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14 SIGHT READINGS

During the course of the twentieth century a wide range of American photog-
raphers made images of jazz musicians. Like many of their predecessors, these 
photographers were preoccupied with the reality of the American experience, 
the land, culture, and the myths that defined America.1 Jazz was central to their 
experience.

Their photographs show the leading players on the bandstand creating mo-
ments of musical history, but the contribution of these images to our under-
standing of the music goes beyond performance portraiture. Jazz photographs 
document the wide variety of musical practices embraced by jazz musicians; 
the development of instruments and playing techniques; and provide insights 
into musicians’ lifestyles, working conditions, social, communal, and familial 
activities, and professional practices and associations. The use of photography 
in publicity material tells us how musicians wished to present themselves and 
indicates changes in the place of jazz in American entertainment and visual cul-
ture. Photographs show the variety of and evolutions in the spaces in which jazz 
was performed, the nature of audiences and dancers, and provide pointers to the 
relationships between musicians and spectators. Musicians often inscribed mes-
sages on the face of photographs, which tells us about their relationships with 
mentors and colleagues, professional associates, friends, family, and fans. In short, 
these photographs reflect the hopes and concerns of a period when the country 
was undergoing cultural upheaval on a scale never previously experienced and 
speak of personal, social, and racial struggles and achievements as much as the 
strivings of men and women toward a new form of artistic expression.

The relationship between photographers and jazz dates back to the earliest 
days of the music and is uniquely comprehensive. Anthologies such as Al Rose 
and Edmond Souchon’s New Orleans Jazz, Orrin Keepnews and Bill Grauer’s Pic-
torial History of Jazz, and Frank Driggs and Harris Lewine’s Black Beauty, White 
Heat present images of jazz pioneers from the early-1890s: “Cracked and faded 
with age,” as Rudi Blesh affectionately explained, “they are documentary relics 
of a bygone era from the tooting of Fate Marable’s calliope on the Mississippi 
River to the polished notes of Bix Beiderbecke’s green gold cornet.”2

As the number of photographers interested in the field grew in the decades 
that followed, images of virtually every jazz musicians of any stature were made 
and many are now available to researchers in private or public archives, published 
anthologies, and websites. These archives range from the enormous collection 
assembled by Frank Driggs and now held by Jazz at Lincoln Centre, around 
3,500 photographs by Francis Wolff recently made available online from the 
Mosaic Records website, some 2,500 items in the William Gottlieb collection 
in the Library of Congress, and around 2,250 photographs of the writer, editor, 
critic, and producer Dave E. Dexter at the University of Missouri. Smaller col-
lections, such as the 200 images at the Oberlin Conservatory of Music made by 
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the photographer Frank Kuchirchuk in the early-1950s and the jazz photography 
of James Arkatov, a Russian-​born cellist with the Pittsburgh Symphony Orches-
tra now held by UCLA Library Special Collections, contain important images 
although they are almost entirely overlooked by jazz scholars. While the photo-
graph of Buddy Bolden reminds us that the authenticity of some of the earliest 
images in these collections might be problematic,3 the fact remains that the en-
tire history of jazz as an art form has been extensively documented in images of 
its most important practitioners in publicity portraits, in studio or live perfor-
mance, in informal jam sessions, traveling between venues, or in social settings.

Jazz photographs stand as both documentary records and artifacts of enormous 
expressive potency. As documents they are of inestimable value to critics, historians 
and musicologists, discographers and biographers, enthusiasts and collectors. They 
provide evidence about the nature and compositions of jazz bands, changes in in-
struments, and the ways they were combined; they offer clues to the backgrounds 
of individual musicians, locate itinerant musicians in a particular place at a particu-
lar time, and show how their identities as artists developed; recording studio pho-
tography has helped identify players on particular records and provides an under-
standing about how recording techniques developed over time; and we can sense 
changing social trends and the halting progress toward integration in photographs 
of musicians at work, leisure, or traveling. The affective potency of jazz photography 
is however just as important as their evidential status. Jazz critics and enthusiasts 
alike find that these expressive images often stimulate memories of performances 
and experiences that often hold deeply personal meanings. In describing their evoc-
ative power, these images are frequently described as “atmospheric,” a term used 
to foreground the ability of photographs to rekindle the experiential impact of live 
performance and the personal memory of these experiences.

