
Benjamin as a child, c. 1897, photographed by the Selle & Kuntze
studio.  



Walter Benjamin was born into a world in which photog -
raphy was becoming commonplace. In 1892, in Berlin, the
year and place of his birth, photography wove its way into
many people’s lives through the ritual visit of the bourgeois
family to the studio to have portraits taken, an experience
that Benjamin reflected on several times in his writings. In
autobiographical reflections from the early 1930s, he relates
how when as a child he was photographed in a studio with
a crudely painted backdrop of the Alps, brandishing a
kidskin hat, he felt that the screens and pedestals ‘craved
my image much as the shades of Hades craved the blood
of the sacrificial animal’. e photographic studio presented
itself to him as a hybrid of boudoir and torture chamber.1
And there exists a photograph of him, at the age of five,
standing alone, surrounded by a fuzzy oval, holding a sword
and a flag and dressed up as a soldier. Studio photography
compelled the subject, he noted, to adopt awkward poses,
dress in clothes that are nothing but costumes, and gaze
out from among a clutter of fake and random objects that
engulf the fragile human body. Indeed, the imposturous
and miserable but also simultaneously widespread nature
of this experience is covertly publicized when Benjamin
describes an image of Kafka that was in his possession. It
is of Kafka as a boy, yet Benjamin describes it as if it were
of himself:
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Introduction: Walter Benjamin 
and the Birth of Photography



I am standing there bareheaded, my left hand holding
a giant sombrero which I dangle with studied grace. My
right hand is occupied with a walking stick, whose
curved handle can be seen in the foreground, while its
tip remains hidden in a bunch of flowers spilling from a
garden table.2

In Benjamin’s interpretation, mechanical reproduction, or
photography in this case and at this moment, assaults
humanity and provides legible images of the dysfunctional
relationship of technology, nature and social world by which
humans increasingly become mere props – an experience
not reserved solely for the working-class ‘appendage of the
machine’, as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels described it
in 1848 in e Communist Manifesto. is is how Benjamin
saw a world of commercial photography designed to pro-
vide confidence-boosting photographs for well-heeled
families to place inside heavy albums that rest as dust traps
on dark sideboards in cluttered living rooms. 

ere were also more public encounters with photog-
raphy in Benjamin’s childhood. e time of his growing
up was the time of the emergence of the illustrated press,
which was dependent on the rapid technical innovations
in the field. In his year of birth, for example, the Berlin Illus-
trirte Zeitung3 (Berlin Illustrated Newspaper) first appeared,
placing its speciality attention-grabbing pictures on its
front cover. Engravings were soon replaced by photographs
and, from 1901, photographs were printed inside the news-
paper. Here was the start of photojournalism, and with it
the professions of photojournalist and photo librarian were
established. 

As Benjamin grew, so too did access to making photo-
graphs. Processes simplified – cheaper cameras were made
and roll film was invented. In February 1900, Eastman
Kodak Co. introduced to the u.s. market the Brownie cam-
era, designed and manufactured for the company by Frank
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Brownell of Rochester, New York; the name ‘Brownie’ was
a reference to the pixie-like characters from Palmer Cox’s
popular children’s books, and illustrations of them appeared
on the cameras’ early packaging. e young camera was,
after all, designed for children. e new photography was
to be a hobby for children, for the apparatus could be ‘oper-
ated by any school boy or girl’, as an advertisement from the
Youth’s Companion put it in May 1900. In the event, much
larger sections of the population adopted it. With the
Brownie, the notion of the snapshot was in aug urated. Rap-
idly other companies started making similar cameras and
they came into the hands of Europeans too. Moments of
daily life, or at least its exhilarated moments – at the beach,
on the town, in the garden – were recorded for posterity.

e invention in Germany of the Leica camera proto-
type, by a microscope designer on the eve of the First World
War, contributed further to the pervasion of the world by
photography. Once the war was over and the prototype
improved, the Leica revealed itself to be a versatile, eye-level,
daylight loadable compact camera that could snap precise
shots in magnificent detail, using 35 mm motion picture
film, which enabled it to shoot up to 36 rapid sequential
exposures. Fast-paced modern life could be framed and
captured by this device. During Benjamin’s passage from
baby to adult, photography had developed: it had become
faster, more capable and yet, in some regards, less demand-
ing of skill on the part of the photographer. 

Private and public, collective and individual, active and
passive, productive and consumerist engagements with pho-
tography were all possible in the world in which Benjamin
grew up. Photography had entwined itself in the mediation
of the world. It had become not just a mediator of history
but by the 1920s also had its own rich history and assured
future. Benjamin reflected on all this in his scattered writings
and jottings on photography. His thoughts encompass
production, reproduction, sitter, viewer, temporality in the
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photograph, the economic situation of the photographer
and this vis-à-vis the painter, the status of art and craft in
relation to photography, the relationship of his curious cat -
e gory of ‘aura’ to photography, the relation of photography
and memory, and photography’s potentials for knowledge
and pedagogy. 

