4. Given the
busy scene and the positioning of the figures, figure 1.5 depicts the group
as stiff and awkward. In comparison, in figure 1.4 Van Der Zee combines
features from the other two photographs (the bare feet and the tambou-
rine) with his skillful composition and technical mastery.

Photographs like Barefoot Prophet, 1925 illustrate, in true art histori-
cal fashion, Van Der Zee’s signature style and aesthetic as distinct from and
superior to his peers. When scholars write about Van Der Zee, they frame
his merit through certain aesthetic aspects of his images. Art historian Vic-
toria A. T. Sancho has written about the tactile surface of his photographs
and the way his employment of combination printing carried him beyond
the use of props.3®> Performance studies scholar José Esteban Mufioz con-
tinues by analyzing the narrative impulse in Van Der Zee’s combination
printings, in which images are superimposed in his portraits as a way to
draw out a story line.3¢ Art historian Mary Schmidt Campbell comments
on the stillness and quiet assurance that Van Der Zee’s images evoke, while
art historian Deborah J. Johnson notes that “more than any other photog-
rapher, his works carry the mark of the craftsman and artist who turned
to photography primarily because of the speed and efficiency with which
it facilitated art”37 Art historian Miriam Thaggert insists that his photo-
graphs arrest time so that the subjects are caught in an anachronistic mo-
ment of “New Negro-ness,” a period of great artistic originality.3® Van Der

Zee is continuously praised for his creativity and innovation.3?
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However, defining Van Der Zee’s significance through his aesthetic
exceptionalism has overshadowed the diversity of his photographs’ forms
and the kinds of relationships, transformations, and modifications that
cast them anew. Too often, the terms of Van Der Zee’s significance have
simultaneously buoyed the high regard for and popularity of Van Der Zee’s
distinctive photography and prevented the full range of his output from
being considered. To trouble narratives of Van Der Zee is to see outside

of what is familiar and known.

The Black Quotidian and States of the Mundane

The question of even considering Van Der Zee’s work as vernacular may
arise. Unlike many photographers whose work is identified as vernacu-
lar, Van Der Zee is named as the creator of his works, a distinguishing
characteristic of a fine artist. In contrast, the anonymous makers of many
photographs comparable to the ones Van Der Zee produced are lost to his-
tory. In addition, Van Der Zee is known as a portraitist of artistic intent, a
practitioner of a genre that fits neatly within art history as one of the dis-
cipline’s representational touchstones. Only a few scholars have used the
term vernacular to describe his work; the phrase vernacular artist, used
on at least one occasion, highlights the ambiguities that always arise when
trying to define a term.%° Nonetheless, the term vernacular artist contra-
dicts the vernacular’s assumed distance from fine art forms.#!

Sources on Van Der Zee and his self-referential status as an art-
ist offer inconsistent accounts. For example, figure 1.7 shows a 1940 Van
Der Zee photograph capturing a display of his portfolio prints for sale, all
of which have the words “Van Der Zee, artist” located in the lower right-
hand corner (figure 1.7).42 In contrast, during a 1980 interview, Van Der
Zee admitted, “I really don’t consider myself an ‘artist’ now as far as that’s
a concern.”” Then he stated that all of his family engaged in artistic work,
so he just “followed in line and continued doing what the rest were doing,’
implying that he did indeed consider his image making as part of a cre-
ative endeavor, even though he might have had some ambivalence toward
using the term artist.43

Yet unlike the term art/ist, the word vernacular is more strictly tied
to a historical era and to a niche audience. While the word art is omni-
present, vernacular is not. Although it aims to serve as an umbrella term

for utilitarian, domestic, and popular photographs, vernacular as a word
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FIGURE I.7

James Van Der Zee, Liggett’s Drugstore Window
with Van Der Zee Photo Display, ca. 1940.