In short, jazz is an art form whose entire existence has been both document-
ed and expressed through photography and it is this combination that situates 
these photographs among the most valuable visual records in modern American 
history. That such an archive exists is due to the enthusiasm of photographers to 
what for significant periods was a minority—​and always racially charged—​mu-
sic. Some made a commitment to documenting jazz at particular stages in their 
careers, including those to whom the label “jazz photographers” is most often 
applied: Charles Peterson, Herman Leonard, William Claxton, Francis Wolff, 
Charles Stewart, Dennis Stock, Herb Snitzer—​to name but a few. Rarely, or at 
best insufficiently, remunerated for occasional illustrations for magazine articles, 
album covers, or publicity shoots; operating under difficult conditions; and usu-
ally struggling to find exhibition opportunities at the time, they are now celebrat-
ed as key contributors to the jazz photography tradition. These photographers 
have attracted considerable attention, but they were by no means the only ones 
with an interest in the subject. Studio portraitists, art photographers, fashion 
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photographers, documentarians, and photojournalists also made photographs 
of jazz musicians in the course of their professional practices and as personal 
projects. These photographers were a diverse group including among their ranks  
African American as well as white studio workers and the émigrés and exiles who 
arrived in the United States in the first half of the twentieth century.

I. The significance of jazz photographs
First published in Life in 1938, Charles Peterson’s portrayal of a “typical” swing 
fan collages a variety of media as collectively they facilitated the experience of jazz 
(Figure 4). The fan sits beside his radio, his left ear close to the speaker; his body 
is moving with the beat of a swing band, feet jerked off the floor in excitement. 

Figure 4: Charles Peterson. The Swing Fan. New York.  1938.
Don Peterson.
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A record is turning on the turntable, a record store bag hangs over the back of 
the chair, and a pile of magazines illustrates the place of the jazz press. Photo-
graphs are pinned to the wall. Peterson’s image is a contrived tableau vivant, but 
his portrayal appears accurately to represent the social and demographic char-
acteristics of a typical swing fan of the period and effectively directs attention 
toward the role of photography as part of an immersive process through which 
many aficionados of the period consumed their music.4

Jazz photographs have always been important to fans, enthusiasts, and collec-
tors. By the late-1920s photography was firmly enmeshed in a network of tech-
nologies that included recorded music, radio, and illustrated print media. These 
technologies changed the ways in which the music was consumed and enjoyed, 
creating “circles of resonance” in which “listeners shared, debated, analyzed, and 
fought, often passionately, over their personal patterns of empathy and appre-
ciation for what they heard in the grooves of 78 rpm recordings.”5 Young white 
collectors and enthusiasts like Peterson’s swing fan went to considerable lengths 
to acquire signed photographs of their jazz idols. Bob Inman’s swing era diary re-
counts how as a teenager in the mid-​1930s he toured New York streets to call on 
magazines and management offices, visiting musicians in their hotels, dressing 

Figures 5a and 5b: Publicity photographs signed for Bob Inman. [left] Reproduction of 1937 
autographed MCA publicity portrait of William “Count” Basie, unidentified photographer, 
undated copy. [right] Autographed clipping of Roy Eldridge, unidentified publication, c.1937.
Bob Inman scrapbook (IJS.0289), Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University Libraries.

 

 

 



18 SIGHT READINGS

rooms, or on stage; or (as in the case of Roy Eldridge) writing directly to the mu-
sician’s home address to secure signed photographs (Figures 5a and 5b).6 Letters 
from the mostly white readers of Down Beat confirm that signed photographs 
were treasured artifacts among fans. One correspondent complained that Char-
lie Barnet was not a “solid guy” because he refused to sign a photograph while 
another praised Gene Krupa as “the finest guy there is” because he spoke to the 
writer behind the stage and gave him five autographed photographs.7

For many years Down Beat and other music magazines carried advertisements 
offering photographs of jazz musicians “ready for framing” for as little as 10c. 
each. Around 55 percent of nearly 1,500 testimonial advertisements appearing 
in Down Beat between 1939 and 1949 included a photography offer as an in-
ducement to enquiry. A total of 175 advertisements in the period (12 percent) 
offered a free (or nominal charge) 10 × 8-​inch photograph of the musician(s) 
featured in the advertisement (Figures 6a and 6b). Advertisers used photogra-
phy to extend the reach and life span of the sales dialogue initiated by advertise-
ments with a range of visual material, most commonly photographic brochures 

Figures 6a–6c: Photography offers in Down Beat.
Down Beat, March 1945 and April 1941.
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or “magazines.” Always copiously illustrated, advertisers positioned these bro-
chures as packed with helpful information drawn from the life and work of the 
endorsers by combining detailed product information with personality photo-
graphs, discussions about bandleaders’ styles and techniques, and tips for suc-
cess. These brochures elaborated and reinforced the advertisement by drawing 
on the same visual imagery attracting the enquirer initially (Figure 7).8

In the pretelevision age photographs filled a gap in the demand for visual in-
formation for black as much as white enthusiasts. African American families had 
a long tradition of pinning photographs cut from magazines and newspapers to 
the walls of their homes, a practice originally born of necessity among the rural 
poor but one that migrated with people to the urban setting. Zora Neale Hur-
ston described the walls of a cabin in Alabama adorned with calendars, scarves, 
and colorful advertisements and spoke of how “Decorating a decoration … 
did not seem out of place … Whatever the Negro does of his own volition he 
embellishes.”9 Collected, exchanged, and pinned to walls and doors in African 
American homes and clubs (Figure 8), photographs were vested with a perma-
nence that has now all but vanished.

