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What is a photobook? And how can we assess its historical and cultural re-
levance for the representation of cities? The terms ‘photographic book’ and 
‘picture book’ refer to various illustrated publications, with or without text, 
in which photographic images play a key role. Often resulting from the col-
laboration between photographers, editors and graphic designers, they are 
intended to build visual narratives on specific places or subjects. Throughout 
its history, this versatile form of publication has allowed photographers to 
depict urban environments in widely different ways. Although the photobo-
ok has been integral to the construction of urban narratives since the early-
twentieth century, its significance for the experience and perception of cities 
has so far been rarely investigated. Picturing Cities addresses this gap by 
mapping the shifting nature and function of photobooks onto the history of 
urban representation. This collection of essays from Europe and the Ameri-
cas illustrates a broad range of aesthetic attitudes as well as analytical ap-
proaches to Western cities expressed through photobooks. The anthology, 
stemming from a conference session chaired by the editors, focuses on the 
photobook as a form of urban narrative: a tool that has been deployed to 
read, analyse and interpret cities through curated sequences of images, of-
ten in conjunction with literary or critical texts. It opens up a multidisciplinary 
field of research with the potential to expand into further geographical and 
cultural areas.
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L’intento della Collana di Architettura (Nuova Serie) è di tenere insieme ar-
gomenti e sguardi diversi, cercando però di mostrare – con il loro semplice 
accostamento – i nessi più o meno sotterranei che li legano. In questo senso, 
essa intende impegnarsi su due fronti: in primo luogo, quello della cultura archi-
tettonica, intesa nell’accezione più allargata, come ambito indispensabile per la 
formazione e la crescita degli studenti e dei giovani laureati (a cui sempre me-
no l’editoria italiana di settore offre punti di riferimento e spunti di riflessio-
ne), ma anche come terreno di confronto e di stimolo per studiosi e per lettori 
interessati alla disciplina. Accanto a titoli incentrati sulla rilettura storica e 
l’interpretazione critica di figure, periodi o edifici di comprovata importanza, 
la Collana propone dunque raccolte di scritti di architetti che abbiano dato un 
contributo fondamentale al dibattito architettonico (in modo particolare dal 
secondo dopoguerra in avanti), nonché la ripresa di testi “classici” ormai in-
trovabili o mai pubblicati in precedenza. 
Il secondo fronte a cui la Collana di Architettura (Nuova Serie) vuole rivol-
gersi è quello dell’architettura contemporanea, intesa come pratica professionale 
concreta e attuale. All’interno di un panorama editoriale italiano attento 
all’opera degli architetti già storicizzati, o al più di quelli oggi sessanta-
ottantenni, esiste un vuoto enorme, che attende soltanto di essere colmato, 
riguardante le generazioni più giovani. In questo senso, la Collana propone 
una serie di titoli su architetti – italiani e stranieri – appartenenti a tali gene-
razioni, con un taglio monografico e con un testo di carattere critico, e non 
semplicemente “presentativo”. Ma si offre anche come un luogo di dialogo a 
distanza tra rappresentanti di generazioni diverse, per mostrare la perenne 
“novità” dei fondamenti e la capacità di essere fondato del nuovo. 
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INTRODUCTION
Davide Deriu and Angelo Maggi

‘The combination of remarkable images and 
good design in a book that is beautiful to open and 
pleasurable to leaf through is an ideal way of con-
veying a photographer’s ideas and statements’.1

What is a photobook? And what is its historical and cultural relevance for the 
representation of urban environments? ‘Photographic book’ and ‘picture book’ are 
terms that are used to refer to various illustrated publications, with or without text, 
in which photographic images carry the leading role. Often resulting from the col-
laboration between photographers, editors and graphic designers, they are typically 
intended to build visual narratives on specific themes or subjects. In the introduc-
tion to the first of their three-volume set, The Photobook: A History (2004–2014), 
historian Gerry Badger and photographer-cum-collector Martin Parr chart the de-
velopment of this specific medium, as opposed to other illustrated books, by em-
phasising its ‘ability to move and provoke in a way unintended by its makers – that 
is to say, [...] the capacity to display a distinctive photographic or book voice’.2 That 
voice resonates through a number of books that have cities as their subjects, and 
their capacity to inform – and provoke – the public is arguably more significant 
than ever in our urban age.

