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Discovering Ansel Adams 
Ansel Adams’s black-and-white photographs are 
among the most iconic American images of the 
twentieth century. For many viewers, Adams’s 
emotive, finely crafted pictures are synonymous 
with the grandeur of the American landscape. This 
exhibition offers insight into how Adams arrived 
at the powerful, mature visual language he used 
from the 1940s onward. It begins with Adams’s 
first photographs of Yosemite National Park, which 
he took in 1916 as a fourteen-year-old tourist 
from San Francisco 

How did a teenage snap-shooter from the city 
become a virtuosic camera person, darkroom 
technician, expert mountaineer, enterprising 
visual artist, and committed advocate for 
American wilderness? Drawn from the vast Ansel 
Adams Archive held by the Center for Creative 
Photography at the University of Arizona, the 
photographs, documents, and personal items 
presented here tell a unique formation story about 
how Ansel Adams became Ansel Adams. 

All works are by Ansel Adams (American, 1902– 
1984) and from the Ansel Adams Archive, Center 
for Creative Photography at the University of 
Arizona, unless otherwise noted. 



Photography as Music 

Parallels between music and photography run 
through Adams’s career. He believed in the capacity 
of both mediums to express and evoke emotions. 
Later in life, Adams famously said the photographic 
negative is like the composer’s score, while the print 
is like the score’s performance. 

Scan the QR code below to access a playlist of 
music Adams enjoyed—some performed by the 
photographer himself. As you experience Adams’s 
pictures, personal and professional writings, and 
musical renditions, consider how an evolving 
commitment to expression connects them. Where 
is he bold and freewheeling, and in what ways 
measured and careful? 



 

 
 

 

 

Youth 

Ansel Adams was born in San Francisco in 1902, 
the energetic only child of doting, well-educated 
parents. By early adolescence, he had dropped 
out of conventional schooling in favor of alternative 
educational experiences. Notably, Adams was 
an avid piano student with a serious ambition 
to become a professional musician. 

After reading about the wonders of California’s 
Yosemite Valley in 1916, Adams persuaded his 
parents to take him on a summer vacation to 
Yosemite National Park. The family explored the 
park like typical tourists, with the fourteen-year-
old Adams taking photographs of waterfalls and 
geological formations he had seen illustrated 
in print. 

Following his first encounter with Yosemite, Adams 
delved into two new passions: photography and 
mountaineering. Over the next decade, these 
disciplines became central to his identity, providing 
structure and direction for his personal and 
professional pursuits. He returned to Yosemite 
each year for the rest of his life. 



 
 

Paul De Gaston 
(American, active San Francisco, 
early 20th century) 

Ansel Adams at the Piano 
circa 1922 

gelatin silver print 
Gift of the Ansel Adams Estate, 84.94.1 

Adams explored different aspects of his personality 
during his teenage years. Before encountering 
Yosemite or owning a camera, Adams intended 
to become a concert pianist. This is the urbane, 
sensitive young Adams we meet in Paul De Gaston’s 
portrait. As you explore this gallery, consider how 
the persona in evidence in De Gaston’s picture 
relates to other impressions of Adams as he 
explores new passions for mountaineering and 
photography during the same period. How is the 
Adams at the keyboard linked to the one who 
emerges in pictures and letters from Yosemite? 



Half Dome in the Clouds, Yosemite, 
California 
1916 

gelatin silver print 
85.122.2 

This photograph, made on Adams’s first trip to 
Yosemite in 1916, has a remarkable story. Adams 
wrote, “I climbed an old and crumbling stump of 
arboreal grandeur with my camera and was about 
to snap the shutter when the stump gave way, and 
I plummeted to the ground. On the way down, I 
inadvertently pushed the shutter.” A product of 
serendipity, the picture became one of Adams’s 
favorites from his early years of photography. 



 
 

Charles Erskine Scott Wood 
1928 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.721 

Adams met Charles Erskine Wood—a bohemian 
author, poet, and social anarchist—in the late 
1920s, a time when the photographer’s circle of 
friends grew to include literary figures such as Mary 
Austin, Witter Bynner, Robinson Jeffers, and Ella 
Young. Adams avidly studied the work of these and 
other writers, including Edward Carpenter, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, and Walt Whitman. He read in a 
conscious effort to craft a personal philosophy 
that could encompass his spiritual experiences 
in nature. 



Top 
Helmet Rock, near Land’s End 
circa 1918 

gelatin silver print 
85.122.6 

Forest in Yosemite Valley
circa 1920 

gelatin silver print 
90.53.12 

Adams gained tremendous technical and 
compositional skill between 1916, when he made 
his first amateur pictures of Yosemite, and the 
early 1920s. This subtle photograph and the other 
small, pristine 1920s prints exhibited alongside it 
characterize his earliest pictures. Notice the gentle 
intimacy he produced with delicate tones, proximity 
to the subject, soft rendering of details, and the 
off-white highlights and warm grey tones of the 
textured paper he favored in this period. 

https://90.53.12


 

 

 
 

Mt. Watkins and Mirror Lake 
circa 1920 

gelatin silver print 
85.122.12 

Bottom 

From Glacier Point 
circa 1920 

gelatin silver print 
85.122.7 

A new style of photography called Pictorialism 
emerged in the late nineteenth century. To 
practice photography as a fine art, Pictorialists 
made photographs similar to paintings, prints, 
and drawings, employing symbolism, soft focus, 
and hand-worked photographic printing processes. 
Adams tried some aspects of Pictorialism, 
experimenting with textured papers and 
occasionally using a soft-focus lens. This picture 
shows his use of uncoated paper to produce 
an image so delicate that it could almost be a 
pencil drawing. 