At Harlem’s Apollo Theatre Gordon “Doc,” “El Fabuloso,” “Candid Cam-
era King,” or “The World’s Greatest” Anderson, as he variously styled him-
self, spotted the opportunity to make a living by selling photographs taken in 

Figure 7: Drummer’s Digest. WFL Drum Co. n.d.
Ray Bauduc Collection, Hogan Jazz Archive, Tulane University.
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performance and backstage to the large and increasingly sophisticated black 
population of Harlem.10 Born in 1916 in Baltimore, Anderson started as a 
photographer at the city’s Royal Theatre immediately after his military ser-
vice before moving to the Apollo. In New York he made candid shots of art-
ists both on-​ and offstage, greeting friends and fans, and as they arrived or left 
the theatre. His subjects included all the great names from the late-1940s to 
the mid-​1970s (including a rare shot of a teenage Billie Holiday). Anderson 
usually photographed the first show and then printed his montaged shots in 
order to sell them to the artists and fans (Figure 9) while the memory of the 
performance was still fresh. His ability to earn a living in this way for over 
twenty years underlines the importance of visual imagery to both artists and 
audiences at the time.

This demand for photography underlines what John Raeburn has called “Amer-
icans’ picture hunger” in the 1930s. Rooted in the belief that photographs offered a 
permanent and inner-​directed pleasure in an age of uncertainty and material absence, 
“What is certain is that the extraordinary expansion of photography’s art world […] 
meant that larger, more varied audiences had unprecedented access to pictures.” This 
shift toward the consumption of visual media had profound effects as the growing 
hegemony of photography in the 1930s increased Americans’ self-​awareness of cul-
ture and community while at the same time stimulating interest in the power of sym-
bol, myth, and rhetoric.11

Figure 8: Charles “Teenie” Harris. Photographs on wall of club. n.d.
Carnegie Museum of Art.
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Figure 9: Gordon Anderson. Cab Calloway. Apollo Theatre. 1947.
Cab Calloway. Clockwise from top left: trombonist Jimmy Buxton, Berry Brother tap dance team, 
dancer Count Leroy and comedy-​dance duo Moke and Pole. Peter Vacher Collection.

Jazz and photography came of age as popular art forms at a moment 
when cultural assessments of jazz were not yet settled, allowing the visu-
al image to play a critical role in shaping perceptions by complementing 
the aural experience of jazz. Recent research has confirmed that interac-
tions between technologies—​or, more correctly, the interactions between 
their sensory effects on users—​can underpin new forms of social mean-
ing and have helped to clarify the processes involved in these exchang-
es. What have come to be known as cross-​modal correspondences be-
tween the senses suggest that sound can enliven sight, sight can enliven 
sound, and that both in combination enhance memory recall of an event 
through their apparent mimetic fidelity; and the greater the congruence 
between cross-​modal sensory exchanges, the greater the mutual influence.  
W. J. T. Mitchell, for instance, has questioned whether any medium can be 
described as purely as visual, tactile or auditory. He concludes that all visual 
media turn out to involve the other senses.12 Barry E. Stein and M. Alex Mer-
edith consolidated much of this research in the following terms:13

The integration of inputs from different sensory modalities not only transforms some 
of their individual characteristics, but does so in ways that can enhance the quality of 
life. Integrated sensory inputs produce far richer experiences than would be predicted 
from their simple co-​existence or the linear sum of their individual products … the 
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use of one sensory system can influence (i.e. enhance, degrade, change) perception via. 
another sensory system, and that information can be transferred across modalities so 
that they may substitute for one another.

Generally, “the visual modality predominates,” although “co-​operative inter-
actions” among sensory modalities are most evident when the individual sen-
sory systems carry “concordant information.”14 We can be sure then that for jazz 
enthusiasts and listeners of all types, photography not only deepened the expe-
rience of jazz by complementing its sounds, whether consumed on record or in 
live performance, but also helped to shape the meaning of the music.

