A Small History of
Photography

The fog that surrounds the beginnings of photography is not as
thick as that which shrouds the early days of printing; more
obviously than in the case of the printing press, perhaps, the time
was ripe for the invention, and was sensed by more than one—by
men who strove independently for the same objective: to capture
the images in the camera obscura, which had been known at least
since Leonardo’s time. When, after about five years of effort, both
Niepce and Daguerre simultaneously succeeded in doing this, the
state, aided by the patent difficulties encountered by the inventors,
assumned control of the enterprise and made it public, with com-
pensation to the pioneers. This paved the way for a rapid ongoing
development which long precluded any backward glance. Thusitis
that the historical or, if you like, philosophical questions suggested
by the rise and fall of photography have gone unheeded for decades.
And if people are starting to be aware of them today, there is a
definite reason for it. The latest writings on the subject point up the
fact that the flowering of photography—the work of Hill and
Cameron, Hugo and Nadar—came in its first decade. But this was
the decade which preceded its industrialization. Not that hucksters
and charlatans did not appropriate the new techniques for gain,
even in that early period; indeed, they did so ¢n masse. But that was
closer to the arts of the fairground, where photography is at home
to this day, than to industry. Industry made its first real inroads
with the visiting card picture, whose first manufacturer significantly
became a millionaire. It would not be surprising if the photographic
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methods which today, for the first time, are harking back to the
pre-industrial heyday of photography had an underground con-
nection with the crisis of capitalist industry. But that does not make
it any easier to use the charm of old photographs, available in fine
recent publications,' for real insights into their nature. Attempts
at theoretical mastery of the subject have so far been entirely rudi-
mentary. And no matter how extensively it may have been debated
in the last century, basically the discussion never got away from the
ludicrous stereotype which a chauvinistic rag, the Leipziger
Stadtanzeiger, felt it must offer in timely opposition to this black art
from France. “To try to capture fleeting mirror images”, it said,
“is not just an impossible undertaking, as has been established
after thorough German investigation; the very wish to do such a
thing is blasphemous. Man is made in the image of God, and God’s
image cannot be captured by any machine of human devising. The
utmost the artist may venture, borne on the wings of divine
inspiration, is to reproduce man’s God-given features without the
help of any machine, in the moment of highest dedication, at the
higher bidding of his genius.” Here we have the philistine notion
of art in all its overweening obtuseness, a stranger to all technical
considerations, which feels that its end is nigh with the alarming
appearance of the new technology. Nevertheless, it was this
fetishistic and fundamentally anti-technical concept of art with
which the theoreticians of photography sought to grapple for
almost a hundred years, naturally without the smallest success. For
they undertook nothing less than to legitimize the photographer
before the very tribunal he was in the process of overturning. Far
different is the tone of the address which the physicist Arago,
speaking on behalf of Daguerre’s invention, gave in the Chamber
of Deputies on g July 1839. The beautiful thing about this speech
is the connections it makes with all aspects of human activity. The
panorama it sketches is broad enough not only to make the dubious