The term ‘photobook’ itself emerged between the two world wars within the 
avant-garde movement known as New Vision, and counted the Hungarian artist 
László Moholy-Nagy among its pioneers. Spreading out from the experimental hub 
of the Bauhaus, it became an increasingly popular genre of publication that took 
on different forms throughout the twentieth century. In fact, the photobook has 
a longer history that predates its modernist heyday. Between the late nineteenth 
and the early twentieth centuries, a number of photographers published compi-
lations of pictures that were often conceived – at least initially – as rough sketch-
es. These publications were similar to travel and portrait albums in which origi-
nal prints were bound together. New photographic and printing processes were 
gradually applied to illustrate a range of scientific books, manuals and periodi-
cals, a growing field of publications that included architectural surveys. In the ear-
ly part of the twentieth century, the photobook became integral to the construction 
of urban narratives. As the city image was reconfigured in ‘the age of mechani-
cal reproducibility’,3 this medium began to replace the traditional illustrated book 
and photographers took up the authorship of visual narratives that were autono-
mous from the written text. The function of writing within the photobook became 
a complementary, if not a completely marginal, one. 

How can we map the shifting nature and function of photobooks onto the his-
tory of urban representation? This particular form of publication displays a vari-
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ety of aesthetic attitudes as well as analytical approaches to the city. Its versatile for-
mat has allowed photographers and editors, often working together, to document, 
imagine and reflect upon urban environments in widely different ways. There is a 
long cultural and artistic history of photobooks spanning over a century that awaits 
comparative research. A tentative list should include famous examples ranging from 
the works of Alvin Langdon Coburn, inspired by Japanese landscape painters (Lon-
don 1909; Edinburgh 1909; New York 1910), to groundbreaking publications by in-
terwar photographer such as Brassaï (Paris de nuit 1932), Berenice Abbott (Chang-
ing New York 1939) and Horacio Coppola (Buenos Aires 1936). The city photobook 
cemented its popularity in the post-war period, as attested by influential works by 
artists such as William Klein (New York 1956; Roma 1959). Between the 1950s and 
the 1970s, in particular, it established itself as a tool to support new and multidisci-
plinary methods of urban analysis. In Europe, these years saw the rise of experimen-
tal plans for the recovery of historic cities, for the development of tourism and for 
the environmental protection of landscapes. In this context, the photographer often 
acted as a ‘visual designer’ who not only configured the image of the city through 
technical procedures, but defined and assigned cultural meanings and values to 
it. For example, Josef Sudek in his emblematic collection of views of Prague tak-
en with a Panoram Kodak camera (Praha Panoramaticka 1959) identified the func-
tional elements of the urban fabric and extracted them from the context through a 
series of narrative as well as technical operations. His authorial voice was no longer 
subordinate to a humanistic culture that had long privileged the textual over the vi-
sual content of city books. As the photographer took on a higher intellectual pro-
file, the photobook showed its capacity to overturn this hierarchy by virtue of its 
disruptive visual force.

