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On the website of Fundación Mapfre’s current exhibition we are told that the reserved and cordial 

nature of Alvin Langdon Coburn made few people refuse to be portrayed by him. In a photo he took of 

himself at the age of twenty-three, though, one sees all but shyness. It reminds one of images of the 

young Picasso on his first trips to Paris, especially the emphatically-titled Yo, Picasso. In both there is 

an air of defiance not only in the posture or the eyes, but in their shameless youth. In the case of 

Coburn, it was probably due to the fact that as a seventeen-year-old he had already shown his works 

at London’s Royal Photographic Society, that he was a member of the two most influential groups in 

modern photography and that, despite his age, he already possessed a reputation which allowed him 

to portray some of the great names of the period. 

 

Although deep down we know the decisive role chance plays in every biography, we like to imagine 

the precise moment in which vocations are revealed to great artists, as well as to know the names of 

the people who were able to sense their incipient talent, as if it were all a preconceived story written 

by fate. In the case of Coburn, it is easy, and plausible, to establish a narrative based on a date and a 

name. The date: his eighth birthday, when he received his first camera; the name: Fred Holland Day. 

Day was a distant cousin, a recognised photographer and artist, and one of the pioneers in advocating 

for the consideration of photography as an art form in its own right. It was he who organised the 

exhibition The New School of American Photography at the Royal Photographic Society in London and 

invited Coburn to participate. Less than ten years after receiving his first camera, he was showing at 

one of the epicentres of world photography. 

 

It’s sometimes necessary to refer to the exact and casual dates of biographies in order to resist the 

temptation of writing art hagiography instead of art history. But it’s true that talent usually precedes 

luck, and it’s obvious that Coburn possessed a great sensibility. As a teenager and in his first youth he 

produced excellent photographs in Pictorialist style, like that of a small rural path, whose granular 

appearance reminds one of the drawings of Georges Seurat. Coburn had the alert eye of great 

photographers, the capacity of observation that makes photography, in the words of the Spaniard José 

Alemany, the ‘art of discovery.’ Coburn climbs a hill and takes a picture of a river wriggling its way 

through the fields and titles it Dragon. In one of his trips to Italy, he portrayed the Vesuvius from the 

amphitheatre of Pompeii. In his modern framing, the stands appear on a clearly-defined foreground 
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while, in the misty distance, the volcano presents itself like if it had been painted by a master of 

Chinese painting. 

 

He portrayed London and New York and dedicated books of photoengravings to both, where one sees 

the breakaway from Pictorialism in favour of a more precise aesthetic, with unexpected framings and 

sharp contrasts. His views of New York taken from the heights of skyscrapers reveal a restless eye, 

amazed by the city, to which he adds a sense of vertigo that had more to do with the plastic avant-

gardes that with the symbolism of his first mentors, such as his cousin Holland Day or Gertrude 

Käsebier. From the top of the Metropolitan Tower, the snow-cleared paths of Madison Square Park 

look like the tentacles of an enormous octopus. From his privileged birds-eye-view, the Woolworth 

Building stands like a giant over the steamy fog of the city. But more than any of these works, it is in a 

more modest photograph where I most clearly see Coburn’s new sensibility. It is a long landscape view 

of Brooklyn Bridge taken from the East River. The backlit bridge stands out over the whitish grey of the 

city, cutting the composition from left to right like a great black slit, like the definitive brushstroke of a 

painter. 

 

By then, Coburn was already a member of the American ‘Photo-Secession’ group and the British 

‘Linked Ring’, the two most important advocates of artistic photography. Coburn had quickly acquired 

a reputation as a great portraitist. Beginning with an assignment from the American Metropolitan 

Magazine, Coburn would portray many artists and writers: Mark Twain, Henry James, Gertrude Stein, 

Auguste Rodin, Henri Matisse, Alfred Stieglitz, his head in profile placed in a circular frame, like in a 

Renaissance tondo. His first model and champion, George Bernard Shaw, wrote that Coburn was, with 

Edward Steichen, the best photographer in the world. For an artist, recognition can sometimes be the 

shortest way to conformity, but for Coburn, prestige was compatible with a will to improve his skills. 

The artist Frank Brangwyn, whom he portrayed in 1904, gave him lessons of still life painting, 

composition and etching. A year later, he took up night classes in order to learn photoengraving. In 

1909 he opened a studio in his house, where he employed plates that were sensitive to colour and a 

small flash so he could better capture the textures of the skins of his models. 

 

In his restless curiosity, Coburn approached the most radical aesthetic tendencies. In London, where 

he definitely established himself in 1912 after several transatlantic trips, he met and portrayed Ezra 

Pound, Wyndham Lewis, Edward Wadsworth and Jacob Epstein, members and founders of the 

Vorticist movement, the first, only and short-lived avant-garde born in Britain. Emulating the Cubist 

superposition of planes that Vorticism employed, he made an impressive portrait of the Mexican artist 

Marius de Zayas. Along with Pound, in 1916 he developed the Vortoscope, made from joining three 

rectangular mirrors in the form of a triangle. Applied to the lens of the camera, the mirrors acted like a 

prism that divided the image produced by the light, creating disconcerting and abstract images, the 

perfect photographic counterparts to Lewis’ paintings and Epstein’s sculptures. 

 

Curiously, it was in the midst of this creative high that Coburn’s career came to an abrupt end. Before 

his fortieth birthday, he had officially retired from photography, developing a merely sporadic activity 

from then onwards, like the series he dedicated to the construction of Liverpool’s cathedral, full of 

surprising framings of scaffolding and metal beams. Some years before, he had become interested in 

spiritualism and astrology, and in 1917 he retired to a small town in the north of Wales, where he 

dedicated most of his time to freemasonry. Despite his daring urban views, which seemed to have no 

compromise other than with the modernist aesthetic, there was always an important spiritual 

character in Coburn. The symbolist aura of Pictorialism probably never abandoned him, but it is very 
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likely that the great North-American landscape played a vital role in his later country retreat. In 1909 

he had visited and photographed the completely frozen Niagara Falls, a scene of ‘ice dragons,’ as he so 

evocatively put it. Between 1911 and 1912 he had travelled through the west of the United States and 

taken photographs of California, Yosemite National Park and the Grand Canyon. The waterfalls and 

forests of Yosemite and the immensity of the Canyon must have produced the same impression on 

Coburn as the cliffs and snowy mountains on the Romantic painters a century earlier. Ten years later, 

after a stunning twenty-year career, Coburn was hardly taking any photos and was living in Harlech, a 

small town in north Wales, dedicated almost wholly to his new mystic vocation. His success had been 

precocious, as was his retirement. 

 

Alvin Langdon Coburn. Fundación Mapfre. Bárbara de Braganza 13, Madrid. Until 8 February. 

 

 
From left to right: Self-Portrait Aged Twenty-Three (1905), Clouds in the Canyon (1911) 

and Marius de Zayas (1914). 
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