! Helmuth Bossert and Heinrich Guttmann, Aus der Friihzeit der Photographie
1840~1870. Ein Bildbuch nack 200 Originalen. Frankfurt a. M. 1930. Heinrich
Schwarz, David Octavius Hill, der Meister der Photographie. With 8o plates. Leipzig
1931.
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project of authenticating photography in terms of painting—which
it does anyway—seem beside the point; more important, it offers
an insight into the real scope of the invention. ‘“When inventors of
a new instrument”, says Arago, “apply it to the observation of
nature, what they expect of it always turns out to be a trifle com-
pared with the succession of subsequent discoveries of which the
instrument was the origin.” In a great arc Arago’s speech spans the
field of new technologies, from astrophysics to philology: alongside
the prospects for stellar photography we find the idea of establish-
ing a photographic record of the Egyptian hieroglyphs.
Daguerre’s photographs were jodized silver plates exposed in the
camera obscura, which had to be turned this way and that until, in
the proper light, a pale grey image could be discerned. They were
one of a kind; in 1839 a plate cost an average of 25 gold francs.
They were not infrequently kept in a case, like jewellery. In the
hands of many a painter, though, they became a technical adjunct.
Just as 70 years later Utrillo painted his fascinating views of Paris
not from life but from picture postcards, so did the highly regarded
English portrait painter David Octavius Hill base his fresco of the
first general synod of the Church of Scotland in 1843 on a long
series of portrait photographs. But these pictures he took himsel{.
And it is they, unpretentious makeshifts meant for internal use,
that gave his name a place in history, while as a painter he is for-
gotten. Admittedly a number of his studies lead even deeper into
the new technology than this series of portraits: anonymous images,
not posed subjects. Such figures had long been known in painting.
Where the painting remained in the possession of a particular
family, now and then someone would ask after the originals. But
after two or three generations this interest fades; the pictures, if
they last, do so only as testimony to the art of the painter. With
photography, however, we encounter something new and strange:
in Hill’s Newhaven fishwife, her eyes cast down in such indolent,
seductive modesty, there remains something that goes beyond
testimony to the photographer’s art, something that cannot be
silenced, that fills you with an unruly desire to know what her name
was, the woman who was alive there, who even now is still real and
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will never consent to be wholly absorbed in art. “And I ask: how
did the beauty of that hair, those eyes, beguile our forebears: how
did that mouth kiss, to which desire curls up senseless as smoke
without fire.” Or you turn up the picture of Dauthendey the
photographer, the father of the poet, from the time of his engage-
ment to that woman whom he then found one day, shortly after the
birth of her sixth child, lying in the bedroom of his Moscow house
with her arteries severed. Here she can be seen with him, he seems
to be holding her; but her gaze passes him by, absorbed in an
ominous distance. Immerse yourself in such a picture long enough
and you will recognize how alive the contradictions are, here too:
the most precise technology can give its products a magical value,
such as a painted picture can never again have for us. No matter
how artful the photographer, no matter how carefully posed his
subject, the beholder feels an irresistible urge to search such a pic-
ture for the tiny spark of contingency, of the Here and Now, with
which reality has so to speak seared the subject, to find the in-
conspicuous spot where in the immediacy of that long-forgotten
moment the future subsists so eloquently that we, looking back,
may rediscover it. For it is another nature that speaks to the
camera than to the eye: other in the sense that a space informed by
human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the un-
conscious. Whereas it is a commonplace that, for example, we have
some idea what is involved in the act of walking, if only in general
terms, we have no idea at all what happens during the fraction of a
second when a person steps out. Photography, with its devices of
slow motion and enlargement, reveals the secret. It is through
photography that we first discover the existence of this optical un-
conscious, just as we discover the instinctual unconscious through
psychoanalysis. Details of structure, cellular tissue, with which
technology and medicine are normally concerned—all this is in its
origins more native to the camera than the atmospheric landscape
or the soulful portrait. Yet at the same time photography reveals in
this material the physiognomic aspects of visual worlds which dwell
in the smallest things, meaningful yet covert enough to find a
hiding place in waking dreams, but which, enlarged and capable
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of formulation, make the difference between technology and magic
visible as a thoroughly historical variable. Thus Blossfeldt with his
astonishing plant photographs® reveals the forms of ancient
columns in horse willow, a bishop’s crosier in the ostrich fern,
totem poles in tenfold enlargements of chestnut and maple shoots,
and gothic tracery in the fuller’s thistle. Hill’s subjects, too, were
probably not far from the truth when they described *“‘the pheno-
menon of photography” as still being “a great and mysterious
experience”; even if for them this was no more than the conscious-
ness of “standing before a device which in the briefest time could
produce a picture of the visible environment that seemed as real
and alive as nature itself”’. It has been said of Hill’s camera that it
kept a discreet distance. But his subjects, for their part, are no less
reserved; they maintain a certain shyness before the camera, and
the watchword of a later photographer from the heyday of the art,
“Don’t look at the camera”, could be derived from their attitude.
But that did not mean the ‘“‘they’re looking at you” of animals,
people and babies, that so distastefully implicates the buyer and to
which there is no better counter than the way old Dauthendey talks
about daguerrotypes: “We didn’t trust ourselves at first”, so he
reported, ““to look long at the first pictures he developed. We were
abashed by the distinctness of these human images, and believed
that the little tiny faces in the picture could see us, so powerfully
was everyone affected by the unaccustomed clarity and the un-
accustomed truth to nature of the first daguerrotypes”.

