
Modernism is a general term used to encompass trends in photography from 

roughly 1910-1950.  The style is typified by works with a sharp focus.  There 

was an emphasis on formal qualities.  Photographers moved away from imita-

tion of art to exploiting the possibilities of the camera to produce it’s own 

unique style of image. Modernist Photography, was a reaction to Pictorial-

ist mode that had dominated the medium for over 50 years.  

Modernism in photography ran abreast of other modernist changes occurring 

in painting, l iterature, architecture and philosophy.   Whereas these disciplines 

were driven by the works of European artists, Modernist photography was driv-

en by an American group of reformers. 

In 1902, Stieglitz founded the Photo-Secession group with members such 

as Edward Steichen, Gertrude Käsebier and Clarence Hudson White, which 

had the objective of raising the standard and increasing the awareness of art 

photography  To quote Alfred Stieglitz  “I could not understand why the artists 

should envy me for my work, yet, in the same breath, decry it because it was 

machine-made."  

In 1904 the critic Sadakichi Hartmann’s made a “Plea for a Straight Photog-

raphy”.  He heralded this new approach, rejecting the artistic manipulations, 

soft focus, and painterly quality of Pictorialism.  He praised the straightforward, 

unadulterated images of modern life.   

The photographers started using their pictures to represent the harsh realities 

of every day life.  They sought  for the beauty in the detail. Machines and fac-

tory work, sky scrapers and technical innovations became prominent motifs. In 

1932 some younger photographers (e.g. Ansel Adams, Imogen Cunning-

ham, Willard Van Dyke, Edward Weston) started Group f/64 based on the ide-

als of straight photography.  F64 referred to the small aperture required to 

achieve sharp focus.  This group became the most progressive association of 

its time.  

MODERNISM 

EXERCISE—Modernism 

1.Try taking a landscape photograph 

with foreground and background both 

in focus.  You might need to use a 

tripod, a wide angle lens as well as a 

small aperture.  You have to be clev-

er to choose a suitable foreground 

that leads you into the scene.  Use 

leading lines. 

2. Take a portrait of a person in their 

own environment.  Try not to get them 

to pose.  Capture them in their own 

clothing doing their own task.  Use 

natural light rather than flash.  Choose 

a suitable background that does not 

clash with the subject.   