Benjamin was aware of some of the debates around and
practices of photography, not just as a bystander but as a
discussant. In the course of his life, he came to know several
professional photographers, including Sasha Stone, Gisèle
Freund and Germaine Krull, and he made the acquaintance
of John Heartfield.4 He met László Moholy-Nagy through
Arthur Müller-Lehning, the Dutch anarchist who was the
publisher of the Dutch International Revue i 10, a journal for
which Moholy-Nagy was photography and film editor from
1927 to 1929. A letter from Benjamin to Gershom Scholem
from 14 February 1929 mentions meeting Moholy-Nagy:
‘A thoroughly delightful physiognomy – but perhaps I have
written this before – is Moholy-Nagy, the former teacher
of photography at the Bauhaus.’5 Some of Benjamin’s ideas
on photography coincide with aspects of Moholy-Nagy’s
Malerei Photographie Film (Painting Photography Film),
published in 1925 as a contribution to the Bauhaus book
series, with a second edition in 1927 (where the occurrences
of ‘ph’ in Photographie were replaced by the more modern-
sounding ‘f ’ form. In this book, Moholy-Nagy argues that
a ‘culture of light’, drawn from ‘the new vision’ that is
produced by the camera as it extends the eye, will adopt
the mantle of innovation from painting and provide the
expressive means of the future.6

Photography in Weimar Germany
Walter Benjamin was not alone in turning to photography
as a fount of interest. e Weimar Republic of Germany,
in which he lived and studied until 1933 and where (having
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Sasha Stone, The East, 1920s, published in Schünemanns
Monatshefte (August 1929).



failed to secure an academic post) he became a reviewer and
essay writer, housed a lively photographic culture. In 1929
the much-publicized ‘Film und Foto’ exhibition opened
in Stuttgart, organized for the Deutscher Werkbund by
Gustav Stotz in order to ‘bring together as comprehensively
as possible works of all those who were the first to recognize
that the camera is the most appropriate composition medium
of our time and have worked with it’.7 Around 1,200 works
were on view, selected from across Europe and the United
States, and the show, in reduced form, toured for two years
through Zurich, Berlin, Vienna, Danzig, Zagreb and
Munich , and also went to Japan. ‘Film und Foto’ was a bold
statement, phrased in Germany, about the importance of
technological culture. e exhibition sampled some of the
tendencies of photography in Europe of recent years. ese
tendencies, some of which were represented in the exhib -
ition and all of which were practised in Germany, ranged
from commercial photography to reportage photo-essays,
art photography, avant-garde photobooks and political
photomontage. Even within art photography, photographic
trends ranged, within just a few years, from the quirky fram-
ings and high contrast of the Neues Sehen (New Vision),
to the documentary precision and hyperrealism of Neue
Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity, or ‘Straight Photography’
as it was called in the u.s.), to Dada and Surrealist approaches
to the image. 

Photography was embraced by a panoply of users. Its
origins in a mechanical device were overcome in its diversion
into a bona fide art form; provided the basis for its rhetoric
of objectivity, precision and truthfulness, which allowed it
to be used as an investigative tool capable of capturing,
assessing and retransmitting the contours of modern life;
and allowed it to forward anti-art and post-art arguments
among an avant-garde that rejected the association of art
with individual creativity, originality and authorship.
Numerous volumes of experimental photography were
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published in the 1920s, such as Erich Mendelsohn’s  Amerika:
Bilderbuch eines Architekten (America: Picture Book of an
Architect, 1926), with its captioned day and night shots,
reviewed favourably by El Lissitzky, Aleksandr Rodchenko
and Bertolt Brecht; Werner Graeff’s Es kommt der neuer
Fotograf! (e New Photograph is Coming, 1929); and Jan
Tschichold and Franz Roh’s foto-auge / oeil et photo / photo
eye, published in 1929.8 ese collections were polemical. In
foto-auge, a response to ‘Film und Foto’, Roh, eschewing
the upper case, established the following context for the
volume that conveyed a ‘new vision’:

for a long time we had photographers who clad every thing
in twilight (imitators of Rembrandt in velvet cap, or all
softening impressionist minds). today everything is
brought out clearly.9

It contained 76 photographs by Eugène Atget, Andreas
Feininger, George Grosz, Max Burchartz, Man Ray, Max
Ernst, Herbert Bayer, László Moholy-Nagy, Edward Weston
and others. e cover illustration was a photomontage by
El Lissitzky. But as well as photographs by named prac-
titioners experimenting with montage, photograms, multiple
exposures, negative prints and collage, in addition to photog -
raphy combined with graphic, painterly or typographical
elements, it contained anonymous photographs from news-
papers, picture agencies and advertising, aerial photography,
X-ray images and the results of other scientific uses of the
camera. ese were all jumbled together and without captions.
Juxtaposition was one of foto auge’s modes of communica-
tion; for example, ‘Files’, a photograph by Sasha Stone of
alphabetized index cards in a filing cabinet, was placed next
to an image owned by the chemical concern ig Farben, of
people relaxing on a beach. e meanings of each – work,
leisure, mass society, loss of individuality, public, private,
surveillance, bureaucracy – were modulated by the other. 
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Periodically living in Paris, Benjamin also had at least an
inkling of what was of interest among the francophone
scene. He was aware of journals that dealt with modern
photography and film, mentioning in particular the French
journal Bifur and the Belgian Variétés, both of which had
relationships with Surrealist photographers. To give a sense
of the material on show in such a forum as Bifur, some of
the contents of issue 5 from 1930 will suffice: photos by
Claude Cahun and Tina Modotti and film stills from Sergei
Eisenstein and Joris Ivens. Variétés made heavy use of
photography too in its issues, under the influence of the
Dada-Surrealist E.L.T. Mesens, who produced collages
for the journal and published images by contemporary
photographers, including Germaine Krull.10