The first people to be reproduced entered the visual space of
photography with their innocence intact, uncompromised by
captions. Newspapers were still a luxury item, which people seldom
bought, preferring to consult them in the coffee house; photography
had not yet become a journalistic tool, and ordinary people had yet
to see their names in print. The human countenance had a silence
about it in which the gaze rested. In short, the portraiture of this
period owes its effect to the absence of contact between actuality
and photography. Many of Hill’s portraits were made in the

2 Karl Blossfeldt, Urformen der Kunst. Photographische Pflanzen bilder. Published
with an Introduction by Karl Nierendorf. 120 plates. Berlin 1931.
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Edinburgh Greyfriars cemetery—nothing is more characteristic of
this early period than the way his subjects were at home there. And
indeed the cemetery itself, in one of Hill’s pictures, looks like an
interior, a separate closed-off space where the gravestones propped
against gable walls rise up from the grass, hollowed out like
chimney-pieces, with inscriptions inside instead of flames. But this
setting could never have been so effective if it had not been chosen
on technical grounds. The low light-sensitivity of the early plates
made prolonged exposure outdoors a necessity. This in turn made
it desirable to take the subject to some out-of-the-way spot where
there was no obstacle to quiet concentration. ‘“The expressive
coherence due to the length of time the subject had to remain still”,
says Orlik of early photography, “is the' main reason why these
photographs, apart from their simplicity, resemble well drawn or
painted pictures and produce a more vivid and lasting impression
on the beholder than more recent photographs.” The procedure
itself caused the subject to focus his life in the moment rather than
hurrying on past it; during the considerable period of the exposure,
the subject as it were grew into the picture, in the sharpest contrast
with appearances in a snap-shot—which is appropriate to that
changed environment where, as Kracauer has aptly noted, the
split second of the exposure determines “whether a sportsman
becomes so famous that photographers start taking his picture for
the illustrated papers”. Everything about these early pictures was
built to last; not only the incomparable groups in which people
came together—and whose disappearance was surely one of the
most telling symptoms of what was happening in society in the
second half of the century—but the very creases in people’s clothes
have an air of permanence. Just consider Schelling’s coat; its
immortality, too, rests assured; the shape it has borrowed from its
wearer is not unworthy of the creases in his face. In short, every-
thing suggests that Bernhard von Brentano was right in his view
“that a photographer of 1850 was on a par with his instrument”” —
for the first time, and for a long while the last.