8 x 10 in. (20.3 X 25.4 cm). © James Van Der Zee Archive,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Source:
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, New York.

does not have an expansive reach.** As applied to describe architecture
starting in the 1940s, the term vernacular would not have been applied
to Van Der Zee’s photographs within his lifetime. The vernacular as a site
of serious photographic discourse starts around 2000, nearly two decades
following Van Der Zee’s passing.*> The exact definition and application of
the term vernacular have remained consistently debated for decades now.
Some scholars apply the word and all its implications wholeheartedly, some
use it tentatively and sparingly, and others aim to remove the term from
their vocabulary. For example, the diversity of perspectives found in the
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2020 publication Imagining Everyday Life: Engagements with Vernacular
Photography represents a microcosm of the kinds of conversation that
exist and arguably will continue to take place about photographs that are
considered vernacular.46

What remains consistent among the varying definitions of vernacular
photography is a commonness or everyday nature, the fact that the images
do not always fit within art historical narratives, and their prevalence at
the core not only of photographic production but of the visual culture of
the modern era more broadly.#” Yet there is nothing mundane about Van
Der Zee’s photographs or, for that matter, any vernacular photographs
of Black sitters. Within the context of the Black quotidian, the everyday
and its visual culture always incorporate the extraordinary because Black
life is contingent on extraordinary historical circumstances of subjection
and precarity that operate in pervasive ways, named and unnamed, seen
and unseeable. This is how conventional portraits become radical evo-
cations of Black everyday life.*8 Van Der Zee’s photographs—and Black
portraits in general—have been interpreted as radical, given the history
of Black representation in which images of progress, uplift, and respect-
ability have fought against dominant representations of Blacks as inferior.

Photographs by Black artists become a counternarrative within this
context, and the visual ambitions of Black photography studios, in par-
ticular, served at the forefront of what can be described as a war over the
representation of the Black subject.® In similar ways, vernacular photo-
graphs in general can be understood as defiant, in that vernacular pho-
tographs intrinsically defy convention.>® They are the ultimate renegade
images, sidestepping art history’s conventions just as the radicality of Black
subjects within studio photography took shape through their own refusal
of the way things were for Black individuals.

However, a small pause is in order here. Quashie has warned about
the consequences of privileging resistance as central to Black life. He writes,
“Part of what hinders our capacity to see [character qualities such as vul-
nerability and interiority] is a general concept of blackness that privileges
public expressiveness and resistance. More specifically, black culture is
mostly overidentified with an idea of expressiveness that is geared toward
a social audience and that has political aim; such expressiveness is the es-
sence of black resistance”>! He provocatively asks, “Simply, what else be-
yond resistance can we say about the shape and meaning of black culture
and subjectivity?”’52 While he outlines a theory of Black quietness through
a range of Black cultural expression, this book aims to spotlight aspects
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of Black quotidian life that come into view specifically through Van Der
Zee’s photographs. Aligned with Quashie, I move away from a paradigm
of understanding Blackness through resistance or as a counternarrative
to Black subjection. Instead, this book insists that the shape and meaning
of Blackness exist in the mundane fabric of everyday life—a sense of inte-
riority and dimensionality most forcefully expressed through vernacular
Black photography.

Therefore, another kind of refusal modeled throughout this book is
a turn away from the iconicity of Van Der Zee’s prototypical Harlem Re-
naissance photographs toward the noniconicity of the Black quotidian.
This book’s objective relies on a range of Van Der Zee’s photographs, and
not only those that can easily be read as clear indications of a higher moral
or cultural good.>® The Black quotidian encompasses all of Van Der Zee’s
photographs and their multiple ambivalences. Just as “vernacular pho-
tographs refuse to be organized or analyzed according to the paradigms
that have guided traditional historical studies of photography” so, too, do
I choose to deny the validation of Van Der Zee’s photographs through only
one configuration of meaning.>*

A Nimble Arc departs from traditional art historical models of a
monograph as a “scholarly treatise devoted to the sustained examination
of a single clearly identified subject”>> Its main claim is not grounded
within an exhaustive study of Van Der Zee’s oeuvre and the choices he
made as an artist but instead in a focus on key chronological moments
that remap the significance of his photographs and the way they operate
in the world. Important developments in Van Der Zee’s career are missing
from this study, such as his foundational early years in Lenox, Massachu-
setts, and Phoebus, Virginia. Instead, it aims to contribute to a conversa-
tion that is more urgently needed when reimagining what future studies
of Black photographers can look like by letting the complexity of African
diasporic photographic practices—their creators, viewers, networks, and
enablers and, too, the causes for their erasure—redefine the significance
of a photographer’s work.