In Europe in the 1920s, how photographs looked and
how they could be made was a topic for excited debate.
Moholy-Nagy and Man Ray experimented with direct pho -
 tog raphy and darkroom trickery. In the post-revo lutionary
Soviet Union, Aleksandr Rodchenko insisted on breaking
with straight-ahead views and used the new lightweight
cameras to take tilted shots, their perspectival shifts designed
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to signify the shift in political perspectives. John Heartfield
and Hannah Höch snipped images from illustrated maga -
zines, transform ing the seemingly ordinary signs that they
found into warning signals of oppressions to come. Neue
Sach lich keit rebuffed photo montage’s frac tures with
smooth, glossy images whose framing and tones oozed a
cool attitude rather than the heat of the struggle. Some con -
temporaries – Benjamin among them – dismissed it as the
photography of political impotence attuned to a period of
stabilization. In 1924, Benjamin evoked the polar opposite
of ‘objective’ photography in translating into German –
with ‘awe-inspiring vim’11 – a short piece entitled ‘Inside-
out Photog raphy’, for the June 1924 issue of G: Zeitschrift
für elementare Gestaltung (G: Magazine for Elementary
Form), journal of the ‘G’ group. e article was Tristan
Tzara’s 1922 preface to Man Ray’s photograph album Les
Champs délicieux, devoted to his Rayo graphs, which were
photographs taken without the use of a camera. Tzara wrote:

When everything that called itself art was well and truly
riddled with rheumatism, the photographer lit the lamp
of a thousand candles and step by step the light-sensitive
paper absorbed the blackness of several objects of use.
He had discovered the momentousness of a tender and
unspoilt flash of lightning, which was more important
than all the constellations designed to bedazzle our eyes.
Precise, unique and correct mechanical deformation is
fixed, smooth and filtered like a head of hair through a
comb of light. Is it a spiral of water, or the tragic gleam
of a revolver, an egg, a glittering arc or a sluice gate of
reason, a subtle ear with a mineral whistle or a turbine
of algebraical formulae? As the mirror effortlessly throws
back the image, and the echo the voice, without asking
us why, the beauty of matter belongs to no one, for hence-
forth it is a physico-chemical product.12
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For the Dadaist Tzara, chemistry, physics and technology
return the object to experience. e flare of light, intrinsic
to flash photography – in the magnesium explosion or the
ready-made flash bulb – parallels the act of perception, and
it constitutes an illumination more intense than the wan
mimicry of art. is process provides the chemical imprint
of matter in all its new and revolutionary beauty. Matter
has come to voice, and it speaks of itself. The most pre -
cise mechanical act produces something quite magical,
just as it is material, physical and real, and, furthermore,
it is owned by no one. is is not property. It is an art of
‘luminous values’ in ‘passionate progress’ that no modern
art, no painting, can halt. 

is progressive art of light and shade passed from the
Dadaists to the Surrealists, who combined the poetry of
matter – the indexical relationship between photography
and visible world, which imprints its traces, as in Man Ray’s
Rayographs – with the workings of chance. Such innova-
tions of Dada and Surrealism stimulated Benjamin, though
he was critical, in 1929, of the Surrealist stress on mysticism,
occultism and spiritualism, their fascination with seances,
hypnosis and trance-like states.13 Indeed, such criticism is
voiced by him precisely in relation to the Surrealist use of
photography in 1936, when discussing Louis Aragon’s
description of Surrealist procedures – such as cutting a
locomotive out of a rose, or embellishing photographs with
drawings. Collage invigorated painting and photography in
1930, but by 1936, Benjamin was dismayed. e Surreal-
ists had succumbed to aestheticized photography in trying
to ‘master photography by artistic means’:

ey failed to recognize the social impact of photography,
and therefore the importance of inscription – the fuse
guiding the critical spark to the image mass (as is seen
best in Heartfield).14
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Supervening styles and modes of photography in the
interwar years had manifestos, supporters and detractors.15
As these fashions superimposed on each other, or battled for
the same Weimar photojournal pages, theorists pol e m  ic ized
the different politics of form of the various photographic
trends. Photography mattered. Photography introduced
new perspectives, and perspective was a political question
in this period. In a radio lecture for children from 1930,
Benjamin demonstrates what the aerial perspective, which
photography might adopt, can reveal:

More telling than standing in front of the houses is
looking at photos taken from a bird’s-eye view, as if you
were peering down on the premises. At first you see how
grim, severe, gloomy, and military the rental barracks
look in comparison to the peaceful houses of the garden
plots, which are so amicably juxtaposed with one
another. And you understand why Adolf Behne, who
has done so much for this new Berlin, calls the rental
barracks the last of the castle fortresses. Because, he says,
they arose from a few landowners’ egotistical, brutal
struggle over the land that they would dismember and
divide among themselves. And this is why rental barracks
have the shape of fortified and warlike castles, with their
walled-in courtyards. As the owners are locked together
in hostile confrontation, so too are the residents living
in the hundreds of apartments that usually make up these
city blocks.16

Seen from above and encompassed within the photograph,
the actuality of the rental barracks comes into view, as a
modern castle and as a site of historical and social process
and conflict.

He goes on to discuss photos from the journal Uhu, for
which he wrote and which carried photographs by the likes
of Moholy-Nagy, Martin Munkácsi, Albert Renger-Patzsch,
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Sasha Stone, Umbo (Otto Umbehr), Erich Salomon and
Yva (Else Neuländer-Simon). e photos that drew his eye
are of new housing developments, a ‘completely new form
of American skyscraper’ that were ‘either set on their short
end so that they project upward, or . . . lay on their broad
side to make long rows of houses’. What the image tells
him is grounds for optimism:

e rental barracks are on the way out: through the
abolition of the somber and monumental stone build-
ing that has stood still, immovable, and unchanged for
centuries. e stone is replaced by a narrow frame of
concrete and steel, the compact and impenetrable
façades by giant glass plates, and the four blank walls by
deep-set and exposed stairs, platforms and roof gardens.
e many people that will live in such buildings will
gradually be transformed by them. ey will be freer, less
anxious, and also less belligerent. is future image of
the city will inspire people at least as much as airships,
automobiles, and ocean liners do today.17

e aerial perspective that is possible in photography
spreads to the built form, making all inhabitants of the
clouds possessors of the overview.