To appreciate the full impact made by the daguerrotype in the
age of its discovery, one should also bear in mind that entirely new
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vistas were then being opened up in landscape painting by the most
advanced painters. Conscious that in this very area photography
had to take over where painting left off, even Arago, in his historical
review of the early attempts of Giovanni Battista Porta, explicitly
commented: “As regards the effect produced by the imperfect
transparency of our atmosphere (which has been loosely termed
‘degradation’), not even experienced painters expect the camera
obscura” —i.e. the copying of images appearing in it—‘“to help
them to render it accurately.” At the moment when Daguerre
succeeded in fixing the images of the camera obscura, the painters
parted company on this point with the technician. The real victim
of photography, however, was not landscape painting, but the
portrait miniature. Things developed so rapidly that by 1840 most
of the innumerable miniaturists had already become professional
photographers, at first only as a sideline, but before long exclu-
sively. Here the experience of their original livelihood stood them
in good stead, and it is not their artistic background so much as
their training as craftsmen that we have to thank for the high level
of their photographic achievement. This transitional generation
disappeared very gradually; indeed, there seems to have been a
kind of Biblical blessing on those first photographers: the Nadars,
Stelzners, Piersons, Bayards all lived well into their eighties and
nineties. In the end, though, businessmen invaded professional
photography from every side, and when later on the retouched
negative, which was the bad painter’s revenge on photography,
became ubiquitous, a sharp decline in taste set it. This was the time
photograph albums came into vogue. They were most at home in
the chilliest spots, on occasional tables or little stands in the drawing
room: leather-bound tomes with ugly metal hasps and those gilt-
edged pages as thick as your finger, where foolishly draped or
corsetted figures were displayed: Uncle Alex and Aunt Riekchen,
little Trudi when she was still a baby, Papa in his first term at
university . . . and finally, to make our shame complete, we our-
selves: as a parlour Tyrolean, yodelling, waving our hat against a
painted snowscape, or as a smartly turned-out sailor, standing leg
and trailing leg, as is proper, leaning against a polished door jamb.
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The accessories used in these portraits, the pedestals and balus-
trades and little oval tables, are still reminiscent of the period when
because of the long exposure time the subjects had to be given sup-
ports so that they wouldn’t move. And if at first head-holders or knee-
braces were felt to be sufficient, further impedimenta were soon
added, such as were to be seen in famous paintings and must there-
fore be artistic. First it was pillars, or curtains. The most capable
started resisting this nonsense as early as the sixties. As an English
trade journal of the time put it, “in painting the pillar has some
plausibility, but the way it is used in photography is absurd, since
it usually stands on a carpet. But anyone can see that pillars of
marble or stone are not erected on a foundation of carpeting.” This
was the period of those studios, with their draperies and palm trees,
their tapestries and easels, which occupied so ambiguous a place
between execution and representation, between torture chamber
and throne room, and to which an early portrait of Kafka bears
pathetic witness. There the boy stands, perhaps six years old,
dressed up in a humiliatingly tight child’s suit overloaded with
trimming, in a sort of conservatory landscape. The background is
thick with palm fronds. And as if to make these upholstered tropics
even stuffier and more oppressive, the subject holds in his left hand
an inordinately large broad-brimmed hat, such as Spaniards wear.
He would surely be lost in this setting were it not for the immensely
sad eyes, which dominate this landscape predestined for them.
This picture in its infinite sadness forms a pendant to the early
photographs in which people did not yet look out at the world in
so excluded and god-forsaken a manner as this boy. There was an
aura about them, an atmospheric medium, that lent fullness and
security to their gaze even as it penetrated that medium. And once
again the technical equivalent is obvious; it consists in the absolute
continuum from brightest light to darkest shadow. Here too we see
in operation the law that new advances are prefigured in older
techniques, for the earlier art of portrait painting had produced the
strange flower of the mezzotint before its disappearance. The
mezzotint process was of course a technique of reproduction, which
was only later combined with the new photographic reproduction.
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The way light struggles out of darkness in the work of a Hill is
reminiscent of mezzotint: Orlik talks about the ““coherent illumi-
nation” brought about by the long exposure times, which “gives
these early photographs their greatness”. And among the inven-
tion’s contemporaries, Delaroche already noted the ‘“unpreceden-
ted and exquisite” general impression, ‘‘in which nothing disturbs
the tranquillity of the composition”. So much for the technical
considerations behind the atmospheric appearances. Many group
photos in particular still preserve an air of animated conviviality
for a brief space on the plate, before being ruined by the print. It
was this atmosphere that was sometimes captured with delicacy
and depth by the now old-fashioned oval frame. That is why it
would be a misreading of these incunabula of photography to
make too much of their artistic perfection or their taste. These pictures
were made in rooms where every client was confronted, in the
photographer, with a technician of the latest school; whereas the
photographer was confronted, in every client, with a member of a
rising class equipped with an aura that had seeped into the very
folds of the man’s frock coat or floppy cravat. For that aura was
by no means the mere product of a primitive camera. Rather, in
that early period subject and technique were as exactly congruent
as they become incongruent in the period of decline that im-
mediately followed. For soon advances in optics made instruments
available that put darkness entirely to flight and recorded appear-
ances as faithfully as any mirror. After 1880, though, photographers
made it their business to simulate with all the arts of retouching,
especially the so-called rubber print, the aura which had been
banished from the picture with the rout of darkness through faster
lenses, exactly as it was banished from reality by the deepening
degeneration of the imperialist bourgeoisie. Thus, especially in
Jugendstil, a penumbral tone, interrupted by artificial highlights,
came into vogue; notwithstanding this fashionable twilight, how-
ever, a pose was more and more clearly in evidence, whose rigidity
betrayed the impotence of that generation in the face of technical
progress.

