
Looking for Photographic History, Lessons 
from Berenice Abbott

BERENICE ABBOTT
Z U G A S T:Z U G A S T

K E L L E Y  W I L D E R

https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1744.c26169



667 

WERE you to visit New York in 1939, back when you could get 
a hotel room on the Upper West Side for $2 (and if you were feeling par-
ticularly flush you could shell out $7 and stay on Park Avenue at the 
Waldorf-Astoria—if you do, by the way, be sure to order the Eggs Bene-
dict, my mother claimed they’ve been famous for a century), you might 
have wanted to pick up a guide to the city to enrich your stay. Maybe you 
were hoping to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art—open 10am to 
5pm, and free every Tuesday through Thursday. On Monday or Friday, 
when the Met would fleece you of the princely sum of 25 cents, you could 
instead have taken in the Frick Collection—it was free every day of the 
week. Either way, if you were lucky, you might have bought a brand-new 
guide to the city.  

Of all the guides available in your 
bookshop, your hand hopefully strayed in 
the direction of the chunky octavo with the 
green typeface on the dust jacket, boasting 
the following endorsement from English 
Speaking World (published in the interest of 
the common cause of the English-speaking 
peoples):

“Never was there a more vivid, more 
inspiring guide. … A realistic account 
of nearly everything, past and pres-
ent, relating to the five boroughs.” 

If the vivid green, or its content, hadn’t per-
suaded you, perhaps it was Edward Shanks’ 
review in the Sunday Times, assuring you that, 
“it is something more than a guide-book,” or 
better yet, the Times Literary Supplement’s 
assertion that, “The book is unusually good 

New York City Guide (New York: Random 
House, 1939)
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propaganda, because it is objectively written and makes no attempt to 
minimize the city’s faults or to present New York as a vision of the 
earthly paradise.” Even if you didn’t spring for its companion volume, 
New York Panorama, you would still have obtained an extra special tour-
ist’s guide for your 15 shillings. If you were interested in up-and-coming 
American photography, that is. The New York City Guide, you see, aside 
from its 624-page tour of all the boroughs of New York, the handy index, 
and the special supplement about the 1939 New York World’s Fair, was 
liberally illustrated with original halftones by Berenice Abbott. 

Not that the book acknowledges her authorship. The Federal 
Writers’ Project didn’t acknowledge any individual artists or writers of 
the NYC Guide, but this isn’t really what strikes me about Abbott’s work. 
What is really interesting is the boldness with which she engaged with 
the real work of photography in everyday publications, reaching millions 
of viewers in the form of tourists, local historians, family genealogists, 
and physics students. She seems to have been too busy just seeing, and 
making us see, to care about the mundane world of taxes or copyright—
something her biographer Julia van Haften also pointed out. It was this 
capacity to enlarge our sense of the world around us that continues to 
pull me back to the rich proliferation of her work. That, and the simple 
fact that here is an important book in the history of photography, and it 
never gets a mention.

I’ve been interested in Berenice Abbott’s work since I discovered 
it, although I couldn’t say where that was, and can’t even give a decade to 
get us close. Perhaps the sense that she was just always there is precisely 
because her work washes around ordinary books, cropping up in history 
books for those of us growing up in New York State, far away from the 
glamor of New York City, or as we called it “the city.” Had I already seen 
John Watts’ statue behind Trinity Church from the rear, looking up at 
1 Wall Street, as Berenice Abbott had photographed it, before I stood in 
that courtyard as a teenager, back to the historic church, neck craned to 
take in the over fifty stories of art deco architecture? Maybe, because it 
features in the many reprints from the series of New York in the 30s that 
Dover seems to have churned out with regularity in the 60s and 70s and 
crops up in postcards, textbooks, and college dormitory posters. Cer-
tainly I first read something about her in 1984, when I got my first copy 
of Beaumont Newhall’s History of Photography in its newly reprinted ver-
sion (yes, I was a nerd even then). It could be that I first encountered her 
work by way of Atget, as so many of us did in the 80s when Abbott was 
comparatively unknown and Atget was a staple of intro history of  
photography. Or even later, as I was an English lit. major with a fascination 
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for The Dubliners, via her portrait of James Joyce and other literary fig-
ures in Paris. It seemed to me that Abbott was always introduced (before 
van Haften’s extensive campaign of writing and exhibiting her as a pho-
tographer in her own right), in the orbit of the all-male canon of Man Ray, 
Atget, Duchamp, etc. 

It was probably in the 90s that I realized that Abbott’s amazing 
science photos were all published extensively, but not where I was look-
ing for them. Photo historical training hadn’t taught me to look in guide-
books of New York, and it definitely hadn’t taught me to look in science 
textbooks. It took about eight years of searching to find my copy of the 
second edition of Physics organized by the Physical Science Study Com-
mittee at MIT (online bookstores sped 
up this process considerably). It only 
cost 15 New Zealand dollars, but the 
shipping from Auckland to Oxford, 
where I was living at the time, post-PhD 
and between jobs, was triple that. It’s 
so unprepossessing that when it 
arrived, and some friends who were 
visiting opened the door and took in 
the parcel (“this is a heavy book!”), I told 
them to go ahead and open it. “Um, Kel-
ley,” came a puzzled commentary from 
the dining/living/work room, through 
to the kitchen, “you’ve bought yourself 
a second-hand science textbook?” “It’s 
full of famous photographs,” I explained 
to them—I’m still not sure they believed 
me, but they did get a full lecture on 
Abbott’s science photography before 
they were allowed to eat. The book was also in great condition (P. J. Fyfe, 
a previous owner who had stamped their name in the pages an unneces-
sary number of times, clearly didn’t spend a lot of time on his or her 
physics homework). But my friends weren’t the only people I had to jus-
tify the purchase to—the seller, a small second-hand bookshop owner, 
emailed me a query, asking why I had purchased it when it was so expen-
sive to ship around the world. I think he was nervous that he had missed 
something really famous. I told him no, it was just a niche interest of 
mine. The second edition’s front and back covers are particularly com-
pelling as orange duotones—something a museum should try in its next 
exhibition, perhaps. 

Physics (Boston: D.C. Heath & Co.,  
second edition 1965)
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Physics and the New York City Guide have more in common than 
you might imagine. They both question and redirect our attention as 
photographic historians. 1939 was a big year for Abbott. That year, 
Changing New York appeared and became the subject of countless exhi-
bitions, talks, books, and art sales. The Guide acts as a sort of foil to that 
famous photobook—also published under the auspices of the Works 
Progress Administration and also in 1939, but all but forgotten. The 
same can be said to a lesser degree about Abbott’s work in bringing new 
photography to light. She was not just a photographer—she was also a 
historian of New York and of the medium of photography. She had seen, 
in Atget, a critical part of the history of photography, and the history of 
Paris. Her intervention, rescuing his work and bringing it to the USA in 
the 30s, is widely considered to be a seminal moment in the development 
of a history of photography and photographers. Yet we never think of her 
on a par with Newhall, or Robert Taft or Gisèle Freund’s more social his-
torical take on the medium. They were also busy defining photographic 
history in that decade of the 30s. 

In typical Abbott style, she has, over and over again, made me 
question certain categories and the photobook is no different. Especially 
when two of her most widely seen photobooks are a guidebook and a 
textbook, in which none of her photographs are credited. Photographic 
history is everywhere, Abbott taught me, and in her honor, I shall keep 
looking everywhere to find it.
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