In his commitment to understanding photography in
a many-faceted way, Benjamin was moving truly with his
times and place. Benjamin monitored the various moves
in photography and analysed them for their social and
aesthetic meanings. He took to heart the prediction of
Moholy-Nagy that the illiterate of the future would not be
the person unable to read or write, but the person ignor -
ant of how photography signifies.18 He proposed his own
canon of contemporary photographic ‘masters’: it included
Eugène Atget, Karl Blossfeldt and August Sander, Gisèle
Freund and John Heartfield. He argued that the historic
work of Atget should be venerated as inaugurating a modern
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vision that looked for the unremarked, the forgotten and
cast adrift. In the process, Atget cleansed the atmosphere
of traditional portrait photography, expunging the person
and making of the photographic scene a Tatort, a crime
scene, or less hyperbolically, a place of action. Photography
is, for Benjamin, for Atget or for Benjamin reading Atget,
the site where evidence might be found. Indeed, forensic
photography was, in any case, already an established field,
which had developed contemporaneously with Benjamin’s
appearance in the world and was used for documenting,
for analysis and to convict. Alphonse Bertillon, the French
police officer who set out instructions for obtaining the
mug shot photo in 1890, was also a pioneer in methodic -
ally photographing crime scenes: the scattered objects, the
victims’ bodies, the weapons and so on, from ground
level and the ‘God’s-eye-view’; these would subsequently
be made available to the press. Benjamin’s interest in crime
scene photography had less to do with monitoring con-
ventional criminal behaviour and more with the place of
social evidence – places made available for the detection
of social truths and untruths, as exposed in what Benjamin
terms the ‘optical unconscious’ in his ‘Small History of
Photography’ (1931). 

Photography captures a moment in time, but what it
captures exceeds the intention of the photographer. Photog -
raphy, for Benjamin, accesses a differently constituted
reality, with layers unseeable by the naked eye and made
perceptible only by technological means. A spark of con-
tingency finds its way onto the photographic image. In this
splinter of space and time, in its margins or previously unseen
elements, history rests, awaiting rediscovery. is echoed
something from Benjamin’s earliest writings. In ‘e Life
of Students’, published in 1915, he wrote of how ‘history
rests concentrated, as in a focal point, something seen from
time immemorial in the utopian images of thinkers’.19 e
focal point is a matter for cameras and photographs, though

19



its etymology stems – as is clearer in the German word
Brennpunkt – from the hearth, the point of burning, the
place that never fails to draw the eye and in which endless
forms are seen. 

Benjamin’s Photographs
Benjamin did not take photographs but he was, like many,
a photographic subject. He also collected photos and
commissioned others to make them, as for example when,
staying in Moscow in 1926–7, he visited the Kustarny
Museum for regional art, which held a collection of old
Russian toys. Benjamin arranged for some of them to be
photographed and the pictures, retouched, appeared in
his newspaper article on ‘Russian Toys’, published in the
southwest German radio listings magazine.20 He wrote
captions on their backs: the toys’ names, their region and
time of manufacture, their mode of production, their ma -
terials, size and other features such as sound effects, as well
as odd things that struck him about their physiognomy –
their cultic remnants, their social fragility, their demotic
simplicity.21

Benjamin also held onto photographs of Paris taken
by his acquaintance Germaine Krull in 1928. Benjamin’s
archive holds thirteen images of Paris by Krull. ese are
photographs of the Paris arcades, shop windows and shop
fronts. Benjamin also kept or collected four images by her
of bleaker scenes: a run-down courtyard, crumbling walls,
a grey street populated by a few lonely individuals. 

Benjamin’s friend Sasha Stone (born Aleksandr Serge
Steinsapir) gave him three photographs of a bourgeois in -
terior, taken from different perspectives, which he kept. Stone
(who also photographed his portrait bust, sculpted by Jula
Radt, in 1926) produced the design for the dust jacket of
Benjamin’s book One-way Street (1928), a dynamic photo -
montage of street signs, lamp posts, a shopping street and
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a dog. The cover was described by Benjamin as ‘one of
the most effective there has ever been’.22 Inside the book
is a vignette titled ‘Manorially Furnished Ten-room Apart-
ment’. In words, Benjamin describes elements of Stone’s
photographs of a cluttered and cushioned room in which
there are ‘knickknacks, knickknacks everywhere’.23 Benjamin
held on to these photographs and others, and used them to
think and explore the world. at is to say, he read photog -
raphy, in Moholy-Nagy’s sense, and made it legible. 

Benjamin was also an avid collector of postcards – the
first polychrome picture postcard, manufactured according
to a photographic template, was just three years younger
than him. Just as he returned to his own childhood in his
memoirs and in the choice of childhood as a topic for essays,
he was also drawn to the early days, or ‘childhood’, of photo -
graphic postcards. Indeed, in a letter he once described
‘antiquarian postcards’ as ‘my speciality’.24 In some writings
on childhood, he revealed the origin and the aim of such
collecting:

ere are people who think they find the key to their
destinies in heredity, others in horoscopes, others again
in education. For my part, I believe that I would gain
numerous insights into my later life from my collection
of picture postcards, if I were to leaf through it again
today. e main contributor to this collection was my
maternal grandmother, a decidedly enterprising lady,
from whom I believe I have inherited two things: my
delight in giving presents and my love of travel. If it is
unclear what the Christmas holidays – which cannot
be thought of without the Berlin of my childhood –
meant for the first of these passions, it is certain that
none of my boys’ adventure books kindled my love of
travel as did the postcards with which she supplied me
in abundance from her far-flung travels. And because the
longing we feel for a place determines it as much as
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does its outward image, I shall say something about
these postcards.25