https://85.122.12


Mirror Lake, Mount Watkins 
1920s 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.765 



Monolith, The Face of Half Dome, 
Yosemite National Park, California 
1927 

gelatin silver print 
77.67.3 

In April of 1927, Adams, his fiancée Virginia Best, 
and three friends made the strenuous hike to a 
rocky outcropping in Yosemite Valley called the 
Diving Board to photograph the sheer granite 
face of Half Dome. Tall and gangly in sneakers 
and fedora, Adams carried a large view camera, a 
dozen glass-plate negatives, and a heavy wooden 
tripod. By the time the light on Half Dome was 
as Adams wanted, he had only two negatives. He 
used a standard yellow filter for one exposure but 
understood that the resulting image would fall 
short of his experience of the breathtaking view. 
For the final shot, therefore, he employed a deep 
red filter and a prolonged exposure. This iconic 
picture was the result. Adams later described it as 
his first “visualization”—a print, fully anticipated 
before he tripped the shutter, which captured the 
emotional impact of the scene rather than the way 
it actually looked. 



On the Heights, Yosemite Valley
1927 

gelatin silver print 
77.10.5 

This photograph is one of a group made on a 1927 
hike to a rocky outcropping in Yosemite Valley 
called the Diving Board. As part of a small party, 
Adams hiked to the valley’s rim to get a dramatic 
view of Half Dome. Adams’s fiancée, Virginia 
Best, poses on the precipice, giving this sweeping 
landscape a humbling sense of scale. 



 

Center 
Lodgepole Pines, Lyell Fork of the 
Merced River, Yosemite National Park, 
California 
1921 

gelatin silver print 
77.67.6 

Banner Peak, Thousand Island Lake, 
Sierra Nevada, California 
1923 

gelatin silver print 
77.67.12 

With its dramatic, cloud-filled sky, this image 
stands out: most of Adams’s other landscapes 
of this period portray the blank, white skies 
characteristic of nineteenth-century photographs. 
The glass-plate negatives Adams used in the 
1920s were sensitive only to blue and green light, 
meaning that skies are often overexposed. Here, 
however, Adams employed a newly purchased 
panchromatic glass plate sensitive to a wider 

https://77.67.12


 spectrum of light, allowing him to depict a 
more natural sky. 



 

Kearsarge Pinnacles, Southern Sierra
circa 1925 

gelatin silver print with deckle-edged folder 
77.67.14 

Adams gave enormous thought to how his 
photographic images were printed, presented, 
and circulated. For the Parmelian Prints project, 
Adams printed his photographs on translucent 
paper and placed each print in a deckle-edged 
folder. To look at the portfolio, a viewer opened 
each folder to reveal a delicate photograph neatly 
titled in letterpress. Once lifted out of the folder, 
the photograph’s tones shift and open in the light, 
giving the image a different appearance. 

Please press and hold the button to experience 
how the photograph changes when lit
from behind. 

https://77.67.14


Parmelian Prints of the High Sierras 

In 1927, with support from San Francisco arts 
patron Albert Bender, Adams produced his first 
major undertaking for the art market, Parmelian 
Prints of the High Sierras. This portfolio included 
eighteen loose photographs of mountains, rivers, 
lakes, and vistas, each enclosed in a paper folder, 
and all gathered into a case. The pictures show 
various facets of Adams’s hiking experiences, 
including many locations of personal significance 
from the high elevations surrounding Yosemite 
National Park. Despite Adams’s thoughtfulness 
about image selection, materiality, and presentation, 
the portfolio was a commercial failure. Adams 
learned he would need to think differently about 
how to reach audiences and markets. 



Left 
Roaring River Falls, Kings Canyon 
National Park, California 
1925 

gelatin silver print 
77.10.9 

El Capitan, Yosemite Valley
1921 

gelatin silver print 
77.10.11 

The Parmelian Prints portfolio includes a range of 
styles, from the soft tranquility of Lodgepole Pines 
to Roaring River Falls, which evokes sonorous and 
tactile sensations. Like this one, other pictures hint 
at Modernism, placing abstract emphasis on bold, 
graphic shapes making up a composition. Adams 
was experimenting with styles and approaches, 
exploring photography’s range of visual options. 

https://77.10.11


 

 

Compass and light meters belonging to 
Ansel Adams 
1920s-1930s 

Letters from Ansel Adams to members of 
the Adams Family
August 4, 1920; August 5, 1920; 
July 20, 1923; July 26, 1923 

Snapshots 

Adams at Yosemite with his Kodak Brownie, 1916 
Adams with his Sierra Club cup, 1932, 
photograph by Francis Farquhar 
Adams rests in camp, 1930s, photograph by Cedric 
Wright 
Sierra Club outing camp life, circa 1931 
Adams bonded deeply with people and interests 
as a young man. This case features a selection of 
his photographic and mountaineering equipment, 
snapshots of him as he became more attuned and 
skillful in the outdoors, and letters he wrote from 
Yosemite National Park to family in San Francisco. 

From 1920 to 1924, Adams was caretaker of 
the Sierra Club lodge now called Yosemite 



Conservation Heritage Center, a job that allowed 
him to spend long seasons hiking the valley and 
lent him responsibility and status different from 
that of the annual summer visitor he had previously 
been. Change in Adams’s understanding of himself 
during this period is apparent—even in the way he 
transformed his handwriting. 