But, simultaneously, the particular quotidian turns taken through
this book are possible only because art history validated James Van Der
Zee in the first place. As one approach hinges on the other, the only way
to do Van Der Zee and his work justice is to selectively do both. While this
book advocates for a more comprehensive view of Van Der Zee, it would
be remissinot to recognize the numerous monographic exhibition books

on Van Der Zee that have made a certain advantageous visibility of his
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work and cultural cachet possible. It is through art history that Van Der Zee
has gained visibility as a photographer of exceptional aesthetic facility.>¢

In fact, he may be considered hypervisible, especially to those familiar
with photography.>” This term describes the phenomenon of being always
seen or referenced through the circulation of particular photographs; in
the case of Van Der Zee, through his representation within major museum
collections, and the sustained return to his photographs within scholar-
ship. The term also captures how Van Der Zee’s photographs are, at times,
consumed in ways that are characterized by a kind of excess, to the point
that the mention of his name leads to visual associations, often with pho-
tographs that are not even of his own making. Van Der Zee becomes so
overly associated with the Harlem Renaissance that he comes to mind with
any black-and-white photograph featuring Black subjects of the jazz era.
These factors have simultaneously buoyed the high regard for and popular-
ity of Van Der Zee’s photography and also the assessment of photographs
that look like Van Der Zee’s, while preventing the full range of his images
from being considered.

To be clear, the iconic nature of Van Der Zee’s photographs is to be
celebrated, especially since there are visual economies within the broader
African diaspora for which few iconic photographs exist. The artist Albert
Chong makes this pressingly apparent in his question “I wonder, where are
the great photographs of the Caribbean, the iconic pictures that have be-
come part of the visual memory of the people?”>® Within African American
visual culture, iconic photographs exist along an extended chronological
curve, with a number of Van Der Zee’s photographs, such as Family Portrait
and Couple Wearing Raccoon Coats, among them. Nonetheless, for a selec-
tion of his work to be hypervisible is for other works not to be seen at all.

This book recognizes and is indebted to such scholarly framing
and contributions. The privilege of working on a canonical photographer
means attending to not only the prevailing circumstances of the work it-
self but also an assortment of publications, exhibitions, and mainstream
recognition. This is the call-and-response structure that canonical artists
can build.>® Van Der Zee offers the rare example of a Black photographer
whose recognition is secure within the art history of photography. For sure,
arguments can be made about the extent to which Van Der Zee has failed
to be fully celebrated, but there is no doubting that he has a place, albeit
belated, within the canon of the art history of American photography. No-
tably, in no way was Van Der Zee written into the early history of the me-

dium through collecting efforts, journal articles, or important publications
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such as Beaumont Newhall’s The History of Photography from 1839 to the
Present Day.° Regardless of exactly when Van Der Zee emerged, among
Black photographers practicing in the mid-twentieth century he has gained
a level of visibility within the photography world comparable only to Roy
DeCarava, Gordon Parks, Malick Sidibé, and Seydou Keita.

As opposed to making space for Van Der Zee to be seen and recog-
nized, it is time to set new discourses for how to critically attend to his
photographs.®! Therefore, this book offers one possibility among new histo-
ries of photography. Yet creating such histories requires more than shifting
approaches. In a certain sense, writing such a history necessitates engag-
ing with the past in order to reimagine a new way forward.®? It is impos-
sible to unhinge Van Der Zee from the art historical version of him found
in various books, articles, and exhibitions on his work, nor does this book
aim to do so. In fact, such materials essentially buttress this book’s focus
and make its ensuing argument possible. To imagine something anew re-
quires that something was imagined in the first place. Similarly, to pivot,
one must have something to push against. This book recognizes, and is
indebted to, what art history has done for Van Der Zee.

Atatime when there are frequent calls to decolonize art history, this
book respects that call while arguing that instead of rewriting the art his-
torical narrative, it may be more useful, for this book at least, to recognize
the foundational ways art historical methods have gotten Van Der Zee’s
reputation to where it is today and build on that, by taking a vernacular
turn for the purpose of rebalancing and expanding how his significance—

and the importance of his photographs—is determined.®3

Chapters along the Arc

The light box on which the glass plate negative is placed brings the image
to life (figure 1.8). The material of glass has a different weight and texture
from the pages composing Barthes’s 1981 edition of Camera Lucida. Fam-
ily Portrait still depicts three figures. Also, within this context, Barthes’s
musing on photography falls to the wayside as a framework. Family Por-
trait can now be positioned side by side with another glass plate from Van
Der Zee’s studio. Both images are from a set of photographs that Van Der
Zee took in his Harlem studio while in the company of his family mem-
bers, presumably during their visit from his hometown of Lenox, Massa-

chusetts. Within the second glass plate negative, an identical background
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FIGURE I.8