And yet, what is again and again decisive for photography is the
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photographer’s attitude to his techniques. Camille Recht has
found an apt metaphor: “The violinist”, he says, “must first pro-
duce the note, must seek it out, find it in an instant; the pianist
strikes the key and the note rings out. The painter and the photo-
grapher both have an instrument at their disposal. Drawing and
colouring, for the painter, correspond to the violinist’s production
of sound; the photographer, like the pianist, has the advantage of
a mechanical device that is subject to restrictive laws, while the
violinist is under no such restraint. No Paderewski will ever reap
the fame, ever cast the almost fabulous spell, that Paganini did.”
There is, however—to continue the metaphor—a Busoni of
photography, and that is Atget. Both were virtuosi, but at the same
time precursors. The combination of unparalleled absorption in
their work and extreme precision is common to both, There was
even a facial resemblance. Atget was an actor who, disgusted with
the profession, wiped off the mask and then set about removing the
make-up from reality too. He lived in Paris poor and unknown,
selling his pictures for a trifle to photographic enthusiasts scarcely
less eccentric than himself; he died recently, leaving behind an
oeuvre of more than 4,000 pictures. Berenice Abbot from New York
has gathered these together, and a selection has just appeared in an
exceptionally beautiful volume published by Camille Recht.3 The
contemporary journals “knew nothing of the man who for the most
part hawked his pictures round the studios, sold them off for next
to nothing, often for the price of one of those picture postcards
which, around 1900, showed such pretty town views, bathed in
midnight blue, complete with touched-up moon. He reached the
pole of utmost mastery; but with the bitter mastery of a great crafts-
man who always lives in the shadows, he neglected to plant his flag
there. Therefore many are able to flatter themselves that they have
discovered the pole, when Atget was there before them.” Indeed,
Atget’s Paris photos are the forerunners of surrealist photography;
an advance party of the only really broad column surrealism
managed to set in motion. He was the first to disinfect the stifling

* Eugene Atget Lichtbilder, Paris and Leipzig 1931.
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atmosphere generated by conventional portrait photography in
the age of decline. He cleanses this atmosphere, indeed he dispels
it altogether: he initiates the emancipation of object from aura
which is the most signal achievement of the latest school of photo-
graphy. When avant-garde periodicals like Bifur or Variété publish
pictures captioned Westminster, Lille, Antwerp or Breslau but show-
ing only details, here a piece of balustrade, there a tree-top whose
bare branches criss-cross a gas lamp, or a gable wall, or a lamp-post
with a life-buoy bearing the name of the town—this is nothing but
a literary refinement of themes that Atget discovered. He looked
for what was unremarked, forgotten, cast adrift, and thus such
pictures too work against the exotic, romantically sonorous names
of the cities; they pump the aura out of reality like water from a
sinking ship. What is aura, actually? A strange weave of space and
time: the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter
how close the object may be. Whilé resting on a summer’s noon, to
trace a range of mountains on the horizon, or a branch that
throws its shadow on the observer, until the moment or the hour
become part of their appearance—that is what it means to breathe
the aura of those mountains, that branch. Now, to bring things
closer to us, or rather to the masses, is just as passionate an inclina-
tion in our day as the overcoming of whatever is unique in every
situation by means of its reproduction. Every day the need to
possess the object in close-up in the form of a picture, or rather a
copy, becomes more imperative. And the difference between the
copy, which illustrated papers and newsreels keep in readiness, and
the picture is unmistakable. Uniqueness and duration are as
intimately conjoined in the latter-as are transience and repro-
ducibility in the former. The stripping bare of the object, the
destruction of the aura, is the mark of a perception whose sense of
the sameness of things has grown to the point where even the
singular, the unique, is divested of its uniqueness—by means of its
reproduction. Atget almost always passed by the “‘great sights and
the so-called landmarks”; what he did not pass by was a long row
of boot lasts; or the Paris courtyards, where from night to morning
the hand-carts stand in serried ranks; or the tables after people
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have finished eating and left, the dishes not yet cleared away—as
they exist in their hundreds of thousands at the same hour; or the
brothel at Rue . . . No 5, whose street number appears, gigantic,
at four different places on the building’s fagade. Remarkably,
however, almost all these pictures are empty. Empty the Porte
d’Arceuil by the Fortifications, empty the triumphal steps, empty
the courtyards, empty, as it should be, the Place du Tertre. They
are not lonely, merely without mood; the city in these pictures
looks cleared out, like a lodging that has not yet found a new
tenant. It is in these achievements that surrealist photography sets
the scene for a salutory estrangement between man and his sur-
roundings. It gives free play to the politically educated eye, under
whose gaze all intimacies are sacrificed to the illumination of detail.

