


Introduction 

 
This box contains images from photographers from the early 20th century and discusses how 
different technologies and ideas brought about new styles of photography. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Box 2: The History of Photography (1910 – 
1940) 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Paul Strand (1890 – 1976) 
Rocks, Porte Lorne, Nova 
Scotia 
1919 
Port Lorne, Nova Scotia, 
Canada 
Museum no. CIRC.442-
1975 

Moholy-Nagy (1895 
– 1946) 
Ro Das Weltgebunde 
1925 
Museum no. CIRC.199-
1974 

Friedrich Seidenstücker 
(1882 – 1966) 
Puddle-leaper 
1925 
Berlin, Germany 
Museum no. PH.286-1982 

Berenice Abbott (1898 – 
1991) 
Portrait of Eugène Atget 
1927 
Museum no. PH.1150-1980 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Florence Henri (1893 – 
1982) 
Fruit 
1929 
France 
Museum no. PH.270-1982 

Erich Salomon (1886 – 
1944)  
Geographer’s conference. 
‘At this Munich lecture to 
eminent scientists many of 
the best brains of Germany 
fell into blissful sleep’ 
About 1930 
Munich, Germany 
Museum no. E.248-2003 

Dorothea Lange (1895 – 
1965) 
White Angel Bread Line 
1933 
United States 
Museum no. PH.371-1982 

Albert Renger-Patzsch 
(1897 – 1966) 
Beakers 
1934 
Museum no. PH.275-1982 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
Alexander Rodchenko 
(1891 – 1956) 
Diver 
1935 
Museum no. PH.659-1980 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Paul Strand (1890 – 1976) 
Rocks, Porte Lorne, Nova Scotia 
1919 
Port Lorne, Nova Scotia, Canada 
Museum no. CIRC.442-1975 

 
 
Paul Strand was an American photographer and filmmaker who explored the themes of city life and 
abstraction. Influenced by artists such as Picasso, Braque and Brancusi, Strand began to consider 
how photography could respond to modern art. Between 1915 and 1917, Strand made work that 
was highly experimental and marked a radical shift in the vision of photography. From softly focused 
scenes of modern New York that reflected the movement of the city, Strand began making sharply 
focused images of machinery, natural forms and candid portraits. Strand used a large-format camera 
with an 8 x 10 inch negative to capture greater detail in his photographs. Strand intended his work 
to be seen as art rather than reportage photography, and along with fellow modernist 
photographers, like Alfred Stieglitz and Edward Weston, he helped establish photography as an art 
form in the 20th century. 
 
Before 1915, Strand had focussed on the Pictorialism, an approach to photography that placed 
beauty, tonality and composition above creating an accurate visual record. The phrase ‘Pictorialist’ 
referred to the artistic aesthetics of painting at the time. Pictorialists aimed to situate photography 
within the context of other art forms through recreating a softer, more traditional, painterly effect. 
Strand broke away from this aesthetic to embrace a more abstract, objective style. This closely 
framed photograph of rocks is an example of Strand’s belief in the objective nature of reality. Using 
a very sharp lens, Strand creates a tightly structured composition that relies on the richness of 
texture and different grey tones to give the image its strength. Strand did not approve of cropping or 
manipulating the negative, preferring to compose an image fully in the camera’s viewfinder before 
exposure.  Influenced by the British art critic Clive Bell, Strand believed in the idea of ‘significant 
form’ which was when ‘lines and colour combined in a particular way, certain form and relations of 
forms, stir our aesthetic emotions.’ 
 
 
 



Moholy-Nagy (1895 – 1946) 
Ro Das Weltgebunde 
1925 
Museum no. CIRC.199-1974 

 
 
Moholy-Nagy was an artist, designer, filmmaker and theorist, who was born in Hungary but spent 
much of his life in Germany and America. In his early career he was interested in avant-garde 
painting and photogram production. His artistic and mechanical interests merged during his time at 
the Weimar Bauhaus (1923 – 28), a school of art and design that had radically modern ideas. Here, 
Moholy-Nagy developed a curriculum in industrial design comprising of material studies, 
photography and film. Moholy-Nagy continued to experiment with many forms of design, 
collaborating on theatre and film productions towards the end of his career. He is known for highly 
contrasting and graphic compositions across all media. 
 