Photographs and the “Golden Age” of jazz
The significance that viewers attached to the jazz photograph stretched well be-
yond the period of youthful enthusiasm. In 1989 Sara Robbin of Los Angeles 
wrote to Benny Goodman’s daughter, Rachel Goodman Edelson, enclosing a 
small snapshot of the musician and his orchestra taken over 50 years earlier at 
the San Francisco World Fair in July 1939. The photograph (Figure 10), a sim-
ple snapshot pasted onto card by the local drugstore processing Sara’s film, held 
deeply personal meanings:15

My late husband and I with our two sons (ages-​12–​16 years) were visiting the World’s 
Fair in San Francisco (1939) where your father was playing. We were all fans of his 
and enjoyed his music very much. I thought you would like to have these pictures, as 

Figure 10: Sara Robbin. Benny Goodman Orchestra. World’s Fair. San Francisco. 1939.
Gilmore Music Library/​Benny Goodman Collection.
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I know it would give you pleasure to see them. It also gives me pleasure for being able 
to bring a little remembrance of him to you. He was a great musician.

The following year Goodman’s daughter received another photograph of the 
band taken in Atlantic City in 1939 by Buck Schaub, whose accompanying let-
ter explained that

during a break in a performance I went backstage and passed the picture around to 
the various members of the band. Some said, “I’m not in the picture.” I replied, “Please 
sign it anyway.” I was a great admirer of your Dad and his music.

The Benny Goodman archive at Yale’s Gilmore Music Library contains many oth-
er examples of snapshots sent to the musician by admirers stirred by the mem-
ories the images evoked.

An extensive body of research concerned with family albums and vernacular 
photography has revealed the potency of photographs in creating and shaping 
both personal and social memory in the manner described above. Perhaps more 
than any other domestic object photographs assist in preserving the memory of 
personal ties and rekindling the emotions associated with them.16 Photographs 
communicate tangible and enduring signs of relationships, experiences, and val-
ues, confirming and enlarging personal identity through symbols that provide 
a broader perspective on present-​day life. As material objects, photographs can 
form what Pierre Nora has termed lieux de mémoire “where memory crystalliz-
es and secretes itself […] at a particular historical moment […] the embodi-
ment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical continuity persists.”17

The relationship between personal and collective memory and the visual im-
age is however complex, and scholars have stressed the mediating power of the 
photograph as a constructed object.18 A photograph conveys reminiscences and 
memories and the moods associated with them, but the interaction between the 
viewer and the object has its own permeating quality. As the photograph ages, 
signs contained with it “spread” from indexical to iconic; metaphor replaces mi-
mesis as the image acquires its own autonomy to stand on its own in constituting 
a sign. The reception of visual sensations is intricately tied to context and biogra-
phy as the information in the photograph is transformed into a memory-​image 
by the pervasive and quite possibly involuntary power of imaginative recreation. 
Indeed, the photograph can indicate intention that a memory should be brought 
into being in which absences can be as revealing as the recall of specific event.19

Often consumed by viewers (including, it should be stressed, jazz writers and 
critics) highly motivated to nostalgize the image, jazz photographs appear to be 
particularly potent in this respect, creating links with the past that transcend 
personal experience, evoking recollections and moods which do not depend 
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on the viewer having experienced those events or times. Acting as a prompt to 
vicarious recollection, jazz photographs bring back to life the experience of jazz 
performance in some past golden age, a glimpse inside a long-​lost world of jazz.

Yet every viewer has their own “golden age.” One of Vilém Flusser’s key in-
sights was the observation that the photograph’s location in time and place is 
undermined by the very form of its material presentation. As the eye wanders 
over the surface of an image, the viewer takes in one element after another, pro-
ducing new temporal relationships between them: the eye “can return to an el-
ement of the image it has already seen, and ‘before’ can become ‘after’.” Geoff 
Dyer developed this theme when he proposed that the best jazz photographs 
have an achronological character, inviting the viewer to speculate as to what pre-
ceded and immediately followed the action represented in the image.20 This lack 
of temporal fixity further mediates the relationship between image and memo-
ry. Once detached from the origins and practice of the music and embodied in 
sites of memory, photographs can assume the status of myth as they appear and 
reappear in motion pictures, advertisements, and popular literature.

Jazz photography has developed then not simply as an adjunct to memory 
recall but has played an active role in constructing a narrative and aesthetic for 
jazz, framing the way the music has come to be understood. For Tony Whyton, 
visual representations of jazz are seductive, “artistic” monochromatic images that 
turn musicians into icons and make the subject “look more real whilst signifying 
honesty, nostalgia and sentimentality;” and, for Peter Townsend, photography 
has been central to the changing meaning of jazz through “the ensemble of visual 
signs […] iconic personalities and cool composition that comprises the myth 
of jazz.” Mourning the passing of the renowned jazz photographer Paul Hoef-
fler, Len Dobbin proposed that each of his images “helped shape our collective 
view of the jazz musician as sophisticated artist.” Perhaps more than any other, 
Herman Leonard’s photographs have emerged as the exemplar of the visual ex-
pression of jazz, evoking a sound as much as a look.21

Interest in jazz photography
For much of their careers, the work of the photographers surveyed in this book 
went largely unacknowledged; the images of many of even the most storied of 
these practitioners were made in the course of personal projects and generally 
went unremunerated. Few, if any, self-​identified as “jazz” photographers—​at least 
at the time. William Claxton’s 1955 Jazz West Coast—​arguably the first single-​
author jazz photobook of significance—​sold well on first publication but was 
soon out of print; within a few years Claxton had moved away from jazz toward 
Hollywood portraiture and fashion photography.

