
Born in 1869 in Honolulu, Hawaii, Brigman was raised in a missionary 
family. While her upbringing was one of prayer and social custom, she 
wanted to escape these traditional confinements. When reflecting on her 
childhood, Brigman recalls “the ache in [her] legs for flight...[and]...the wild, 
wonderful need to stampede.”2 She sought to fulfill this need, until she 
could finally attain it. 
At the age of 16, her family moved to Northern California. She settled in 
Oakland, where she traveled often to Lake Tahoe and the surrounding 
wilderness of the Sierra Nevadas. These adventures led to radically 
creative endeavors and became the catalyst of many of her photos. 
Brigman often went to explore Northern California’s wilderness and 
terrain. After reaching Sacramento by roadway, Brigman would then 
begin her solo treks without horse or map. Her experiences in the Sierras 
became the inspiration for her artwork. Little did she know, this inspiration 
would be revolutionary. 
Continuously defying social norms, Brigman’s work is memorable for its 
scandalous subjects: nude female bodies. In a time where women were 
denied autonomy, encouraged to stay in the house, and shamed for 
being alone in nature, this photography was groundbreaking. 
“I’ve dreamed of and loved to work with the human figure - to embody it 
in the rocks and trees, to make it part of the elements, not apart from 
them,” 6 Brigman once said. 
‘My pictures tell of my freedom of soul, of my emancipation from fear’, 
Brigman says. In her photo titled “The Breeze,” freedom is portrayed 
through a woman standing atop a cliff, as if she’s transcending from 
earth to the heavens. A lake lies among mountains in the background 
and the ethereal woman stands proudly above it all, surrounded by 
flowing fabrics. Her posture is tall and her poise is powerful, as if she is 
one with the strength of the mountains that lie before her. 
Scholars believe Brigman to be the first woman in America to 
photograph her own nude body8 . She was innovative for her subject 
matter, independence, and refusal of repressing societal norms. 
While radical at the time, Brigman’s photography advocated for women 
to enjoy the exhilaration of the outdoors and an identity that gave them 
the freedom to do so. In a time when this was socially unclear, Brigman’s 
work demonstrates that unabashed femininity is powerful and worthy of 
the mountain peaks of Tahoe wilderness. 
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