His childhood collection of picture postcards were stored
in three collector’s albums, alongside other valuables, in a
small ‘locker hidden beneath the seat’ of the desk by the
window, his favourite spot.26 He did not stop collecting and
his many journeys to San Gimignano, Volterra, Siena, Ibiza,
Palma de Mallorca, Moscow and elsewhere all yielded much
booty. As he wrote in Moscow Diary (1926–7):

It was also today that I discovered some fabulous post-
cards, the kind I had long been looking for, old white
elephants from the czarist days, primarily colored pictures
on pressed cardboard, also views of Siberia.27

In the mid-1920s, Benjamin intended to write a study of the
‘Aesthetics of the Picture Postcard’.28 It came to nothing,
but in June 1926 he was still able to remark to his friend
Siegfried Kracauer, who wrote his own study of photog -
raphy in 1927,29

If you pursue further the skewed bits of the petty bour-
geois stage of dreams and desires, then I think you will
come across wonderful discoveries and perhaps we will
meet each other at a point which I have been gauging
with all my energy for a year without being able to hit
it in the centre: the picture postcard. You may perhaps
one day write that salvation of the stamp collection for
which I have been waiting for so long without wanting
to chance it.30

Composing a History
Benjamin’s article ‘Small History of Photography’, pub-
lished in 1931, whizzed through the history of photography
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in a few pages, ending with his own preferences among
contemporary practitioners. He sought out the socio-
historical evidence lodged in the very chemicals, in the
papers, in the exposure lengths and in the poses of the sub-
jects across photography’s history. Photography has a
history and it provides a record of history. It plays out in its
forms, hues, stances, props, focus, exposures and everything
else the broader social history of what is photographed, of
the world that brought the photographic technology into
being: its class struggles, its mediations of technology, its
relationships between humanity and nature. And so, accord-
ing to Benjamin, the first photographed generation were
figures who had not yet learned that photography might
serve the purpose of self-glorification, even into the here-
after. ey withdrew shyly into the private space of their
drawing rooms. As an example, Benjamin recalls a photo-
graph of the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, who was
photographed sunk deep into his chair in the 1850s. ere
is in this image no pompous presentation of self. In the
slowness of exposure, the spaces where these optimistic
bourgeoisie lived – a durable, hope-filled world – arrived
on the photographic plate with them. Benjamin notes
that even the creases on people’s coats possess an air of
permanence. 

e late nineteenth-century generation, the one into
which Benjamin was born, were members of an imperial-
ist bourgeoisie, states Benjamin, and they did not inherit
the virtue of coyness. ey used photography to inflate their
self-image, their individuality. ey retouched photographs,
adding haze and painterly effects. And they crammed the
stiff family portraits with props and backdrops, signs of a
more generalized falseness. is amounts to an abuse of the
apparatus. e photographer and the apparatus of pho tog -
raphy no longer stand on a par with each other. e images
produced are awkward and untrue, and yet, to a skilled
reader such as Benjamin, they reveal the grim social truth. 
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But then came an epoch of social revolts, and the
Russian Revolution presented the opportunity to put before
the camera people who had no use for their photos. And
so the photography of the era approached its subjects and
was approached by them differently. e inhabitants of
this new world were anonymous, notes Benjamin – just as
were the worker-actors of Eisenstein’s films.31 Not con-
cerned with self-promotion, they were curious before the
camera and keen to test it out. A social shift in relations of
production impelled a change in modes of reproduction.
Effects were felt beyond Russia’s borders. ese new types
of human imaging were not portraits in any conventional
sense. ey were not depictions of individuals selling their
personalities or their uniqueness. ey were impressions of
anonymous physiognomy. To work with this is the work
of the modern portrait photographer, a photographer of
collectives, masses, types – in short, of modern people. 

e Lure of Objectivity
A photograph has been labelled an objective record, evading
the subjective embellishments of the painter or the failures
and idiosyncrasies of the drawing hand. As a technical pro-
cedure, the photograph has some sort of direct, reflective
relationship to the world. It promises its viewers objec tivity
– the word ‘lens’ in various European languages is some
form of the Latin word objectus, thrown, or put before or
against – in German, Objektive, in French, objectif, in Ital-
ian, obiettivo. is ‘objectivity’, a technological by-product,
acts as a guarantor of historical faithfulness, or fidelity to a
moment or location. e photographer Wolfgang Born
wrote in 1929:

e discovery of reality is the mission of photography.
It is not incidental that the very process of taking a pho-
tograph involves the use of technology. e nature of this
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medium is intrinsically adapted to the structure of the
contemporary worldview; its objective way of register-
ing facts corresponds to the thinking of a generation of
engineers. Today the camera can unfold its finest virtue
– truthfulness – without hindrance.32

But such objectivity might become nothing more than a
decoy. For Benjamin, photography has its limits in terms
of its ability to convey social actuality or truth. It conveys
truth at some moments. At other moments, it exposes false-
hood. But sometimes, it simply fails to register anything
meaningful about the subject. Technically, photography
possesses the capacity to adhere to a surface that may be
itself deceptive or hermetic. Benjamin expresses this by draw-
ing on this passage from Brecht’s book e reepenny Trial
(1931), on the question of what photographic, naturalistic
depiction can and cannot do:

For the situation is complicated by the fact that less
than at any time does a simple reproduction of reality
tell us anything about reality. A photograph of the
Krupps works or gec yields almost nothing about these
institutions. Reality proper has slipped into the func-
tional. e reification of human relationships, signalled
by the factory, can no longer be revealed by the photo-
graph. erefore some thing has actually to be constructed,
something artificial, something set up. For this reason,
art is indeed necessary. But the old concept of art, the
one that rests on experience, is superseded. For whoever
represents that which is experienceable in reality also
fails to capture it. Reality is no longer experienceable in
its totality.33