Recent decades have however seen a marked increase in the awareness and 
appreciation of jazz imagery. This resurgence is related to the growth of scholarly 
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research in visual culture and the development of jazz studies programs in uni-
versities around the world. Increasing interest in jazz photographs must also be 
situated alongside changing perceptions of the music. Benjamin Cawthra be-
lieves that jazz photography began to aspire to the status of art as artistic val-
idation of the music itself moved to the mainstream of the American cultural 
establishment and Heather Pinson has linked the rising status of photography 
with the sway of neoclassicism in jazz associated with Wynton Marsalis and Jazz 
at Lincoln Centre. To be sure, jazz photography began to gain traction just at a 
point when jazz became “Jazz on Jazz […] attempting to energize the present 
by mining the past.”22 What seems to have been renewed interest in a “Golden 
Age” of jazz perhaps accounts for the enthusiasm with which Robert Parent’s 
touring photographic exhibitions of classic jazz imagery in 1978 were greeted 
and which encouraged William Gottlieb, after having quit the jazz scene some 
30 years previously, to publish a selection of his negatives in 1979 as The Gold-
en Age of Jazz. The success of the book launched Gottlieb on a late career shift 
involving lectures and exhibitions, personal appearances at galleries and muse-
ums, and “a cottage industry of postcards, T-​shirts and posters.”23

In other signs of emerging interest, Roy DeCarava’s show “The sound I saw” at 
the Studio Museum in Harlem opened on January 18, 1983; Milt Hinton’s mem-
oir, lavishly illustrated with his own photographs, was published in 1988 follow-
ing dedicated conservation efforts by David G. Berger and Holly Maxson; and 
a few years later W. Royal Stokes published an anthology of photographs by the 
jazz musician turned photographer Charles Peterson.24 Following Lee Tanner’s 
group showings of jazz photography at Kimballs East in Emeryville, California, 
in 1990 and curation of jazz photography in Jazz Times and other writings, exhi-
bitions of jazz photography have become more frequent and photobooks by oth-
er jazz photographers began to emerge with some regularity. These publications 
in turn drew renewed attention to a series of older jazz photobooks, especially 
those by Keepnews and Grauer, Driggs and Lewine, and Rose and Souchon.25

The decisive moment however came with the rediscovery of the work of 
Herman Leonard. Leonard had produced memorable photographs of musicians 
between 1948 and 1956, many of which appeared in promotional material and 
on the covers of album from RCA Victor, Decca, Capitol, Mercury, and Verve. 
After several lean years he left the music scene and pursued a career in fashion, 
advertising, and film work. “Rediscovering” his negatives some 30 years later, 
Leonard published his first book, The Eye of Jazz, in 1985. An exhibition at the 
Special Photographers’ Company in London generated considerable interest 
and led to exhibitions in the United States, including an important showing in 
New Orleans in 1992. Exhibitions of his work continued and in 1995 his second 
book, Jazz Memories, appeared. Renewed attention began to be directed toward 
other photographers: William Claxton’s photographs of west coast musicians, 
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particularly the highly photogenic trumpeter Chet Baker, were reappraised as 
indicative of a practice at the intersection of film, fashion, and music, and Den-
nis Stocks’s jazz portraits have been resituated within a practice devoted (at least 
at the time) to avant-​garde and counterculture trends.

II. Key names in jazz photography
While the work of many photographers will be addressed throughout this book, 
constraints of space mean that not all can be discussed in detail. The following 
section therefore provides an overview of the key names in jazz photography, 
the context in which they worked, and the nature of their affinity with the mu-
sic. Many points raised here will be picked up and developed in later chapters.

Studio photographers
Studio portraiture in jazz is often considered by jazz scholars as publicity, a com-
mercial practice telling us little about photographers and sitters.26 Chapter 5 takes 
a more critical view of this practice. Many of the studio photographers whose sit-
ters regularly included jazz musicians were émigrés arriving in the United States 
in the first decades of the twentieth century: James J. Kriegsmann, who arrived 
from Vienna in 1929 to launch a 40-​year career as a portraitist of black musi-
cal talent; Murray Korman; the Russian-​born brothers Maurice and Seymour 
Zeldman who formed the Maurice Seymour studio for theatrical and celebrity 
portraiture; and Bruno Bernard, another German exile. While Murray Korman 
occasionally worked on location his portrait of Billie Holiday is more typical of 
the studio approach of these photographers (Figure 11). Overwhelmingly Jew-
ish and often fleeing persecution in their native countries of central and eastern 
Europe, émigré photographers forged an identity with black musicians rooted 
in their own experiences of discrimination, flight, and assimilation.