Moholy-Nagy saw photography as the art form of the future and was fascinated by the ways 
technology could enhance artistic practice. He explored photography’s essence of positive and 
negative, and its mechanical capabilities. He created photomontages that drew on his fascination 
with space, time and technology. The technique of photomontage, used to make this image, 
involved combining several photographic elements in the darkroom to create one seamless print. 
Photomontage was most prominently associated with the Dada movement that rose to prominence 
in Germany in the interwar period. It came to be seen as both a product and a visualisation of 
modern life; its jolting movement, speed and unpredictability. The unusual combination of subject 
matter in this print – including monkey, legs, scaffolding and storks – hints to this chaos and 
fragmentation. 
 
 
 
 



Friedrich Seidenstücker (1882 – 1966) 
Puddle-leaper 
1925 
Berlin, Germany 
Museum no. PH.286-1982 

 
 
Friedrich Seidenstücker is best known for his atmospheric photographs of everyday life in Berlin 
during the Weimar Republic. Thanks to his compassionate studies of animals, he has an almost 
legendary reputation among animal and zoo lovers, and his haunting pictures of Berlin in ruins are a 
precious source of material for historians. His images appear spontaneous and impromptu, and are 
sympathetic examples of the kind of photography that excels at capturing the moment. The 
photographs are free of any exaggeration or extravagance and display a distinctive sense of humour. 
His work is buoyed by a fundamental optimism, yet it does not ignore the harshness, poverty, and 
suffering that prevailed at that time. 
 
As the 20th century progressed, camera technology improved dramatically, with faster, more 
portable cameras enabling photographers to capture fleeting moments such as this person jumping 
over a puddle. The composition perfectly frames the jumper in the gap between buildings reflected 
in the puddle. The subject is fixed in mid-air and transforms a simple snapshot image into an 
arresting composition through interesting use of positive and negative space. 
 
 
 



Berenice Abbott (1898 – 1991) 
Portrait of Eugène Atget 
1927 
Museum no. PH.1150-1980 

 
 
Berenice Abbott began her photography career as a darkroom assistant to Man Ray. She quickly 
took to photography and was soon making her own portraits of key figures in Paris’s artistic and 
literary world. In 1929 Abbott returned to New York where she spent the next decade 
photographing the city.  
 
Her photographic style was straightforward yet dynamic with strong contrasts and dramatic angles. 
Her collection of over 300 images of New York’s architecture and people culminated in Changing 
New York, a book that chronicles the rapid transformation of New York into a modern urban centre.  
 
Berenice Abbott was introduced to Eugène Atget by Man Ray in Paris. She was so impressed by his 
work that after his death, shortly after this portrait was made, Abbott purchased the remains of 
Atget’s archive. Abbott not only preserved Atget’s work but committed herself to promoting it and 
getting the recognition she thought he deserved. Atget is now considered one of the great masters 
of photography. This portrait was one of the very few taken of Atget as an adult. 
 
 
 

Florence Henri (1893 – 1982) 
Fruit 
1929 
France 
Museum no. PH.270-1982 

 
 
Florence Henri was initially a student of music and painting, before turning to photography. She 
enrolled at the Bauhaus, now in Dessau, in 1927, where she studied under László Moholy-Nagy. She 



began to explore experimental photographic techniques such as photograms, photomontages and 
multiple exposures. Her work often incorporated extreme perspective views and the use of mirrors 
and prisms.  She played with vantage points in her work, and often created compositions where it 
was difficult to distinguish the real object from its mirror image. Henri also set up a successful studio 
for advertising photography in Paris and worked for magazines such as Vogue and Art et Decoration.  
 
This photograph is from Henri’s series Mirror Compositions, in which she uses mirrors to frame, 
isolate and duplicate her subject matter whilst simultaneously distorting space. In this image it is not 
clear which fruit is a reflection and which one fruit is the original object. 
 