This passage casts doubt on the cognitive content of
photography and film, those reproductive media that seem
to sample the real. Less than at any other time, then, in the
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Weimar Republic, Brecht notes, can this selection from
the skin of reality divulge anything about the reality por-
trayed. e social formation that is modern industrial
capitalism possesses a complexity that is a result of obscured
relations between people, machines and nature, as gen er -
ated by the organization of production in capitalism.
Commodity fetishism and the process of production make
the structure of reality only difficult to decipher. No single
photograph can disclose the peculiar process of the extrac-
tion of surplus value or the way in which relationships
between people have transformed into relations between
things, while things are fetishized and caper with each other
as though they had souls or passions. Something artificial
– an artwork, so to speak – needs to be built up, put together
in parts, in order to render some of this complexity. is
artwork would be made of fragments and it would not con-
ceal its fragmented form. It would make its partiality clear,
where it is partial, and it would make its composition, or
composite nature, obvious. Benjamin takes this to be an
indication of the legitimacy of the photomontage, which
is a form of photograph that works with and against
words, with captions and one-liners, to anchor the image.
At the same time, these elements detonate ‘reality’, break-
ing apart its functional reification, by uncovering what the
relations between its alienated parts are. As he put it in a
lecture, ‘e Author as Producer’ (1934), written to deliver
to a communist circle at the Institute for the Study of
Fascism in Paris: ‘What we require of the photographer is
the ability to give his picture the caption that wrenches it
from modish commerce and gives it a revolutionary use
value.’34 Photography is annexed to insurgency and given
revolutionary use-value by the introduction of the word, or
caption, which cuts into the surface gleam that it provides,
in the process making it unusable for commodity ends
that aim to sell the dream of social repletion or to persuade
consumers that ‘the world is beautiful’. 
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Benjamin may have developed his idea of the captioned
photograph on the basis of Kurt Tucholsky’s thoughts.
Tucholsky was a satirical social critic active in the Inde -
pen dent Social Democratic Party and a writer for various
Weimar progressive journals. In 1929 he collaborated with
John Heartfield on a word and image lampoon titled
‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles’. In Die Weltbühne in
May 1930, writing under the pseudonym Peter Panter,
Tucholsky observed that photography had to be used in a
new way, 

as the underlining of a text, as humorous juxtaposition,
as ornament and as corroboration – the image must no
longer be an end in itself. e reader must be trained to
see with our eyes, and the photo will not only speak: it
will scream.35

For Benjamin, photography is, as he puts it in ‘e
Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproduci -
bility’, first drafted in 1935, ‘the first truly revolutionary
means of reproduction’, arising simultaneously with social-
ism.36 But it is photomontage that is the visual form of
a post-revolutionary world – that is to say, one that comes
after the revolution of 1917 in Russia, as well as one in
which revolution seems defeated, as in Germany of the
1920s, when fascism gained the upper hand. This was the
messy terrain into which John Heartfield threw his work.
For example, in 1928 he published an image titled ‘Italy
in Chains’. e image shows Mussolini’s face. His death’s
head is beginning to take over his features. Mussolini’s
face and jutting chin is stripped of its epidermis. His
skull pushes forward. Bone is surfacing. e caption reads:
‘The face of fascism’. Using the techniques of photo -
montage, the depth within is revealed on the surface in the
image of the man’s head. e implication of the image is
that the surface, in itself, tells us little. e surface might
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actually be quite deceptive. It is, at least, not a place to seek
enlightenment or clarification about motive forces. e
surface reveals nothing of importance. In the case of the
face, the surface might actually be cultivated to present
itself as better than it really is, or as indecipherable, as
indicated in the phrases ‘saving face’ or ‘to put on a brave
face’.  Which is the true face of fascism – the one that does
not reveal itself immediately on the surface? The face of
fascism is a death’s head. 

Heartfield was to use this iconography of fascism and
Nazism several times in the 1920s and ’30s. Fascism is a
deadly rule, a rule of death, of war, of violence. Behind the
dictator – in another deployment of depth versus surface
– Heartfield shows the motive forces of fascism, its backers.
There is capital and the Church, a few faces, a few individ -
uals, and also in view are fascism’s victims, the many faces of
soldiers on their way to almost certain mass graves, and the
corpses, their faces obscured, their deaths anonymous. At
the bottom of the image, the caption repeats a sentence from
Mussolini: ‘In the next 15 years I will change the face of Italy
such that no one will recognize her.’ Restated in this context,
Mussolini’s line reveals the truth that it obscured when the
dictator himself expressed it as part of a glorifying, propa -
gandistic boast about modernization and rationalization.
Ostensibly the alterations will bring progress, light and
unity to a country mired in trad ition, obscure relations and
unevenness. In actuality, as the lines betray, set in this new
context, the new face of Italy will be a result of capital’s vio-
lent exertions, its devouring of human energy and life. Such
devouring does not lead to an ever more robust Mussolini,
leader of an ever stronger Italy, but rather his vampiric,
cadaverous inner self, his core, fascism’s kernel, pushing itself
to the fore ever more. Fascism is death and it brings death.
It tries to make everything in its own image. 

