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([ Photography has the unappealing reputation of being the
most realistic, therefore facile, of the mimetic arts. In fact,
it is the one art that has managed to carry out the grandiose,
century-old threats of a Surrealist takeover of the modern
sensibility, while most of the pedigreed candidates have
dropped out of the race.

Painting was handicapped from the start by being a fine
art, with each object a unique, handmade original. A further
liability was the exceptional technical virtuosity of those
painters usually included in the Surrealist canon, who sel-
dom imagined the canvas as other than fhgurative. Their
paintings looked sleekly calculated, complacently well made,
undialectical. They kept a long, prudent distance from Sur-
realism’s contentious idea of blurring the lines between art
and so-called life, between objects and events, between the
intended and the unintentional, between pros and amateurs,
between the noble and the tawdry, between craftsmanship
and lucky blunders. The result was that Surrealism in paint-
ing amounted to little more than the contents of a meagerly
stocked dream world: a few witty fantasies, mostly wet
dreams and agoraphobic nightmares. (Only when its liber-
tarian rhetoric helped to nudge Jackson Pollock and others
into a new kind of irreverent abstraction did the Surrealist
mandate for painters finally seem to make wide creative
sense.) Poetry, the other art to which the early Surrealists
were particularly devoted, has yielded almost equally disap-
pointing results. The arts in which Surrealism has come into
its own are prose fiction (as content, mainly, but much more

~ abundant and more complex thematically than that claimed
by painting), theater, the arts of assemblage, and—most

triu mphantly—photography.
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does not mean, however, that it shares the destinies of the
official Surrealist movement. On the contrary. Those pho-
tographers (many of them ex-painters) consciously in-
fluenced by Surrealism count almost as little today as the
nineteenth-century “pictorial” photographers who copied
the look of Beaux-Arts painting. Even the loveliest frou-
vailles of the 1920s—the solarized photographs and Rayo-
graphs of Man Ray, the photograms of Ldszlo Moholy-
Nagy, the multiple-exposure studies of Bragaglia, the
photomontages of John Heartfield and Alexander Rod-
chenko—are regarded as marginal exploits in the history
of photography. The photographers who concentrated
on interfering with the supposedly superficial realism of
the photograph were those who most narrowly conveyed
photography’s surreal properties. The Surrealist legacy for
photography came to seem trivial as the Surrealist repertoire
of fantasies and props was rapidly absorbed into high fashion
in the 1930s, and Surrealist photography offered mainly a
mannered style of portraiture, recognizable by its use of the
same decorative conventions introduced by Surrealism in
other arts, particularly painting, theater, and advertising.
The mainstream of photographic activity has shown that a
Surrealist manipulation or theatricalization of the real is
unnecessary, if not actually redundant. Surrealism lies at the
heart of the photographic enterprise: in the very creation of
a duplicate world, of a reality in the second degree, narrower
but more dramatic than the one perceived by natural vision.
The less doctored, the less patently crafted, the more naive
— the more authoritative the photograph was likely to be.
Surrealism has always courted accidents, welcomed the
uninvited, flattered disorderly presences. What could be
more surreal than an object which virtually produces itself
and with a minimum of effort? An object whose beauty:
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class-bound, dated. Thus, the earliest surreal photographs
come from the 1850s, when photographers first went out
prowling the streets of London, Paris, and New York, look-
ing for their unposed slice of life. These photographs, con-
crete, particular, anecdotal (except that the anecdote has
been effaced)—moments of lost time, of vanished customs
__seem far more surreal to us now than any photograph
rendered abstract and poetic by superimposition, under-
printing, solarization, and the like. Believing that the images
they sought came from the unconscious, whose contents
they assumed as loyal Freudians to be timeless as well as
universal, the Surrealists misunderstood what was most bru-
tally moving, irrational, unassimilable, mysterious—time it-
celf. What renders a photograph surreal is its irrefutable
pathos as a message from time past, and the concreteness of
‘ts intimations about social class.
Surrealism is a bourgeois disaffection; that its militants
thought it universal is only one of the signs that it is typically
s an aesthetics that yearns to be a politics,
for the underdog, for the rights of a disestab-
lished or unofficial reality. But the scandals flattered by
Surrealist aesthetics generally turned out to be just those
homely mysteries obscured by the bourgeois social order: sex
and poverty. Eros, which the early Surrealists placed at the
summit of the tabooed reality they sought to rehabilitate,
was itself part of the mystery of social station. While it
seemed to flourish luxuriantly at extreme ends of the scale,
both the lower classes and the nobility being regarded as
naturally libertine, middle-class people had to toil to make
their sexual revolution. Class was the deepest mystery: the
inexhaustible glamour of the rich and powerful, the opaque