Views of Yosemite National Park 
1916 

facsimile album 

When Adams was 14, he and his parents visited 
California’s Yosemite National Park as tourists. 
Their visit was typical; they socialized with other 
campers, went hiking, rode horses, swam, attended 
campfire performances, and played croquet. Adams 
documented both the social aspects of the trip and 
the majestic setting with the Kodak Brownie camera 
his parents gave him for the vacation. He had his 
negatives developed by the photo finisher in the 
park, then arranged the prints into two albums— 
one for the social snapshots and the other for 
Yosemite’s geographical landmarks. 

This facsimile of the Yosemite landmarks album 
(with script captions written by the photographer’s 
mother at his request) reveals a novice Adams 
experimenting with composition, lighting, and 
viewpoint in his earliest photographs. As you page 
through the album, you might also consider how 
Adams is thinking about the organization, sequence, 
presentation, and layout of photographs. 



Climbing Mt. Resplendent, Canadian 
Rockies, Mt. Robson Park 
1928 

gelatin silver print 
85.122.31 

In 1928, Adams was made the official photographer 
of the Sierra Club’s summer outing. That year, he 
chronicled many aspects of the club’s four-week 
hike in the Canadian Rockies, including portraits 
of their guides, magnificent views seen along the 
way, and pictures of the members during mountain 
ascents. Adams chose to print this image from the 
trip for its interest as a work of art, rather than its 
ability to describe the climbing experience. With no 
horizon and little context visible, the dark figures 
create an intriguing linear shape against the snowy 
white mountainside. 

https://85.122.31


Glacial Cirque, Milestone Ridge, Sequoia 
National Park 
circa 1927 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.761 

Case 
Pages from Sierra Club Bulletin, disbound 
1932 

Adams published articles and images in the Sierra 
Club Bulletin beginning in 1921. Having his work 
included in the club’s journal validated the quality 
of Adams’s pictures and allowed him to share his 
work more broadly. Additionally, journal publication 
allowed Adams to learn how reproduction in 
circulated print media could impact photographic 
images. The Bulletin reproduced Adams’s 
photographs in ink as sumptuous photogravures. 



 Peaks in Mt. Robson 
National Park, Canada 
1928 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.724 



Summit of Eagle Peak, Yosemite National 
Park, California 
circa 1923 

gelatin silver print 
85.122.32 

Adams’s time in Yosemite was intimately intertwined 
with the Sierra Club. Unlike the powerful advocacy 
organization we know today, the Sierra Club of the 
1910s was a group of like-minded naturalists who 
came together to hike and publish about the Sierra 
Nevada mountains. Each summer, nearly 200 club 
members took an “outing”— a multi-week group 
trek through the wilderness. The Sierra Club was 
hugely significant to the young Adams, a friendly 
fellowship cementing his love of the outdoors and 
the importance of advocating for its preservation. 
Photographing the club’s outings allowed Adams to 
sell prints to fellow club members while building his 
portfolio for publication and exhibition. 

https://85.122.32


 

 

Transitions 

Adams’s early adulthood was a time of 
experimentation. In his 20s and 30s, he learned 
the art and craft of photography through trial 
and error, broadened his social and professional 
networks, and honed his understanding of 
audiences and markets. Adams’s experiences 
and relationships in these years fed the mature 
vision he would develop in his 40s. 

From the late 1920s to the late 1930s, Adams 
produced the luxury collectible book Taos Pueblo to 
great commercial success, earned experience and 
livelihood as a hired photographer for the Yosemite 
Park and Curry Company, and continued to 
develop ideas about how to depict the wilderness 
places that had become so important to him. Also 
during the 1930s, Adams left Pictorialist influences 
behind. In 1932, he exhibited with a collective 
called Group f/64, fully embracing photographs 
that looked like they were produced by a camera. 
These photographs were highly detailed, focused 
throughout, and printed on glossy papers. 



 

 

Edward Weston 
(American, 1886–1958) 

Ansel Adams 
(After he got a Contax Camera)
1936 

gelatin silver print 
Gift of Ansel and Virginia Adams, 76.20.49 

https://76.20.49


Yosemite Valley from Tunnel Esplanade
circa 1930 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.714 

Adams photographed this view of Yosemite 
Valley many times, often capitalizing on weather 
conditions to alter the content and mood of the 
picture. This photograph is unusual in that Adams 
has included details from the foreground setting 
as part of the picture. At the bottom edge of 
the image, we see a low stone guardrail and the 
National Park Service informational sign. Most 
of Adams’s valley views present Yosemite as a 
primal wilderness. Here, he acknowledges that 
he is photographing from a designated viewpoint 
supported by a large parking lot and uses human-
built structures to add an element of modernist 
visual play to the composition. 



Aspens, Dawn, Dolores River Canyon, 
Autumn, Colorado 
1937 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.252 

On a road trip with painter Georgia O’Keeffe 
(1887–1986), Adams made this striking image of 
bare aspen trees that form a screen of delicate, 
repeating lines against a darker, wooded backdrop. 
The fragile patterning of this forest vignette 
contrasts starkly with the grander and more iconic 
views Adams made on later trips to the Southwest. 



Woman Winnowing Grain, 
Taos Pueblo, New Mexico 
circa 1929 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.218 



 

 

Ansel Adams and Mary Hunter Austin 
(American, 1868–1934) 

Taos Pueblo 

published 1930 
half-leather over linen boards, 
letterpress, gelatin silver prints 
89.37 

In the late 1920s, Adams began a series of trips to 
northern New Mexico that profoundly impacted 
his career. He found the landscape and light 
tremendously inspiring and was fascinated by the 
Chicano and Indigenous cultures of the region. 
Adams photographed Mexican American art and 
pueblo dances and architecture, exploring ways to 
use the pictures professionally. 