Dispersing the image, breaking up the self-evidential rela-
tionships between image and reality, image and caption,
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caption and world, is Heartfield’s artistic strategy, adapted by
him into a distinct strategy for political revelation. At work
here is the aesthetic procedure – montage – deployed against
the cosmetic procedure – deceptive surfaces. Photomontage
is an art of contradiction in its most literal sense. 

e signs, the words, the images that seem to be saying
one thing, because of photography’s self-evidential force or
because of the deceptive labels images have been given, are
redirected, détourned, sent on a diversion by counterpoint,
by other labels, ones directed towards unmasking. Heartfield
employs specific counterpoints that reveal the truth obscured
by the superficial flurries of ideology, most graphically in
times of war and then exacerbated further in the epochs of
fascism. Heartfield used the techniques of anti-art to the
ends of determinate political critique.

Incidentally, Benjamin had his own evidence of the
deceptiveness of photography in relation to Mussolini.
e Italian leader visited Capri in 1924, while Benjamin was
staying there. Benjamin remarked in a letter on the diver-
gence between Mussolini in the flesh and the heartthrob
of the postcards: in reality, he was sluggish and puffed up,
smeared in rancid oil and like a fat grocer’s fist, according
to Benjamin.37

Photography in the Practice of Life
Photography is epochal and unleashes social effects as
much as it is also the result of them. It sends art scuttling
into a theology of l’art pour l’art to justify its continued
existence. It brings new subjects into the field of represen -
tation. It raises questions of realism and reality, surface
and essence. It forces questions of value, monetary and
artistic, as well as entering into new relations with view-
ers, who are incorporated into media and no longer expected
to absorb visual culture in the gallery. Photography is an art
of replication, not one of private possession. Photography
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weaves into lives that are changing and that could change
more – that is Benjamin’s wager and why he imagines
that photography might have a ‘revolutionary use-value’,
might have a role to play in further social unravelling and
reconstruction. He observed in his various writings on the
nineteenth century how photography had woven itself
into life under industrial capitalist conditions of produc-
tion. It had transported moments into the future, and so
bent time. It had made faraway spaces – the other side
of the world, the moon, the stars, the sun – recordable
and transportable into every bourgeois parlour and, later,
through magazines and postcards, into every home and
circumstance. It had altered the meaning and function of
memory. It had made its mark on the body, calling poses
and postures into being. It had produced new sensations,
such as the shock of the moment of exposure, and new
gestures, such as the photographer bent over his machine
and unleashing his act with a crook of the finger, a small,
sudden flick of the hand or finger that is also mobilized
at the same time by other technologies.

In the mid-nineteenth century, the invention of the
match brought forth a number of innovations which
have one thing in common: a single abrupt movement
of the hand triggers a process of many steps. is develop -
ment is taking place in many areas. A case in point is
the telephone, where the lifting of the receiver has
taken the place of the steady movement that used to
be required to crank the older models. With regard to
count less movements of switching, inserting, pressing,
and the like, the ‘snapping’ by the photographer has
had the greatest consequences. Henceforth a touch of the
finger sufficed to fix an event for an unlimited period
of time. e camera gave the moment a posthumous
shock, as it were.38
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Shock is the dominant mode of modern existence:
being jostled in the street by crowds, dodging traffic or
being speedily carried along by it, encountering noisy
mechanized labour on the factory production line, the
swift shifts of angle or story of newspapers, magazines and
films. Life is a series of miniature shocks, all fragmentary
and sudden. Time too can be given a shock, in the form of
the camera that punctuates the moment. It is from photog -
raphy’s relationship to time that its power has been assumed
to stem. e strange dialectic of photography consists in
the fact that it is a more or less instantaneous representa-
tion, an imprint of a moment, which immediately begins
to date. Photography’s fate is to be about the latest instant,
only to become a historical document. History overcomes
the instantaneous image of a present. And memory gains a
technical adjunct. In modernity, memory cannot be thought
of without recourse to the technologies that seem to usurp
its role as archivist. But Benjamin’s is not a dismal view of
how celluloid partners memory, replacing it or turning all
towards death. For him the new technologies of image
making have entered into modern lives – meeting viewers
halfway, in a situation determined not by tradition but by
the viewer – and they have made themselves indispensable.
Photographs and film have seized our imaginations, which
is to say they have made themselves part of our internal
worlds.

If photography came into the world and changed every-
thing, if only because he registered this advent, Benjamin’s
own writing could not remain immune. Photography
suffuses his work, not just as a theme that he raises again
and again in his essays and reviews, his Arcades Project, in
his writings on Baudelaire or on Surrealism, but as some-
thing that configures his forms of writing and his
philosophy of history. 
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Photography in the Practice of Writing
Benjamin cultivated a photographic style of writing.
Benjamin thinks photographically; that is to say, he con-
jures up the workings of self and memory in photographic
terms. e self is remade in photography so intensely that
Benjamin observes how it is said that when a person
dies, it takes over the articulation of a life to the person
who still just about lives, evoking the cliché of the proto-
photographic strip of images of a life whirring through a
dying person’s head. For Benjamin, memories burst up at
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moments of crisis.39 In his memoirs of childhood, Benjamin
gestures at uncanny moments of temporal removal, such as
are achieved by photography. Twice in Berlin Chronicle,
from 1932, he reflects on the irruption of the forgotten
past into the present. e first reflection describes those
privileged moments when something akin to a magnesium
flare sears indelibly onto memory an image or circum-
stance – in Benjamin’s example, a room – as if memory
were a photo graphic plate. Some time later that image
flashes into consciousness’s view.40 Another of Benjamin’s
reflections on temporal displacement involves déjà vu –
or what Benjamin prefers to imagine as the ‘already heard’
– noting how some events seem to reach us like an echo
awakened by a call from the past. 

