
 

 

 
 

JAMES VANDERZEE 
 

VanDerZee was originally from Lenox, Massachusetts; he soon traveled to Harlem. He was a skilled pianist 
and an aspiring professional violinist. The five-piece Harlem Orchestra was created by VanDerZee, in which 
he also performed. He discovered photography as a hobby in his hometown of Lenox. At age fourteen he 
received his first camera from a magazine promotion. His interest with the toy camera led him to getting a 
slightly better camera with which he would take hundreds of photographs of the town and his family. He was 
only the second person in Lenox to own a camera, and he would develop the images himself. This early start 
led him to a vast and prolific career documenting each decade in his unique style. 
 
Moving to New York, music lessons were a prime source of income for VanDerZee. At age 29, he worked as a 
dark room technician at Gertz Department Store in Newark, New Jersey. He would substitute as a 
photographer when his employer was unavailable. Patrons enjoyed his creative manner of shooting subjects. 
This encouraged him to open his own studio, Guarantee Photography, within two years, and he was 
immediately successful. In 1932, he outgrew his first studio and went on to open the larger GGG Studio (since 
closed, but the building with its original sign can still be seen at Lenox Avenue and 129th Street in Harlem). In 
these studios, many visual techniques were employed using props, architectural elements and costumes in 
the tradition of the Victorian and Edwardian eras. So much time was taken in posing his subjects that he often 
only could do three sittings a day. 
 
During the Great Depression, and as the availability of personal cameras severely lessened the need of 
professional photography, the gap was filled by shooting passport photographs and miscellaneous 
photographic jobs to make a living. After World War II, he survived via commissions and in the field of photo 
restoration. 
National recognition was given to him at age 82, when his collection of 75,000 photographs spanning a period 
of six decades of African-American life was discovered by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. His photos were 
featured in 1969 as part of the Harlem on my Mind exhibition. From the 1970s until his death in 1983, 
VanDerZee photographed the many celebrities who had come across his work and promoted him throughout 
the country. 
 
Photographic Techniques and Artistry 
 
Works by VanDerZee are artistic as well as technically proficient. His work was in high demand in part due to 
his experimentation and skill in retouching negatives and in double exposures. One theme that recurs in his 
photographs was the emergent black middle class, which he captured using traditional techniques in often 
idealistic images. Negatives were retouched to show straight teeth, add jewelry, and hide bald spots. This 
would affect the likeness of the person photographed, but he felt each photo should transcend beyond the 
subject. 
VanDerZee would sometimes combine several photos in one image, to present the scene as he thought it 
should have been. He did not limit himself to the studio, and photographed street scenes, funerals, parades 
and children. In one case, he added a ghostly child to an image of a wedding to suggest the couple’s future. A 
funeral image was superimposed upon a photograph of a dead woman to give the feeling of her eerie 
presence. 
VanDerZee was a working photographer who supported himself through portraiture, and who devoted time to 
his professional work before his more artistic compositions. Many famous residents of Harlem were included 
among his subjects. In addition to portraits, VanDerZee photographed organizations, events and other 
businesses. 
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