James Van Der Zee, glass plate negative picturing two
of Van Der Zee’s maternal (Osterhout) aunts, 1926.
10 x 8 in. (25.4 x 20.3 cm). © James Van Der Zee Archive,

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Source: James Van
Der Zee Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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frames two female figures from the Osterhout side of his family, while
the man does not appear in this version. One sits; the other stands. As
we peer into the details, light and dark tones are deceptive, as everything
gets flipped once the image is processed; white becomes black, and vice
versa. Positioning also is flipped, offering an alternate viewing experience
of looking. Such a reframing parallels the interpretive shifts this book en-
courages of its readers.

For example, with few exceptions, scholars have long positioned Van
Der Zee as a singular phenomenon. This individual status is reified in ways
that obscure the intersocial operations of the artist and his neighborhood.
Decentralizing the singular artist narrative common to art history can open
up a productive space for other photographers, a space in which Van Der
Zee becomes one among many, to the benefit of his photographs’ signifi-
cance. In the first chapter, I contend that Van Der Zee’s photographs were
able to function to the extent that they did specifically because Van Der
Zee was not the lone photographer in Harlem. This chapter brings atten-
tion to the surprisingly large number of photography studios within a very
small geographic area. Evidently, Van Der Zee had to shape and modify his
business according to the circumstances of the neighborhood, and it was
within this context that Van Der Zee was able to establish and differentiate
himself. In addition, instead of thinking of Van Der Zee’s work as a collabo-
ration between the sitter and the photographer standing behind the camera,
a larger field and network of often hidden considerations come into view
in which the multiplicity of photographers and their images becomes key.

The following chapter focuses on images made by Van Der Zee during
the summer of 1924, when he served as the official photographer for Mar-
cus Garvey, the Pan-African leader of the Universal Negro Improvement
Association (UNIA). It considers the format, arrangement, and circulation
of Van Der Zee’s UNIA images in international print media in order to il-
lustrate the impact of the photographs’ translation into print and thereby
the impact of their mass reproduction. In addition, although Van Der Zee
took the photographs, editorial decisions made on behalf of UNIA were
not necessarily in Van Der Zee’s purview as the commissioned photogra-
pher. Also, an image by an unidentified photographer upends the larger
themes of veracity and authority through a crucial case of mail fraud, which
demonstrates the larger context of Garvey’s employment of Van Der Zee’s
photographs.®4 Therefore, this chapter is very much about how UNIA’s print
media used Van Der Zee’s photographs, as opposed to solely what Van Der
Zee intentionally crafted as a photographer with an in-depth photographic
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practice. The chapter shows how reproductions of Van Der Zee’s photo-
graphs, adapted for Garvey’s newspaper, were strategically used to reach
a global diasporic audience outside of Harlem during the 1920s. A differ-
ent kind of photographic vision is animated specifically through Van Der
Zee’s photographs’ reproduction in print, one in which a photographer’s
lack of control over how his photographs are viewed enables new ways of
thinking beyond the photographic image’s accrual of value through the
intentional choices made by Van Der Zee alone. The images’ social uses,
material form, reproduction, and circulation illustrate a different under-
standing of Van Der Zee’s photographs.

I then trouble the importance of authorship by highlighting Van Der
Zee’s practice of reproducing and modifying images. The third chapter re-
frames Van Der Zee’s talent, and the elements of his work that are consid-
ered notable, by examining the application of his talent to other people’s
work. It continues to move chronologically into the decades following the
Harlem Renaissance era by considering Van Der Zee’s resourceful strategy
of cultivating a clientele both locally and internationally through his en-
largement and retouching services. The labor of photography, as opposed
to its genius, is considered. Initiating one of the predominant forms of en-
gagement with his photographic practice during this later period of the
194.0s and 1950s, Van Der Zee invited his clientele to bring or send him
their photographs made by other proprietors for the purpose of reprinting,
resizing, or adding enhancements to the surface. He also advertised this
service through ads placed in different print media, which led to his receipt
of various new clients through mail arriving from places as far away as Eu-
rope, Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean. Often mentioned as an
afterthought to his career, when considered at all in scholarship, the body
of work examined in this chapter illustrates the full scope of the changing
forms and functions that thread throughout Van Der Zee’s long career. By
enlarging his clients’ photographs and enhancing their surface, Van Der
Zee adapted his engagement with photography to serve the needs of his
clients in ways that can redefine how we value Van Der Zee’s relationship
to the medium.