It is a word, tapping or a rustling that is endowed with
the magic power to transport us into the cool tomb of
long ago, from which the vault of the present seems to
return only as an echo.41

ese two images of a wayward segue of past and present
lead him in each case into the same anecdote involving an
uncanny knowledge of a repressed past returning in the
present. He reveals how, one night when he was six years
old, his father entered his bedroom to wish him good-
night. His father lingered there to report a relative’s death.
e little boy was indifferent to the news concerning his
older relative. Unable to assimilate the facts his father
relayed about heart attacks, instead, as his father spoke, he
imprinted – photographically – onto his memory all the
details of his room. He did this because he sensed that one
day he would have business there again, in that room, re-
encountering that moment, recovering something forgotten.
is he does, some years later, when he finds out the
repressed (because scandalous) truth: the real cause of his
relative’s death was, in fact, syphilis.
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e undiscriminating eyes of memory and cameras
absorb more than is consciously perceived and record it
all for later examination. Memory develops belatedly into
understanding, just as a photograph snatches an image from
time and presents it to the world again only after a process
of development. Memory deposits are shocked tardily into
knowledge, blasted, as Benjamin says elsewhere, into ‘the
now of recognizability’, ‘in which things adopt their true
– surrealistic – face’.42 Echoes of the future are deposited
in the past like time bombs, and Benjamin hunts out the
detonated and detonable mines.

Photography makes portable picture-puzzles, sometimes
miniaturizing, occasionally magnifying. Benjamin hoped
to parallel this trickery verbally in his memoirs, conjuring
intense little vignettes that turn the depiction of reality into
a picture-puzzle. In 1950 eodor Adorno recognized this
aspect of Benjamin’s memoirs in his afterword to the first
German edition of Berlin Childhood around 1900:

ese fairy-photographs of a Berlin childhood are not
only the ruins of a long-departed life seen from an aerial
perspective, but also shots of the airy state, snapped by
an astronaut who persuaded his models to kindly hold
still for a moment.43

His book of memoirs is a rapid succession of images, com-
prising short scenes that have impressed themselves into
memory. But impressed there are not just personal associ-
ations. ese are social scenes with political evidence, just
as he intimates in his reading of André Breton’s photo-text
Nadja (1928). He notes that in this book ‘photography
intervenes in a very strange way’:

It makes the streets, gates, squares of the city into
illustrations of a trashy novel, draws off the banal obvi-
ousness of this ancient architecture to inject it with the
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most pristine intensity towards the events described, to
which, as in old chambermaids’ books, word-for-word
quotations with page numbers refer. And all the parts of
Paris that appear here are the places where what is
between these people turns like a revolving door.44

Breton’s chosen photographs depict deserted city spaces,
stripped of the sentiment and heroism that might normally
be mobilized in representation. People are absent, as they
are in Atget’s auraless, melancholic portraits of the city prized
by Benjamin. ese ordinary, indistinct scenes, poorly
reproduced in the book, are not banal, if their contents
might seem to be – Jacques-André Boiffard’s pictures of the
facade of the Hôtel des Grands Hommes or a forsaken Place
Dauphine – but rather, anchored with captions taken from
the text of the novel, which jar with the scenes depicted,
they become strange, reflective and uneasy. ey are scenes
for curious, alienated social and sexual relations, as well as
spaces where bloody historical events have occurred, leav-
ing hallucinogenic traces in Nadja’s disturbed mind but no
visible traces in the present, or in the photographic medi-
ation. What happened is past or submerged, but fulminated
by the captions.

Photographic Uses
Photography was a fact of the world that transformed social
relations, including artistic ones, and it offered much prom-
ise to Benjamin. But nothing was guaranteed, and nothing
prevented photography from slipping out of joint with its
times, communicating uncritically with dominant forces
or, worse, becoming an organ of oppression. In 1928, Albert
Renger-Patzsch put out an assortment of superrealist pho-
tographs called e World is Beautiful, a collection vilified
by Benjamin on a couple of occasions for its serving up of
consumable novelties through its ability to make attractive
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any rubbish heap in its framing, and via the gloss of the
photographic surface.45 Renger-Patzsch’s volume was orig-
inally to be called ings and juxtaposed natural and
industrial objects to show their inherent beauty and formal
connections. Spurred by its success, the publisher Kurt Wolff
produced another collection the following year, August
Sander’s Face of Our Time. e photographic typage of
Sander’s Face of Our Time – praised by Benjamin in his
‘Small History of Photography’ as a ‘physiognomic gallery’
worthy of an Eisenstein or Pudovkin – appeared to provide,
as part of an immense scientific undertaking, an instruction
manual for navigating contemporary society and its divi-
sion of labour into various roles. e project did not sell
well, for it hit the world as the world hit economic depres-
sion, but it was certainly a critical success. While Benjamin’s
opposition to bourgeois humanism had encouraged him
to favour a ‘new way of seeing’, a bareness, the imaging of
a ‘medicative alienation’, in a photographing of the city’s
deserted streets, its traces of reproduction and massifica-
tion, Sander showed him that it might be unadvised in that
moment to renounce the appearance of people in photo-
graphs. Indeed, there may be social and political uses for
a new type of depiction. Human life is represented as a
botanical garden of fantastic types and specimens, as J. J.
Grandville had achieved more fancifully in the first half of
the nineteenth century in the field of lithographic caricature.
Benjamin observed: ‘e author approached this massive
task not as an intellectual, not advised by theorists of race
or social researchers, but rather, as the publisher states,
“from direct observation”.’ Benjamin’s interest in typage
recognized the way in which Sander’s images gave voice to
accoutrements, to chips of the social world such as clothing,
poses and looks, historical and cultural effects. e photo-
graphs betray how people inhabit their environment, how
they hold their bodies, how they experience their clothes,
how they live with themselves and with others. And, though
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