Ultimately, Adams collaborated with author Mary 
Hunter Austin on a book about Taos Pueblo. Using 
lessons he had learned from the Parmelian Prints 
project, Adams focused on producing a deluxe, 
limited-edition book that would appeal to rare 
book collectors. Taos Pueblo was tremendously 



 

successful, selling out the edition of 108 copies 
despite the high price of $75 a book (equivalent to 
$1,350 today). Some of the photographs Adams 
made for the book are on view nearby. 

Taos Pueblo, 1930, Center for Creative Photography, 
University of Arizona. 



North House, Taos Mountain 
circa 1929 

gelatin silver print 
78.187.5 



A Man of Taos 
1929 

gelatin silver print 
84.89.133 

Adams photographed Indigenous people 
throughout his career, using various stylistic 
approaches. Here, he chose to depict his friend 
Tony Luhan (a member of Taos Pueblo) with a 
blanket wrapped around his head and to title the 
picture Man of Taos rather than identifying Luhan. 
Both choices make the picture read as a symbol of 
cultural otherness for a white audience rather than 
as a portrait of an individual. Adams’s presentation 
of Indigenous people and the Western landscape 
drew from existing settler representational practices 
and influenced subsequent visual culture. 



 

 

 

 

Sermon on the Mount (Adams 
teaching a photography workshop),
circa 1936, photograph by Cedric Wright 

Adams’s studio album of 
YCCPO photographs,
1930s 

Awahnee Hotel menus, 
1934, 1935, 1949, 1958, offset lithographs 

Falling Waters, 1932, 
and Four Seasons, 1936, 
YCPPO promotional publications 

Late Afternoon – Yosemite 
and Tuolumne Meadows Lodge,
1930s, photo postcards 

In 1928, Adams began working as a photographer 
for the marketing department of the Yosemite Park 
and Curry Com-pany (YPCCO), the business that 
ran the hotels, restaurants, and tourist activities 
in Yosemite. Adams made photographs and films, 



wrote advertising copy, contributed to department 
store window advertising, and produced illustrated 
souvenir menus for the Ahwahnee Hotel’s dining 
room. Guided by marketing professionals, he 
learned to make pictures to persuade and 
influence viewers. This involved creating clear 
and approachable images that drove home a 
straightforward message or story with emotional 
impact. Adams incorporated these skills in his later 
work to tremendous effect, including his work for 
the United States government in the 1940s. 
Adams worked for the YPCCO for nearly a 
decade, often finding the work rewarding and 
aligned with his desire to promote the benefits of 
a national park experience. He left the job in 1937 
following conflicts about how the YPCCO used his 
photographs and the company’s failure to recognize 
his stature as an artist. 

char.haggerty
Sticky Note
Marked set by char.haggerty



Ansel Adams and 
Virginia Best Adams 
(American, 1904–2000) 

Working in My Darkroom
circa 1930 

gelatin silver print 
2009.16.5 



Thundercloud, North Palisade, Kings 
Canyon National Park, California
1933 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.715 

Adams made Thundercloud, North Palisade on the 
1933 Sierra Club outing to Evolution Valley and the 
Middle Fork of Kings River. Adams—photographer 
and backpacker—saw this great mass of clouds 
as a visually compelling element for a dramatic 
landscape photograph and as a real threat in its 
potential for rain. 



Kearsarge Pinnacles, Kings Canyon 
National Park, California 
1932 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.717 

Around 1930, after seeing the work of American 
modernist photographer Paul Strand (1890–1976), 
Adams’s style began to shift. His new approach 
valued great depth of field with crisp focus from 
foreground to background and the creation of a 
large negative, which was contact printed on glossy 
paper. Subject matter was not as important as the 
optimal use of the camera to create unmanipulated 
images rich in descriptive detail. Adams promoted 
this style by banding together with fellow 
photographers, including Imogen Cunningham, 
Willard Van Dyke and Edward Weston, under the 
name Group f/64. This group displayed members’ 
photographs as a model for the appropriate, 
modern direction for photographic art. 



Frozen Lake and Cliffs, Sierra Nevada, 
Sequoia National Park, California
1932 

gelatin silver print 
84.93.3 

While on an annual Sierra Club excursion, Adams 
hiked past Precipice Lake at the base of Eagle Scout 
Peak in the Sierras. The myriad values and textures 
of ice floes, cliff faces, snow, and water moved 
Adams to make a photograph of his impression of 
the scene’s “solemn beauty,” as he described it. In 
hindsight, this photograph represents a transitional 
period in Adams’s photographic style as he moved 
away from the painterly aesthetic of Pictorialism 
toward the detailed, sharp-focus aesthetic of Group 
f/64. Frozen Lake and Cliffs is a tonal and textural 
study that directs attention to detail and celebrates 
the camera’s ability to render it. 



Entrance, Allied Arts Guild, Menlo Park, 
California 
circa 1930 

gelatin silver print 
76.2.4 

In a posthumously published autobiography, 
Adams grouped his lifelong production into two 
categories: artworks, or “assignments from within,” 
and paid work, or “assignments from without.” This 
photograph of the new Allied Arts Guild building in 
Menlo Park, south of San Francisco, is an example 
of an assignment from without. Assignments 
defined by others creatively and intellectually 
engaged Adams. Although he did not see his 
commercial work as formative to his artistic style, 
close examination demonstrates that it was. This is 
particularly true of his work for the Yosemite Park 
and Curry Company (featured in the nearby case). 