The following chapter considers the rediscovery of Van Der Zee’s
photographs in the late 1960s and the implications of their display in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 1969 “Harlem on My Mind”: Cultural Capi-
tal of Black America 1900—-1968 exhibition, a highly criticized show in
which Van Der Zee’s photographs were featured. He gained the title of the
leading singular contributor with more than fifty enlarged and reproduced
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images in the show. Many scholars have addressed the show through the
lens of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s missteps in excluding the voices
and works of Black artists and the resulting repercussions from those ur-
gently calling for reform. When addressed in relation to Van Der Zee, the
show is regarded as the moment that spearheaded his photographs’ dis-
covery for a larger audience and the emergence of his recognition. Instead
of setting its sights on what happens to Van Der Zee and his career fol-
lowing the exhibit, this chapter asks the reader to return to the show. It
centers the recollections of two people, Deborah Willis and Dawoud Bey,
who visited the show individually as young adults, as a starting point for
reimagining how to interpret the context of Van Der Zee’s validation as a
photographer. The chapter frames the potential moment of encounter be-
tween a mural-sized Van Der Zee photograph and a viewer who had never
seen these kinds of photographs before as a generative site. By reclaiming
the power of Van Der Zee’s images outside of an art world context, this
chapter offers a way to read the Harlem on My Mind show as an occasion
of defiance on the part of the images’ persistent presence through their
enlargement and reproduction. Doing so highlights the possibility of an
impactful experience for viewers, for whom photography’s meaning is al-
ways open to interpretations outside of a museum’s missteps and faltered
framing. In many ways, this last chapter is the culminating example of how
pivoting between the spaces of the vernacular and art history, and thus at-
tending to different kinds of viewing practices, gives Van Der Zee’s images
dynamic opportunities for meaning and interpretation.

A Nimble Arc and its chapters focus on the relational and material
dimensions of Van Der Zee’s photographs across the twentieth century,
from his early years in Harlem to the moment of the Harlem on My Mind
exhibit. In doing so, the book offers insight into the changing role of pho-
tography as art, the very hierarchies that define art, and the terms through
which an artist becomes an icon. I have described my approach as nimble,
moving comfortably back and forth between art history and the vernacular
to reexamine Van Der Zee and his work most fully. The coda explores yet
another kind of nimble movement, this time through a rewinding motion
back in time to circa 1994 to witness an occasion of multivalence. Such mul-
tiplicity inspired this book and can more broadly encourage other studies
in photography and African American visual culture. It does so not nec-
essarily to propose new approaches, but to consider old ones in different
arrangements of address. I engage three interconnected examples con-

stituting this period: the essay collection Picturing Us: African American
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Identity in Photography, edited by Deborah Willis; Van Der Zee, Photogra-
pher, 1886-1983, a major exhibition of Van Der Zee’s work at the National
Portrait Gallery; and Lorna Simpson’s homage to Van Der Zee’s practice
and legacy through 9 Props. I aim to illustrate that often what is needed
to expand studies on African American photography is already in the his-
toriography. To nimbly rewind is to explore and refine which groupings
of ideas are worth reengaging in tandem. The coda offers but one exam-
ple by turning back in time to circa 1994. Doing so highlights the kinds
of diverse evidentiary materials that can create compelling constellations
of ideas for redirecting scholarship.

For the study of photography of the African diaspora in particular,
such flexibility is necessary. Indeed, photography’s distinct attributes in-
clude its unmanageability, given its scale and growing ubiquity; its very
mobility, which makes it slippery; and its endless plasticity and capacity
to become unfixed.®® By following a nimble arc, Van Der Zee serves as an
important anchor, a tether through which photography’s multivalences can
be further explored.®® This reframing requires—to borrow a phrase—an
act of wrestling with the image, given the unresolved tensions that always
arise specifically with Van Der Zee’s work.®” Yet, unlike that metaphor,
which implies a laborious task of will and strength, this book encourages
a lightening of one’s feet and a sense of possibility.
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