
Kurtz Gallery 
 
Active Dates: 1874 -1883  1 2

 
Gallerist: William Kurtz (1833-1904)  3

 
Location:  
1874-1883                              6 &7 East 23rd Street, New York 4

 
Specialty: European and American pictures.  Kurtz ran a photography studio on the ground floor 5

of the Kurtz Gallery, specializing in photographic portraits.  6

 
Gallery History 
 
The Kurtz Gallery opened in 1874 facing Madison Square Gardens on East 23rd street as a 
photography studio and picture gallery.  William Kurtz emerged as a prominent figure in the 
American photography scene after a varied early career as a lithographer in Germany, soldier, 
and sailor. Rescued from a shipwreck and brought to New York, Kurtz worked in several photo 
galleries and fought in the civil war before opening the Kurtz gallery in 1874. The lively gallery 
employed 40 assistants and occupied a decorative multistory building worth $130,000 in 1883.  7

 
Visitors enjoyed galleries on upper levels and open gathering spaces for special events such as 
poetry readings and speakers .  The gallery featured artists from both Europe and America 8

including Hunt, Gifford, Johnson, Zamacois, Fromentin, Vibert, Simonetti, Coret, Breton, and 
Degraffe among many others.  Highlights included high caliber shows such as exhibitions 9

organized by famous art dealer Knoedler, featuring “One Hundred and Fifty Examples of the 
Best Contemporary Schools” in 1875.  A few years later, a notable show on young, emerging 10
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artists gained significant attention.  The ambiance of the gallery was considered one of the 11

“finest in the city” for its decorations, flowers, and elegant  New Yorkers.  The Kurtz gallery 12

was frequently featured in the New York Times and other news publications.  13

 
Alongside shows, Kurtz ran a photography studio on the ground level of the gallery.  As an 
accomplished experimenter and innovator in the field of photography, Kurtz had made a name 
for himself in inventing the “Rembrandt Effect” in portrait photography as well as the vibrotype 
and the conigraph devices.  He also pioneered picture retouching to capture more sensitivity in 14

facial expressions.  In 1883, Kurtz installed electric light which illuminated his studio and 15

attracted a lucrative business in photographing high-society New Yorkers in their finery after 
attending balls, operas, and parties.   Kurtz became an expert in reproduction and was awarded 16

recognition in Paris, Vienna, and Philadelphia expositions.  William Kurtz was the first 
American photographer to win these honors,  and over time he grew one of the largest 17

photographic repositories in the world, specializing in busts and portraiture.  Later, Kurtz 18

championed colored photographic reproduction.  19

 
In 1880, James Sutton took over the Kurtz Gallery and renamed the space the American Art 
Gallery.  Soon after, the American Art Association was established in the Kurtz building the 20

1883.  The association became the first American auction house  and remained on East 23rd 21

street until the American Art Association moved to Madison Ave and 56th Street in 1922. 
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Illustrations  
 

 
Figure 1: "New York City--the new art gallery of William Kurtz, East Twenty-third Street, 
opposite Madison Square." The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and 
Photographs: Picture Collection, The New York Public Library.  
 

 
Figure 2. “Catalogue of a collection of choice modern paintings from the galleries of M. 
Knoedler & Co.: (successors to Goupil & Co.): comprising one hundred and fifty examples of 
the best contemporary schools: now on exhibition at the Kurtz Gallery, no. 6 East Twenty-third 
Street, on Madison Square, where they will be sold at auction on the evening of Wednesday and 
Thursday April 14th and 15th, 1875.” Getty Research Institute Internet Archive Gallery, 
The Getty Research Institute.  



 

 
 

Figure 3: "New York City--the reception to William Cullen Bryant given by the Goethe Club, 
November 14th--Mr. Bryant responding to the address of welcome." The Miriam and Ira D. 
Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Picture Collection, The New York Public 
Library.  
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