degradation of the poor and outcast.
The view of reality as an exotic prize to be tracked down
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pt changes in the social level and ethical importance
of subject matter. Perhaps the most dramatic break is that
between the pre-war and the post-war work of Bill Brandt.
To have gone from the tough-minded photographs of De-
pression squalor in northern England to his stylish celebrity
portraits and semi-abstract nudes of the last decades seems
a long journey indeed. But there is nothing particularly
idiosyncratic, or perhaps even inconsistent, in these con-
trasts. Traveling between degraded and glamorous realities
is part of the very momentum of the photographic enter-
prise, unless the photographer is locked into an extremely
private obsession (like the thing Lewis Carroll had for little
girls or Diane Arbus had for the Halloween crowd).
Poverty is no more surreal than wealth; a body clad in
flthy rags is not more surreal than a principessa dressed for
a ball or a pristine nude. What is surreal is the distance
imposed, and bridged, by the photograph: the social dis-
tance and the distance in time. Seen from the middle-class
perspective of photography, celebrities are as intriguing as
pariahs. Photographers need not have an ironic, intelligent
attitude toward their stereotyped material. Pious, respectful
fascination may do just as well, especially with the most
conventional subjects.

Nothing could be farther from, say, the subtleties of Ave-
don than the work of Ghitta Carell, Hungarian-born pho-
tographer of the celebrities of the Mussolini era. But her
portraits now look as eccentric as Avedon’s, and far more
surreal than Cecil Beaton's Syrrealist-influenced photo-
graphs from the same period. By setting his subjects—see
the photographs he took of Edith Sitwell in 1927, of Coc-
teau in 1936—in fanciful, luxurious decors, Beaton turns
them into overexplicit, unconvincing effigies. But Carell's
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contains no mystery. Like Eadweard Muybridge, whose pho-
tographic studies in the 1880s managed to dispel misconcep-
tions about what everybody had always seen (how horses
gallop, how people move) because he had subdivided the
subject’s movements into a precise and lengthy enough se-
quence of shots, Sander aimed to shed light on the social
order by atomizing it, into an indefinite number of social
types. It doesn’t seem surprising that in 1934, five years after
its publication, the Nazis impounded the unsold copies of
Sander’s book Antlitz der Zeit (The Face of Our Time) and
destroyed the printing blocks, thus bringing his national-
portrait project to an abrupt end. (Sander, who stayed in
Germany throughout the Nazi period, switched to land-
scape photography.) The charge was that Sander's project
was anti-social. What might well have seemed anti-social to
Nazis was his idea of the photographer as an impassive
census-taker, the completeness of whose record would ren-
der all commentary, or even judgment, superfluous.
Unlike most photography with a documentary intention,
enthralled either by the poor and unfamiliar, as preemi-
nently photographable subjects, or by celebrities, Sander’s
social sample is unusually, conscientiously broad. He in-
cludes bureaucrats and peasants, servants and society ladies,
factory workers and industrialists, soldiers and gypsies, actors
and clerks. But such variety does not rule out class conde-
scension. Sander's eclectic style gives him away. Some
photographs are casual, fluent, naturalistic; others are naive
and awkward. The many posed photographs taken against
a flat white background are a cross between superb mug
shots and old-fashioned studio portraits. Unselfconsciously,
Sander adjusted his style to the social rank of the person he
was photographing. Professionals and the rich tend to be
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