
Artist Profile – James VanDerZee 
 
b. 1886 Lenox, MA; d. 1983 Washington, DC 
 

VanDerZee became interested in photography at the age of fourteen and began by 
photographing Lenox, Massachusetts. The images he created of his hometown are considered 
some of the oldest images of black life in New England. VanDerZee moved to New York in 1906 
where he worked with music, mainly violin and piano, until he was able to start an 
apprenticeship with a portrait studio in Newark, New Jersey. While working as a darkroom 
technician at Main Street portrait studio VanDerZee helped schoolchildren receive free 
portraits, which is considered to have set the foundation for his 135th street studio that he 
opened in 1916. Along with the opening of his studio, 1916 was also a time when the first Great 
Migration of African Americans from the South to northern cities was at it’s height.  

The GGG studio, previously named the Guarantee Photo Studio, became popular 
because of VanDerZee’s abilities and knowledge with color correction, superimposing images, 
and arranging intricate studio backdrops. He was a very sought after photographer during the 
Harlem Renaissance and was able to capture the character and elegance of his models by 
incorporating props and backdrops that created narratives. When the stock market crashed in 
1929 and portable cameras became popular, VanDerZee began working with photo restoration, 
funeral pictures, and would even go on to photograph a number of celebrities.  

VanDerZee’s work fixated around everyday members of Harlem’s middle class and 
spoke to stereotypes surrounding African Americans. He did not only think of negative 
stereotypes when creating his work, but chose to also create new, positive stereotypes in each 
image. By choosing his subject VanDerZee was acting as a documentarian; recording the people 
and events of the specific place and time he was living in. Other typical themes in VanDerZee’s 
work were ordinariness, quiet dignity, cultural identity, and even romance which is believed to 
stem from his great love for his first wife Kate, and his second wife Gaynella. 

Using photography as his medium, VanDerZee developed many techniques that made 
his images stand out from other photographers. For instance, after having his models try 
multiple poses for his photographs, VanDerZee went back and used combination printing so he 
could add a different background from a stock negative he had from a previous shoot, and 
combined them in a photomontage style. VanDerZee did not just manipulate backgrounds, he 
also went a step further and would add other people or objects to his photos, tackling a 
sophisticated technique in a time when digital editing processes had not been created. Another 
trait of VanDerZee’s work was hand-coloring, he was known to hand color multiple copies of a 
series so it was common to find that the model owned an image in one color, while VanDerZee 
owned an image in another color.   

VanDerZee’s most well-known works are his family portraits and character studies, 
where he used backgrounds and clothing to make his images and subjects elegant and refined. 
A few examples are Wedding Party of Four (1); two couples dressed for a wedding pose next to 
each other, Do Tell (2); a woman smiling and resting in a chair waiting for her date to show up, 
and Bill Cosby (3); which is an example of one of the many famous individuals VanDerZee had 
the chance to work with.   
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