 

Lyell Fork of Merced River
circa 1934 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.752 

Naming lakes, mountains, and passes for important 
figures and loved ones was a common practice 
among Sierra Club members. Lyell Fork was a 
favorite location for Adams, and in 1934, a group 
of Sierra Club mountaineers dedicated the most 
prominent peak seen here to Ansel Adams. The U.S. 
Geological Survey made the dedication official in 
1985, naming the peak Mount Ansel Adams. 

Adams had a genuine and deep connection to this 
place. However, place-naming—and landscape 
photography such as Adams’s—were also part of a 
larger cultural project to invest the landscape with 
a sense of familiarity and possession. Names and 
pictures that suggest the terrain is available for use 
by settler society have the effect of erasing the 
Indigenous inhabitants forcibly removed from the 
region in the nineteenth century. 



Sentinel Hotel (Now Destroyed), 
Yosemite Valley
1938 

84.90.49 
gelatin silver print 

From 1928 to 1937, Adams worked for the 
Yosemite Park and Curry Company (YPCCO), which 
ran concessions in Yosemite National Park. The 
YPCCO marketing department coached Adams to 
make photographs combining dramatic landscapes 
with appealing attractions for vacationers—golf, 
horseback riding, cross-country skiing, ice skating, 
and various lodging and dining options. As subject 
matter, Sentinel Hotel relates to Adams’s recent 
production of YPCCO promotional material, yet his 
direct, full-frame response to the hotel’s angular 
architecture is artistically modernist. The fact that 
Adams created a signed print of this picture for 
exhibition or sale tells us that he regarded it as 
an artwork. Adams often looked for ways to use 
pictures, ideas, and photographic opportunities 
from work for commercial clients in support of his 
own artistic and expressive goals. 

https://84.90.49


Pine Forest in Snow, Yosemite National 
Park, California 
1933 

gelatin silver print 
84.93.4 



Interior, Penitente Morada, Espanola, 
New Mexico 
circa 1930 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.256 



Laura Gilpin 
(American, 1891–1979) 

Ansel Adams with a Light Meter
1951 

gelatin silver print 
Gift of Ansel and Virginia Adams, 76.321.3 



 
 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 
 
 

National Parks and a Mature Style 

In 1941, the U.S. Department of the Interior 
invited Adams to create mural-sized photographs 
of America’s national parks for the department’s 
new headquarters in Washington, D.C. This project 
was pivotal for Adams, providing an outlet for his 
deep commitment to conservation as well as 
his artistic and professional ambition. 

The national parks project catalyzed Adams to 
solidify the style that characterizes his most famous 
works. A characteristic Adams photograph evokes 
an emotional response in viewers, creates a sense 
of awe and wonder, and persuades audiences of 
the natural world’s power, importance, and value. 
Adams uses four main elements to accomplish this: 

• A panoramic, sweeping view of the 
distant landscape 

• An operatic use of light and weather effects 
• An omniscient (god-like or bird’s eye) viewpoint 
• A wide range of balanced shades of grey from 

light to dark 

Adams’s body of work includes many other 
photographic approaches—intimate nature details, 



 

 

descriptive portraits, and documentary images of 
architecture, to name a few—but dramatic swaths 
of cloud-topped landscape are the icons of his 
career. Some regard Adams’s hugely influential 
style as the way to photograph the landscape. 



Grand Canyon National Park
1941 

gelatin silver prints 
84.92.125 and 126 



The Tetons and the Snake River, Grand 
Teton National Park, Wyoming 
1942 

gelatin silver print 
76.562.2 

The Tetons epitomizes Adams’s grandiose and 
celebratory style of depicting the national parks. 
Sunlight bursts through the heavy clouds, creating 
a sense of drama. A high vantage point allows us 
to take in the expansive scene with a commanding 
sense of perspective, reflecting Adams’s sense 
of national pride. Woods, flowing river, and 
impressive mountains move the eye harmoniously 
through a deep recession of space. The landscape 
appears natural, unspoiled, even primal, with no 
indication of human presence. Later generations 
of photographers would criticize Adams’s romantic 
interpretation of the landscape, encouraging 
a more realistic understanding of how humans 
transform the wilderness. 



Leaves, Glacier National Park, Montana 
1942 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.26 

https://84.92.26


 
 

 

 

Aspens, Northern New Mexico
1958 

gelatin silver print 
76.562.6 

Adams came upon this grove of aspens on his way 
to Santa Fe from Monument Valley, Utah. Using 
his extraordinary technical expertise, he enhanced 
the contrast between the bright, foregrounded 
tree trunks and the dark tangle of woods beyond. 
As the silver particles that form the photographic 
image reflect light, the print almost appears to 
glow. Aspens is regarded as one of the most 
spectacular works of Adams’s late career. 



 
 

Royal Arches from Glacier Point, 
Yosemite National Park 
circa 1940 

gelatin silver print 
84.91.109 

This rock formation, part of the north wall of 
Yosemite Valley, appears awesome and grand 
from the valley floor. However, in this photograph, 
Adams uses a view from the valley rim to turn 
the Royal Arches into a study of textures. By 
excluding the horizon, Adams confuses the scale. 
Is the vegetation at the bottom of the frame giant 
trees, modest bushes, or low ground cover? For 
Adams, understanding the scale of the subject was 
less important than enjoying the richly descriptive 
presentation of various textural surfaces. 