By mid-century a wide range of studio photographers around the country were 
making portraits of jazz musicians and bands. The Bert Studio in Kansas City; Suss-
man in Minneapolis; the Bloom, Daguerre and Gibson Studios in Chicago; and Hol-
lywood and New York celebrity portraitists such as Anton Bruehl, George Maillard 
Kesslère, Lansing Brown, W. G. Harris, Bert Parry, John E. Reed, A. L. “Whitey” 
Schaeffer, Lee of Hollywood, and Clarence Bull all made stylish studio portraits of jazz 
musicians. Working at a point in time when leading jazz musicians were beginning to 
move away from the early ensemble tradition, these portraitists help raise the cultur-
al capital of jazz by imbuing the presentation of black artists with production values 
previously reserved for white sitters. Their engagement with jazz might not have been 
as personal as that of the émigré photographers, but in their use of lighting, pose, set-
ting, and techniques—​the “play of gestures” unique to studio portraiture—​the con-
tribution of their output in raising the cultural capital of jazz was no less significant.
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Figure 11: Murray Korman. Billie Holiday. n.d.
Clyde Adams Collection/​permission of Leslie Greaves.
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African American jazz photography
Other than Charles (“Chuck”) Stewart and Milt Hinton, few black photographers 
are recognized specifically for jazz imagery. Hugh Bell’s early jazz photographs 
are only occasionally reproduced in jazz texts even though many consider these 
to have been central to his practice. Roy DeCarava’s photographs, with their deep 
blacks, spare but sensitive composition and subtle use of lighting, do not con-
form to what is generally thought of as the “jazz image,” and it falls to writers out-
side jazz scholarship to offer insightful interpretative essays on his photographs 
of musicians.27 Nevertheless, a wide range of African American photographers 
were involved in documenting jazz musicians and their activities. Their work is 
discussed in Chapters 6 and 7.

As African American photography advanced in the decades following the 
turn of the century, New York photographers like R. E. Mercer, William Ed-
ward Elcha, the leading African American chronicler of “Jazz Age” Manhat-
tan and the Harlem studio portraitist James Van Der Zee (Figure 12), Arthur 
Bedou and Villard Paddio in New Orleans, Caroll Maynard, William Edward 
Woodard’s Studios in Chicago, Kansas City, and New York City, and Hooks 
Brothers in Memphis were acutely conscious of the ways in which they rep-
resented black identity. Evidence of this concern can be located in their por-
traits of jazz musicians and bands just as much as in individual and family 
portraiture.

Figure 12: James Van Der Zee. Don Frye Trio. New York. 1937.
Peter Vacher Collection.
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Roy DeCarava and Gordon Parks were pivotal figures in the development of 
African American photography during the 1940s. Parks has only occasional in-
volvement with jazz subjects but was influential in shaping black photography’s 
representation of race. If Parks was postural, Roy DeCarava was quietly experi-
ential. Born in 1919 to a single mother in Harlem, DeCarava became one of the 
most important photographers of his generation in his portrayals of Harlem’s 
people and jazz giants. Milt Hinton, a working bass player and talented amateur 
photographer, made a point of documenting the people and events of his long 
career as a jazz musician. After studies at Ohio University and an apprenticeship 
with Herman Leonard, Chuck Stewart made jazz one of his specialties. During 
a career of over 50 years, Stewart captured images of virtually every well-​known 
musician and vocalist as well as taking on advertising and other commercial as-
signments. Other black photographers engaged with jazz included the record 
producer and designer Esmond Edwards and the theatre photographers Gordon 
Anderson and Bert Andrews. Andrews apprenticed with Chuck Stewart and as-
sumed Elcha’s mantle in the 1950s as photographers of black theatrical and mu-
sical talent including many jazz musicians of the period.

Many African American photographers training their cameras on jazz subjects 
did so as one aspect of their varied work as photojournalists with black newspa-
pers and magazines and/or studio portraitists. For some, like Marion J. Porter 
in New Orleans, Austen Hansen and Morgan and Marvin Smith in New York 
City, Allen Edward Cole in Cleveland, Ohio, R. C. Hickman in Dallas, and John 
W. Moseley in Philadelphia, jazz musicians were an occasional part of the daily 
routine documenting the lives and events of local African American communi-
ties. Others concentrated rather more on jazz subjects: Charles “Teenie” Harris, 
who opened a portrait studio in Pittsburgh in 1931, became the main photogra-
pher for the Pittsburgh Courier; Benny Joseph in Houston and Ernest C. Withers 
in Memphis combined journalistic activities with operating a local portrait stu-
dio; and in Seattle, Al Smith captured images of African Americans in the many 
jazz clubs and bars of his city, creating an impactful sense of participation in his 
images. Ted Williams carried out assignments in the United States, Europe, Lat-
in America, and the Far East for publications such as The Saturday Evening Post, 
Time, Newsweek, Ebony, and Look. His involvement with jazz was much more than 
an occasional requirement of the job and his extraordinarily accomplished imag-
es represent an archive of the highest artistic quality.