It is obvious that this new way of seeing stands to gain least in an
area where there was the greatest self-indulgence: commercial
portrait photography. On the other hand, to do without people is
for photography the most impossible of renunciations. And anyone
who did not know it was taught by the best of the Russian films that
milieu and landscape, too, reveal themselves most readily to those
photographers who succeed in capturing their anonymous
physiognomy, as it were presenting them at face value. Whether
this is possible, however, depends.very much on the subject. The
generation that was not obsessed with going down to posterity in
photographs, rather shyly drawing back into their private space in
the face of such proceedings—the way Schopenhauer withdrew
into the depths of his chair in the Frankfurt picture, taken about
1850—for that very reason allowed that space, the space where
they lived, to get onto the plate with them. That generation did not
pass on its virtues. So the Russian feature film was the first oppor-
tunity in decades to put people before the camera who had no use
for their photographs. And immediately the human face appeared
on film with new and immeasurable significance. But it was no
longer a portrait. What was it? It is the outstanding service of a
German photographer to have answered this question. August
Sander* has compiled a series of faces that is in no way inferior to

* August Sander, Das Antlitz der Zeit. Berlin 1930.
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the tremendous physiognomic gallery mounted by an Eisenstein or '

a Pudovkin, and he has done it from a scientific viewpoint. “His
complete work comprises seven groups which correspond to the
existing social order, and is to be published in some 45 folios con-
taining 12 photographs each.” So far we have a sample volume
containing 60 reproductions, which offer inexhaustible material
for study. ““Sander starts off with the peasant, the earth-bound
man, takes the observer through every social stratum and every
walk of life up to the highest representatives of civilization, and
then back down all the way to the idiot.” The author did not
approach this enormous undertaking as a scholar, or with the
advice of ethnographers and sociologists, but, as the publisher says,
“from direct observation”. It was assuredly a very impartial,
indeed bold sort of observation, but delicate too, very much in the
spirit of Goethe’s remark: ““There is a delicate empiricism which so
intimately involves itself with the object that it becomes true
theory.” So it was quite in order for an observer like Déblin to have
hit on precisely the scientific aspects of this work, commenting:
“Just as there is comparative anatomy, which helps us to under-
stand the nature and history of organs, so this photographer is doing
comparative photography, adopting a scientific standpoint superior
to the photographer of detail.” It would be a pity if economic con-
siderations should prevent the continuing publication of this
extraordinary body of work. Apart from this basic encouragement,
there is a more specific incentive one might offer the publisher.
Work like Sander’s could overnight assume unlooked-for topi-
cality. Sudden shifts of power such as are now overdue in our
society can make the ability to read facial types a matter of vital
importance. Whether one is of the left or right, one will have to get
used to being looked at in terms of one’s provenance. And one will
have to look at others the same way. Sander’s work is more than a
picture book. It is a training manual.