 Young Oaks in Snow, 
Yosemite Valley, California
1950 

gelatin silver print 
77.65.13 

https://77.65.13


Denali and Wonder Lake, Denali National 
Park, Alaska 
1947 

gelatin silver print 
78.152.6 



 

 

 

Old Faithful Geyser, Late Evening, 
Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming
1942 

gelatin silver print 
76.577.22 

Adams’s photographs of Old Faithful were the last 
national parks pictures he made before America’s 
entry into World War II forced the Department 
of the Interior to discontinue his funding. Adams 
continued his national parks project with the help 
of Guggenheim Fellowships in 1946 and 1948, 
eventually presenting his pictures in various 
formats. This image was part of the 1950 Portfolio 
II: The National Parks and Monuments. 

Portfolio prints were made in larger batches than 
individual fine prints and often reflected less 
time and individual attention for printing each 
photograph, thus they were less expensive to 
purchase. This allowed Adams to distribute pictures 
to 
a larger audience of art collectors. In 1950, Adams 
also produced two oversized books with his 
national park images, including My Camera in the 

https://76.577.22


 National Parks (on view in the case nearby) and 
My Camera in Yosemite Valley—which were even 
more affordable 



Tetons and Jackson Lake, Driftwood 
1942 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.536 



Aspen Grove, Jackson Lake, Grand Teton 
National Park, Wyoming
1941 

gelatin silver print 
78.152.16 

From an early age, Adams found that immersion in 
the outdoors could heighten his senses and alter 
his consciousness, transforming simple observation 
into a spiritual and reverential experience. He later 
wrote of one memorable occasion: “It was one of 
those mornings when the sunlight is burnished with 
a keen wind and long feathers of cloud move in a 
lofty sky. The silver light turned every blade of grass 
and every particle of sand into a luminous metallic 
splendor...The moment I paused, the full impact of 
the mood was upon me; I saw more clearly than I 
have ever seen before or since the minute detail of 
the grasses, the clusters of sand shifting in the wind, 
the small flotsam of the forest, the motion of the 
high clouds streaming above the peaks.” 

https://78.152.16


Saguaro National Monument
1942 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.139 



Jeffrey Pine, Sentinel Dome, Yosemite 
National Park, California 
1945 

gelatin silver print 
84.91.156 



The Grand Canyon, Arizona
circa 1942 

gelatin silver print 
77.68.10 

Adams began exploring the aesthetic potential 
of large prints in the mid-1930s. Although it is 
expensive and technically challenging to make 
a very large gelatin silver print in the darkroom, 
Adams recognized the effect such prints could have 
on viewers and sought opportunities to make them. 
As you stand in front of this artwork, consider how 
its impact differs from the two smaller pictures of 
the Grand Canyon hanging nearby, and imagine 
what it would be like to encounter a picture like this 
at an even larger scale in a federal building. 

https://77.68.10


Tenaya Creek, Dogwood, Rain, Yosemite 
National Park, California 
circa 1948 

gelatin silver print 
76.83.88 

https://76.83.88


 

 

Letter from Department of the 
Interior to Adams 
June 18, 1941 

Invoice from Adams to 
the Department of the Interior
November 1941 

My Camera in the National Parks
published 1950 

In 1941, the Department of the Interior (DoI) 
invited Adams to make a single photographic mural 
for its new building in Washington, D.C. Adams 
quickly persuaded the Secretary of the Interior to 
expand the commission’s scope to include a survey 
of national parks, Native American reservations, 
and public works. Adams made some of his best-
known pictures while photographing for the federal 
government on two extended road trips. 

Adams’s mature style grew in part from the specific 
conditions of this project, which gave full play to his 
passions, skills, and values. He knew he was making 
pictures for a broad public audience of locales that 
were both familiar and deeply important to him. He 



knew his images would appear at a monumental 
scale in a U.S. government building and should 
clearly communicate America’s parklands as a 
national treasure offering valuable experience for 
individual citizens. In the end, due to the U.S. entry 
into WWII, the murals were not made in Adams’s 
lifetime. Large-scale renditions appeared at the DoI 
only in 2010. 

The documents here—including an invoice billing for 
a preposterously small number of hours—tell of an 
artist with a grand vision and a desire to persuade 
his employer of its feasibility and wisdom. When 
world events derailed the federal commission, 
Adams won a Guggenheim fellowship to continue 
his work, resulting in the book My Camera in the 
National Parks. 

char.haggerty
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Grand Canyon National Park
1941 

gelatin silver prints 
84.92.125 and 126 



 

 

 

Georgia O’Keeffe and Orville 
Cox, Canyon de Chelly National 
Monument, Arizona 
1937 

gelatin silver print 
84.89.348 

Working with a 35mm camera—unencumbered by 
a tripod or large-format camera—Adams dropped 
to one knee to capture Georgia O’Keeffe and 
Orville Cox against a cloud-filled sky. Years later, he 
wrote: “This photograph recalls for me the brilliant 
afternoon light and the gentle wind 
rising from the canyon below. I remember that we 
watched a group of Navajos riding their horses 
westward along the wash edge, and we could 
occasionally hear their singing and the echoes from 
the opposite cliffs. The cedar and pinyon forests 
along the plateau rim were gnarled and stunted 
and fragrant in the sun.” 