On the west coast Charles Williams and Harry Adams were news pho-
tographer for the California Eagle and the Los Angeles Sentinel. Even more 
committed to jazz were Bob Douglas, Bob Moore, and Howard Morehead. 
Douglas began his career in the early-1940s as a nightclub photographer in 
Detroit and later moved to Los Angeles (Figure 13), while Morehead com-
bined jazz photography with black glamour photography in freelance activities 
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and work for the Herald Dispatch. Jack Davis chronicled the African Ameri-
can community and its music in Los Angeles. San Francisco in the 1940s and 
1950s was another city with an active jazz scene with a wealth of documen-
tary images left by photographers such as Wesley Johnson Jr., Red Powell, 
Steve Jackson Jr., and J. B. Coleman. Born in Florida in 1926 David Johnson, 
Ansel Adams’s first African American student, made images of jazz as part of 
his work as a community photographer and photojournalist in the Bay area 
for over five decades.

White photographers of the interwar period
Another group comprises the young white Americans who moved into pho-
tography as the medium extended its reach during the interwar period. This co-
hort includes those most widely recognized as contributors to jazz photogra-
phy: Charles Peterson, Burt Goldblatt, Marvin Koner, Herman Leonard, Robert 
Parent, Burt Glinn, Art Kane, William Claxton, Bob Willoughby, Don Hunstein, 
Dennis Stock, and Bert Stern. Their work is discussed in Chapter 8.

Early documentarians such as Berenice Abbott, Genevieve Naylor, and Lucy 
Ashjian took an interest in jazz and black culture while Jack Delano and Rus-
sel Lee made images of Chicago jazz clubs for the Photographic Section of the 
Farm Security Administration in the 1930s. Few photographers were closer to 
the world of 1930s and 1940s jazz than Charles Peterson and Skippy Adelman. 
For two years Peterson lived with his family above the Onyx Club; on hand to 

Figure 13: Bob Douglas. Lionel Hampton. Los Angeles. 1950.
Tom and Ethel Bradley Centre for African American Arts, California State University.
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photograph in the 52nd Street clubs, his images reflect his friendships with the 
players he knew best, the coterie of musicians around Eddie Condon and his 
hard-​drinking “gang of Chicago ruffians.” Adelman, a Greenwich Village resident 
and one of the new generation of hard-​bitten photojournalists, was as close as Pe-
terson had been in midtown Manhattan to the swirl of activities around Condon.

Most of these photographers combined an interest in jazz with commercial 
practices based on art, fashion, documentary, photojournalism, portraiture, and 
advertising commissions. William Gottlieb’s photography was made as an adjunct 
to his journalism; Phil Stern, Bert Stern, and Duncan P. Schiedt built success-
ful careers as advertising photographers. Among fashion photographers, Arthur 
Elgort and Doug Quackenbusch saw a natural affinity between style and jazz. 
Ed Feingersch, a student of Alexey Brodovitch and assistant to Gjon Mili, was 
a photojournalist known for his images of Marilyn Monroe but who memora-
bly documented Thelonious Monk’s daily life and performances. Both Herman 
Leonard and William Claxton were attracted to fashion and the look of jazz: after 
his early jazz period Leonard moved toward fashion photography and reportage 
while William Claxton was always attracted to jazz personalities like Chet Bak-
er at the intersection of glamour, celebrity, and cultural change. Dennis Stock’s 
jazz work mainly dates to the years between 1957 and the early-1960s, when he 
completed the photography for what would become Jazz Street. “PoPsie” Ran-
dolph was encouraged to take photography seriously by Benny Goodman and 
returned frequently to making jazz portraits.