“In our age there is no work of art that is looked at so closely as a
photograph of oneself, one’s closest relatives and friends, one’s
sweetheart”, wrote Lichtwark back in 1907, thereby moving the
inquiry out of the realm of aesthetic distinctions into that of social
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functions. Only from this vantage point can it be carried further.
It is indeed significant that the debate has raged most fiercely
around the aesthetics of photography as art, whereas the far less
questionable social fact of art as photography was given scarcely a
glance. And yet the impact of the photographic reproduction of
art works is of very much greater importance for the function of art
than the greater or lesser artistry of a photography that regards all
experience as fair game for the camera. The amateur who returns
home with great piles of artistic shots is in fact no more appealing a
figure than the hunter who comes back with quantities of game of
no use to anyone but the dealer. And the day does indeed seem to
be at hand when there will be more illustrated magazines than
game merchants. So much for the snapshot. But the emphasis chan-
ges completely if we turn from photography-as-art to art-as-
photography. Everyone will have noticed how much easier it is to
get hold of a picture, more particularly a piece of sculpture, not to
mention architecture, in a photograph than in reality. It is all too
tempting to blame this squarely on the decline of artistic apprecia-
tion, on a failure of contemporary sensibility. But one is brought up
short by the way the understanding of great works was transformed
at about the same time the techniques of reproduction were being
developed. They can no longer be regarded as the work of indi-
viduals; they have become a collective creation, a corpus so vast it
can be assimilated only through miniaturization. In the final
analysis, mechanical reproduction is a technique of diminution
that helps men to achieve a control over works of art without
whose aid they could no longer be used.

If one thing typifies present-day relations between art and
photography, it is the unresolved tension between the two intro-
duced by the photography of works of art. Many of those who, as
photographers, determine the present face of this technology
started out as painters. They turned their back on painting after
attempts to bring its expressive resources into a living and un-
equivocal relationship with modern life. The keener their feel for
the temper of the times, the more problematic their starting point
became for them. For once again, as eighty years before, photo-
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graphy was taking over from painting. “The creative potential of
the new”’, says Moholy-Nagy, “is for the most part slowly revealed
through old forms, old instruments and areas of design that in their
essence have already been superseded by the new, but which under
pressure from the new as it takes shape are driven to a euphoric
efflorescence. Thus, for example, futurist (structural) painting
brought forth the clearly defined Problematik of the simultaneity of
motion, the representation of the instant, which was later to destroy
it—and this at a time when film was already known but far from
being understood . . . Similarly, some of the painters (neoclassicists
and verists) today using representational-objective methods can be
regarded—with caution—as forerunners of a new representational
optical form which will soon be making use only of mechanical,
technical methods.” And Tristan Tzara, 1922: “When everything
that called itself art was stricken with palsy, the photographer
switched on his thousand candle-power lamp and gradually the
light-sensitive paper absorbed the darkness of a few everyday
objects. He had discovered what could be done by a pure and
sensitive flash of light that was more important than all the con-
stellations arranged for the eye’s pleasure.” The photographers
who went over from figurative art to photography not on oppor-
tunistic grounds, not by chance, not out of sheer laziness, today
constitute the avant-garde among their colleagues, because they
are to some extent protected by their background against the
greatest danger facing photography today, the touch of the com-
mercial artist. “Photography as art”, says Sasha Stone, “is a very
dangerous field”.