 
 

 
 

 

Grand Prismatic Spring, Midway 
Geyser Basin, Yellowstone National 
Park, Wyoming
circa 1942 

gelatin silver prints 
84.92.187 and 188 

This pair of prints from Midway Geyser Basin are 
part of Adams’s work for the federal government. 
Notably, the prints are less contrasty and warmer 
in tone than many of Adams’s other mature 
photographs. The stepped, steaming thermal 
pools are also subtler and more abstract than the 
dramatic mountain range featured in The Tetons 
and the Snake River, for instance, which has a clear, 
central subject that is the singular focus of the 
image. These photographs are stellar examples 
of Adams taking a quieter approach to a subject 
and matching that mood through his approach to 
printing. Together, these factors produce elegant 
and contemplative images. Not all appreciations 
must be proud and brash; in this case, Adams 
offers a gentler invitation to admire the landscape. 



Landscape, South from Manzanar 
Relocation Center, California 
circa 1943 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.195 

In 1942, just over a year after Japan bombed Pearl 
Harbor, U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed 
an executive order resulting in the incarceration 
of over 110,000 Americans of Japanese ancestry. 
Adams supported the U.S. war effort but regarded 
Japanese internment as tragic and unjust. The 
director of Manzanar Relocation Center, an 
internment camp at the eastern edge of the Sierra 
Nevada, invited Adams to photograph the camp in 
1943. Rather than portray the imprisoned people 
as victims, Adams tried to illustrate their patriotism 
and perseverance under harsh and oppressive 
conditions. He also made pictures grappling with 
the incongruous beauty of the prison camp’s 
location. Adams hoped the land he loved might 
sustain the imprisoned spiritually, even as it served 
as a fortress in practice. 



White House Ruin, Canyon de Chelly 
National Monument, Arizona 
1941 

gelatin silver print 
76.577.11 

While working in Canyon de Chelly as part of his 
project to document the national parks, Adams 
reprised an iconic image by the early photographer 
Timothy O’Sullivan, who photographed the same 
ruins in 1873, also for the U.S. government. 
O’Sullivan made his picture as part of a post-Civil 
War survey designed to map terrain, assess natural 
resources and barriers to their extraction, and 
gauge potential risks of colonizing the American 
West. Adams admired contemporary Indigenous 
cultures and was likely excited by the opportunity 
to engage with the sheer photographic virtuosity of 
O’Sullivan’s picture. However, it is also the case that 
photographs of ancestral ruins supported erroneous 
claims that Indigenous peoples were a fixture of 
the past rather than contemporary cultures with 
ongoing claims to the land. 

https://76.577.11


 

 

Timothy O’Sullivan (American, circa 1840–1882), Ancient Ruins 
in the Cañon de Chelle, N.M., In a niche 50 feet above present 
Cañon bed, 1873, albumen silver print from wet collodion 
negative, 10 13/16 x 7 15/16 in. (27.5 x 20.1 cm) on album page 
21 5/16 x 16 11/16 in. (54.1 x 42.4 cm) Cincinnati Art Museum, 
The Edwin and Virginia Irwin Memorial, 1985.2 



 

 

Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico 
1941 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.554 

Moonrise is one of the most famous landscape 
photographs ever created. Adams spotted the 
scene late in the afternoon while driving his 
Pon-tiac station wagon along Highway 84 toward 
Santa Fe. Under the rising moon, the small town of 
Hernandez caught his attention. Adams stopped 
and frantically began to set up his camera. He 
despaired when he couldn’t find his light meter 
but used his knowledge of the moon’s luminance 
(250 candles per square foot) to estimate an 
exposure time. He released the shutter seconds 
before the sun slipped away and the town fell into 
shadow, barely capturing this iconic view. Adams’s 
negative, proof print, and printing notes are on 
view in the adjacent case. 



 
 

Church, Hernandez, New Mexico 
1937 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.200 

Adams immortalized this modest church in his 
celebrated 1941 photograph Moonrise, Hernandez, 
New Mexico. During a stay with Georgia O’Keeffe 
four years earlier, he photographed the church 
in various ways—here, picturing the façade in 
bright sunlight. 



 

 

Film negative, Moonrise, Hernandez
1941, facsimile 

Gelatin silver proof print, 
Moonrise, Hernandez 
1941 

Printing instructions, 
Moonrise, Hernandez 
1941, facsimile 

Ansel Adams, Michael Adams, and Cedric 
Wright packing Adams’s station wagon
1941 

Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico (on view nearby) 
provides a case study of the artistry involved 
in making a photographic print. Here, you can 
see the appearance of Adams’s negative and a 
corresponding proof—a print that registers the 
original negative without any artistic interpretation. 
Adams made detailed notes of the steps necessary 
in the darkroom to print this negative to the 
potential he envisioned. His notations describe 
intricate dodging (reduced exposure) and burning 



 

 

(extra exposure) to create lighter and darker values, 
as well as to control the rendition of details in the 
final print. A snapshot of Adams loading his station 
wagon in preparation for the 1941 road trip on 
which he made Moonrise shows his son Michael 
and friend Cedric Wright, who accompanied him. 

Please press and hold the button to illuminate 
the negative. 

To find out more about the making of Moonrise, 
scan the QR code. 



 
 

Legacies 

In his 30s, Adams was invited to write a manual 
about photography. In Making a Photograph 
(published 1935), he described the medium’s 
technical and aesthetic elements, inaugurating a 
long career as 
a teacher and advocate for the value and meaning 
of making photographs. 

Adams made his own photographs, accepted 
commissions, and published and exhibited his 
work tenaciously throughout his career. He also 
explored new tools and materials with open-
minded curiosity—contrary to the dogmatism some 
later observers have attributed to him. Indeed, one 
of Adams’s most profound legacies is as a mentor, 
inspiration, and impetus for other photographers. 