Bob Willoughby and Don Hunstein at Columbia; Bob Parent, a freelancer 
with Prestige and other labels; Don Bronstein at Columbia and Chess; David 
B. Hecht at RCA Victor and Carnegie Hall; and Charlie Mihn and Ray Whit-
ten, the first photographers hired by Capitol Records, were all successful com-
mercial photographers. Hecht headed RCA Victor’s photo department and was 
primarily responsible for producing record covers. Influenced by Hans Kaden, 
Sid Grossman, and Alexey Brodovitch, he photographed several thousand re-
cord covers over a period of more than twenty years (Figure 14). Esther Bub-
ley’s images from Norman Granz’s “Funky Blues” session in 1952 brought a 
documentary photographer’s eye to a music with which she was previously 
unfamiliar. Eliot Elisofon took on a number of jazz-​related assignments and 
W. Eugene Smith’s involvement with the jazz loft movement was an unusu-
ally sustained and intensive documentary project. The photojournalist Frank 
Kuchirchuk made a series of glorious monochrome images at Lindsay’s Sky 
Bar in Cleveland in the early-1950s while moonlighting from his day job as a 
photographer with the International News Service. Reid Miles, Bob Cato, Burt 
Goldblatt, Victor Kalin, and Ralston Crawford all trained as artists or design-
ers and linked their aesthetic aspirations with jazz. Burt Glinn’s photographs 
in The Beat Scene taken between 1957 and 1960 framed Thelonious Monk and 
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other jazz musicians as members of the artistic avant-​garde. The renowned film 
director Stanley Kubrick was a jazz enthusiast and accomplished photographer 
who carried out a number of assignments for the illustrated press among tradi-
tional musicians in New Orleans.

Amateur photography was for a long time a white pursuit. The writer, his-
torian, and revivalist William Russell was a keen amateur photographer with a 
profound affinity with the early New Orleans scene. John Steiner, the respected 
historian of Chicago jazz and founder of the City’s Jazz Institute, used his cam-
era to document the lives of the many musicians he befriended, many of which 

Figure 14: David B. Hecht. Benny Goodman. Recording session. Carnegie Hall. 1953.
Gilmore Music Library/​Goodman Papers, Yale University.
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were published in the anthology Destination Chicago Jazz written with Sandor 
Demlinger, another photographer. Enthusiasts such as Harry Perkins Tate Jr. in 
Los Angeles and Bernie Moss in Boston were also assiduous in documenting 
local jazz people and activities. Stanley Dance, the British-​born writer, business 
manager, record producer, and historian, photographed many of his encounters 
and his “family albums” at Yale University are a treasure trove of jazz memory. 
New Orleans has benefited from a large number of talented amateurs and par-
ticipant observers with a passion for the city’s culture and music, notably Grau-
man Marks and Dr. Bernard “Bernie” Steinau.

The European exiles
The exiles who arrived in Americas after fleeing Nazi terror between the mid-​ 
to late-1930s and the early-1940s included many accomplished photographers. 
More invested in European modernism than were many American photogra-
phers, this group made a major contribution to the development of American 
visual culture in documentary, photojournalistic, and art practices and were ex-
tremely important contributors to the new illustrated press. Almost all Jewish in 
heritage if not belief, an affinity with African Americans and their music found 
expression in the photography of a number in this cohort as they sought to evolve 
personal and social identities in their new country. Their work is discussed in 
Chapter 9.

Zinn Arthur, whose work as a band leader has overshadowed his contribution 
as a photographer, arrived from the Ukraine in 1921. While Weegee (born Usher 
Fellig in Hungary) is known for his uninhibited street photography, his humane 
and sympathetic images of black culture and musicians lack the acerbic vision 
of his better known work. Gjon Mili was a pioneer in stroboscopic photography 
and accomplished portraitist. Mili made a series of well-​known photographs of a 
staged jazz jam session in his New York studio in the early-1940s as well as mak-
ing stopped motion photographs of Lindy Hoppers and other dancers.

Jazz was seen by many of the exiles as a powerful form of cultural expression 
by another minority group offering scope for an exploration of their own place 
in the United States. Drawing on modernist ideas developed in Europe prior to 
their flight, the work of exiles such as Rose Mandel, John Guttmann, Alexander 
Alland, and Lisette Model is imbued with unsettling, exploratory, and enquir-
ing signs. Francis Wolff, the cofounder with Alfred Lion of Blue Note Records, 
who arrived in 1939, had been a commercial photographer in Berlin and brought 
with him a deep sense of German Jewish kultur. Fred Plaut, a German electrical 
engineer who became a sound engineer with Columbia as well as being an ac-
complished photographer, also took a special interest in jazz. Lisl Steiner was a 
portraitist who found an affinity with musicians and other artistic personalities. 
The work of other exiles showed the signs of the documentary ethic: Roman 
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Figure 15: Otto Hess. Count Basie and the Coca Cola Bottle. New York. n.d.
New York Public Library, Otto Hess Collection.

Vishniac’s photographs of the guitarist and activist Josh White performing at 
Café Society; Otto Hess (Figure 15) and Henry Ries’s documentation of the 
midtown Manhattan jazz scene of the 1930s and festivals on Randall’s Island; 
and Clemens Kalischer and Joe Petrovec’s candid portrayals of the personalities 
around the jazz roundtable meetings at Lenox and Tanglewood.
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