Where photography takes itself out of context, severing the con-
nections illustrated by Sander, Blossfeldt or Germaine Krull, where
it frees itself from physiognomic, political and scientific interest,
then it becomes creative. The lens now looks for interesting juxta-
positions; photography turns into a sort of arty journalism. “The
spirit that overcomes mechanics translates exact findings into
parables of life.” The more far-reaching the crisis of the present
social order, the more rigidly its individual components are locked
together in their death struggle, the more has the creative—in its
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deepest essence a sport, by contradiction out of imitation—become
a fetish, whose lineaments live only in the fitful illumination of
changing fashion. The creative in photography is its capitulation to
fashion. The world is beautiful—that is its watchword. Therein is
unmasked the posture of a photography that can endow any soup
can with cosmic significance but cannot grasp a single one of the
human connexions in which it exists, even where most far-fetched
subjects are more concerned with saleability than with insight. But
because the true face of this kind of photographic creativity is the
advertisement or association, its logical counterpart is the act of
unmasking or construction. As Brecht says: “the situation is com-
plicated by the fact that less than ever does the mere reflection of
reality reveal anything about reality. A photograph of the Krupp
works or the A.E.G. tells us next to nothing about these institu-
tions. Actual reality has slipped into the functional. The reification
of human relations—the factory, say—means that they are no
longer explicit. So something must in fact be built up, something
artificial, posed.” We owe it to the surrealists that they trained the
pioneers of such a constructivist photography. A further stage in
this contest between creative and constructivist photography is
typified by the Russian film. It is not too much to say that the great
achievements of the Russian directors were only possible in a
country where photography does not set out to charm or persuade,
but to experiment and instruct. In this sense, and in this only, there
is still some meaning in the grandiloquent salute offered to photo-
graphy in 1855 by the uncouth painter of ideas, Antoine Wiertz.
“For some years now the glory of our age has been a machine
which daily amazes the mind and startles the eye. Before another
century is out, this machine will be the brush, the palette, the
colours, the craft, the experience, the patience, the dexterity, the
sureness of touch, the atmosphere, the lustre, the exemplar, the
perfection, the very essence of painting . . . Let no one suppose that
daguerrotype photography will be the death of art . . . When the
daguerrotype, that infant prodigy, has grown to its full stature,
when all its art and its strength have been revealed, then will
Genius seize it by the scruff of the neck and shout: Come with me,
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you are mine now! We shall work together!”. How sober, indeed
pessimistic by contrast are the words in which Baudelaire announ-
ced the new technology to his readers, two years later, in the Salon
of 1857. Like the preceding quotation, they can be read today only
with a subtle shift of emphasis. But as a counterpart to the above,
they still make sense as a violent reaction to the encroachments of
artistic photography. “In these sorry days a new industry has
arisen that has done not a little to strengthen the asinine belief. . .
that art is and can be nothing other than the accurate reflection of
nature . . . A vengeful god has hearkened to the voice of this
multitude. Daguerre is his Messiah.” And: “If photography is
permitted to supplement some of art’s functions, they will forth-
with be usurped and corrupted by it, thanks to photography’s
natural alliance with the mob. It must therefore revert to its proper
duty, which is to serve as the handmaiden of science and the arts”.

One thing, however, both Wiertz and Baudelaire failed to grasp:
the lessons inherent in the authenticity of the photograph. These
cannot be forever circumvented by a commentary whose clichés
merely establish verbal associations in the viewer. The camera is
getting smaller and smaller, ever readier to capture fleeting and
secret moments whose images paralyse the associative mechanisms
in the beholder. This is where the caption comes in, whereby
photography turns all life’s relationships into literature, and with-
out which all constructivist photography must remain arrested in
the approximate. Not for nothing have Atget’s photographs been
likened to those of the scene of a crime. But is not every square inch
of our cities the scene of a crime? Every passer-by a culprit? Is it
not the task of the photographer—descendant of the augurs and
haruspices—to reveal guilt and to point out the guilty in his pic-
tures? “The illiteracy of the future”, someone has said, “will be
ignorance not of reading or writing, but of photography.” But
must not a photographer who cannot read his own pictures be no
less accounted an illiterate? Will not the caption become the most
important part of the photograph? Such are the questions in which
the interval of ninety years that separate us from the age of the
daguerrotype discharges its historical tension. It is in the illumina-
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tion of these sparks that the first photographs emerge, beautiful
and unapproachable, from the darkness of our grandfathers™ day.

1931