 
 

Erich Salomon (1886 – 1944)  
Geographer’s conference. ‘At this Munich 
lecture to eminent scientists many of the best 
brains of Germany fell into blissful sleep’ 
About 1930 
Munich, Germany 
Museum no. E.248-2003 

 
 
Erich Salomon was a freelance news photographer who came to be known as the ‘father of candid 
photography’. He was known for his informal, spontaneous approach to capturing diplomats and 
statesmen in unguarded moments. Salomon often exploited his social contacts to gain access to the 
academic and political circles that he photographed. He was generally liked for his urbanity and 
ability to converse on almost any topic, in any of his seven languages. 
 
Salomon was able to take candid photographs, such as this one, using an Ermanox camera. This was 
one of the first miniature cameras equipped with a high speed lens. This technological advancement 
permitted Salomon to conceal his camera when needed and to work in dim lighting conditions, such 
as this lecture theatre. 
 
 
 



Dorothea Lange (1895 – 1965) 
White Angel Bread Line 
1933 
United States 
Museum no. PH.371-1982 

 
 
Dorothea Lange worked as a photographer’s assistant in New York before leaving to travel the world 
in 1918. She ran out of funds in San Francisco, but stayed and opened a commercial photographic 
studio whilst continuing her personal work. Lange is best known for her Depression-era photographs 
in the documentary style. In the early 1930s, she was hired by the US Government to create 
photographic records on the living conditions of agricultural workers. Through these commissions, 
Lange was able to make some of her most iconic images of less fortunate communities in rural areas 
around Southern America. Lange worked in the documentary style for her career, and went on to 
photograph conflict and privation in Egypt, Ireland and Asia. 
 
This image was made during Lange’s early years in San Francisco. Lange photographed people who 
were migrating into the city from the Dust Bowl Exodus. The ‘Dust Bowl Exodus’ refers to a period 
during the 1930s, when the US and Canadian prairies experienced a severe drought and regular dust 
storms that greatly damaged the agriculture and ecology of rural areas. The Dust Bowl caused over 
3.5 million people to migrate and resulted in widespread poverty and unemployment. This 
photograph depicts a man who has been turned away from a soup kitchen run by a widow known as 
the ‘White Angel’. The man’s dejection is intensified by the hope of the others still trying to get in, 
evidenced in their being turned away. 
 
 
 



Albert Renger-Patzsch (1897 – 1966) 
Beakers 
1934 
Museum no. PH.275-1982 

 
 
German photographer Albert Renger-Patzsch was a leading proponent of the ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ (or 
‘New Objectivity’) movement that was popular in 1920s Europe. ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ advocated an 
approach to photography that assigns the role of impartial observer to the photographer. By 
embracing the camera’s ability to capture the real world in a clear, apparently objective matter, 
Renger-Patzch felt he was revealing the true, inherent beauty of his subjects. In 1928 he published 
The World is Beautiful, a book of 100 photographs of nature and industry taken in precision detail 
with great care to styling and lighting.  
 
This photograph of beakers from the Schott Glassworks factory exemplifies Renger-Patzsch’s 
approach to photographing everyday objects. Here, industrial glass beakers are carefully arranged 
and lit to create a delicately composed image. This elevates the subject matter from something 
unremarkable to an exquisite still life, made pleasing through its perfect clarity and balance. 
 
 
 



Alexander Rodchenko (1891 – 1956) 
Diver 
1935 
Museum no. PH.659-1980 

 
 
Alexander Rodchenko was a sculptor, painter, graphic designer and photographer who is credited as 
one of the founders of Russian design. Rodchenko emphasised his position as a picture maker, 
rather than a picture taker, considering composition to be of the utmost importance. He strongly 
believed that photography had the ability to transform the awareness of the masses. By 
photographing from different angles and viewpoints, he believed his images could push people to 
look at the world in a different way.  
 
This photograph of a diver caught in mid-air is typical of Rodchenko’s commitment to experimenting 
with the camera. He positions himself higher than the diver, creating a disorienting viewpoint. The 
strong diagonals of the composition and the elimination of unnecessary detail create a form 
focussed, dynamic image. It shows Rodchenko’s concern with the movement of objects in space, and 
the placement of these objects within his frame. 