 

Self-Portrait, Monument Valley, Utah
1958 

gelatin silver print 
84.89.109 

This unusual self-portrait in the form of shadows 
depicts Adams, light meter in hand, standing 
next to his large-format camera. He took the 
photograph while in Monument Valley shooting a 
Colorama for display in New York’s Grand Central 
Station. Sponsored by Eastman Kodak, Coloramas 
were large-scale, panoramic, backlit transparencies, 
almost eighteen feet high and sixty feet long, 
whose sweeping scale and luminous color were 
the antithesis of this intimate and playful image 
that Adams made while waiting for the weather 
to cooperate. Was Adams thinking about the 
Colorama’s backlighting when he made this picture? 



 

Right 
Carmel Mission 
circa 1960 

gelatin silver print 
84.90.108 

Poplar Tree Detail, Santuario, Chimayo, 
New Mexico 
circa 1974 

gelatin silver print 
76.89.56 

These late photographs show Adams exploring 
layered, multi-part compositions that result in 
a decentralized image. He emphasizes shape, 
line, texture, and tonality, rather than subject or 
emotional resonance. 

An earlier photograph hanging to the right of 
this pair also pictures a tree in front of a cloud, 
but in his later pictures Adam’s has pushed the 
complexity of his compositions to a new level. It 
is almost as if he set himself a challenge: how 
much tension can I hold in the frame while still 

https://76.89.56


 

maintaining a sense of pictorial cohesion? 

How do you respond to these late examples 
of Adams’s photography? 



Tree and Clouds, Tucson, Arizona 
circa 1944 

gelatin silver print 
76.89.10 

https://76.89.10


 Jeffery M. Kauck 
(American, b. 1956) 

Ansel Adams 
1981, printed 1983 

gelatin silver print 
Cincinnati Art Museum, Gift of the Artist, 1983.613 
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Church, Sunset, Rear, Ranchos de Taos, 
New Mexico 
circa 1948 

dye transfer print 
84.90.811 



 

Your Ansel Adams Story 

Has Ansel Adams impacted your formation as an 
artist, teacher, or citizen of the natural world? The 
Ansel Adams Archive wants to preserve your story. 

The Cincinnati Art Museum is collaborating with 
the Center for Creative Photography to create 
oral histories with Adams’s students and those 
meaningfully affected by his writings 
and photographs. 

To find out more, please scan the QR code below. 



Spanish Peaks, Colorado
circa 1951 

gelatin silver print 
76.89.11 

https://76.89.11


Monument Valley, Utah
1958 

gelatin silver print 
76.89.17 

https://76.89.17


Dune, White Sands National Monument, 
New Mexico 
1941 

gelatin silver print 
76.577.9 



Arizona Highways
magazine, 1954 

See Your West 
ring-bound book, 1947 

During Adams’s lifetime, there was not a formalized 
way to be a professional or art photographer. Thus, 
Adams hustled and cobbled together projects, 
jobs, and opportunities to make a living. In his 
autobiography, he unapologetically discussed the 
commercial work that allowed him to make the 
expressive artworks for which he is known. One of 
the benefits Adams gleaned from the commercial 
world was to explore the possibilities of color 
photography. 

Adams’s archive contains much correspondence 
documenting his enthusiasm for new undertakings 
and his eagerness to explore ideas through 
commissions. His work for the travel magazine 
Arizona Highways was a hybrid: he and his 
friend, the art historian and writer Nancy Newhall, 
proposed a series of illustrated stories to fund 
photographic trips they wanted to do. Adams 
also did more straightforwardly commercial jobs, 



including selling a landscape view to Hills Brothers 
for use on a coffee can, photographing products 
and people for sales catalogs and annual reports, 
and providing images and text for Standard Oil’s 
giveaway album See Your West. 



Monument Valley
1946 

silver dye bleach print 
90.26.6 



 

Papago (Tohono O’odham) Indian Man
1953 

gelatin silver print 
90.57.7 

In stark contrast to Adams’s romanticized depictions 
of Taos Pueblo in the late 1920s, his portraits 
of Tohono O’odham people in the early 1950s 
are sharply focused and richly detailed. Adams 
uses direct, overhead sunlight to create close-
up, descriptive portraits of his subjects, dressed 
in contemporary clothes and wearing current 
hairstyles. He frequently used this portrait style—in 
full sun, closely focused on the face, and rich 
with information. 



Papago (Tohono O’odham) Boy, Mission 
San Xavier del Bac, Tucson, Arizona 
1953 

gelatin silver print 
90.57.6 

Adams made this portrait for his 1954 Arizona 
Highways story on the Mission San Xavier del 
Bac. (See the case nearby.) Adams characterized 
this project as encompassing “the building itself, 
its history and environment, beautiful interior 
decoration, and the people to whom it serves as 
the center of their spiritual existence.” Arizona 
Highways published a series of eight of Adams’s 
portraits: one of a friar and seven of the Tohono 
O’odham congregation members. 



Autumn Storm, Las Trampas, near 
Peñasco, New Mexico 
circa 1958 

gelatin silver print 
84.92.250 

Although Adams tells us in the title that this 
photograph’s subject is a rainstorm, the picture 
is actually about light. Clouds fill the sky, and yet 
an incredibly strong light floods in from the right. 
Made in the late 1950s, Autumn Storm revisits 
signature elements of Adams’s early 1940s works. 
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