This history is further enriched by the work of photographers who, having trained 
as architects or urban planners, used the camera to investigate specific qualities of 
places: notable in this regard are Norman Carver and Gabriele Basilico, whose visions 
of cities around the world were the subject of carefully curated volumes. Above and 
beyond the most renowned examples, however, there are a number of lesser-known 
authors and publications that deserve attention. By addressing a series of marginal 
cases, alongside well-established photobooks that are revisited in critical fashion, this 
edited volume aims to contribute to the growing debate on a subject that cuts across 
architecture, urbanism, photography and media studies. More broadly, it seeks to in-
form a history of urban photographic perception that is still largely to be written. 
A significant contribution to this history was made by Russet Lederman and Olga 
Yastskevich in their edited volume What They Saw: Historical Photobooks by Wom-
en 1843-1999, which provides a cross-historical appraisal of the role of women in the 
production of photobooks.4 This comprehensive anthology includes works by female 
photographers who depicted cities, such as Henriette Grindant’s photobook, Laus-
anne (1952), Evelyn Hofer’s consecutive works, The Evidence of Washington (1966) and 
Dublin: A Portrait (1967), as well as Laura Quilici’s Pasos por Buenos Aires (1959). Ac-
knowledging the long-neglected work of these photographers enables us to recast the 
history of the photobook and its specific place in the representation of cities.
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In recent decades, photobooks have been increasingly recognised for their abil-
ity to record urban transformations over long periods. Among the myriads of us-
es illustrated by Badger and Parr in their aforementioned survey, this medium was 
taken up by artists, historians, architects and designers for an array of urban rep-
resentation and documentation projects dictated by different strategies. The rela-
tionship between photography (as medium), the book (as form), and the city (as 
object) was tackled by Susana Martins and Anne Reverseau in the edited volume, 
Paper Cities: Urban Portraits in Photographic Books, which underlines the speci-
ficity of the photographic book ‘as a crucial agent in the historic processes of city 
representation’.5 Laying emphasis on the interaction between texts and images that 
play out across the pages of such books, the authors coined the term ‘paper cities’ to 
describe the particular genre that consists of portraying urban subjects in illustrat-
ed publications. While the wide-ranging collection of essays edited by Martins and 
Reverseau has broadened our understanding of the discursive and visual strategies 
that underlie the ‘paper cities’ genre, our volume focuses on the photobook itself 
as a distinct medium which has reconfigured the image of cities and their imagina-
tion. The title evokes the double meaning of ‘picture’: intended both  as a process of 
image-making (representing cities in photobooks) and also, in a wider sense, as the 
multifaceted ways in which cities are described, imagined and understood through 
this form of publication.

Furthermore, our decision to issue the book in open access recognises the plura-
lity of formats and publics that have emerged in recent times, since the publishing 
world has been profoundly affected by the digital revolution. A case in point is 
Piazze [In]visibili, the photobook that was published at the height of the Covid-19 
pandemic when online communication replaced many of the physical interactions 
that were interrupted by the global health emergency – including access to bo-
okshops and libraries.6 With a nod to Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, the digital vo-
lume (curated by Marco Delogu) brings together a series of images of empty squares 
taken by a number of photographers across Italian cities during the first lockdown 
in 2020, along with short texts by writers who reflect on the paradox of public spa-
ces temporarily devoid of people. By giving a novel interpretation to the time-ho-
noured interplay between text and image, this photobook exemplifies how digital 
formats can be mobilised in situations that demand creative and rapid responses. 
While Piazze [In]visibili arose out of a unique condition, amid a pandemic that se-
verely hit Italy in its early stages, it also suggests new directions for the production 
of what might be called ‘instant photobooks’; a means of addressing the transient 
states of cities and their populations. This highlights the critical aspect of tempora-
lity, which has received increasing attention by scholars in recenty years and is also 
central to the present volume.7

Other salient topics that call for further reflection concern the technical and 
compositional aspects of the photobook (not only as the result of a meticulous 
process of editing a sequence of images but also with respect to the text); the rela-
tionship with the historical layers of the city it represents (how photography con-
veys urban change in relation to collective memory); and the political aspects that 
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are inherent in a broad range of editorial projects that embrace this medium as an 
instrument of social observation and critique. Without any claim to comprehensi-
veness, our volume presents a series of discrete cases which evince a variety of criti-
cal and methodological approaches. On the whole, these perspectives reveal the ex-
treme fluidity of the photobook in relation to the city and open up new interpretive 
hypotheses.

***
The volume is organised into four parts, loosely framed in thematic categories. 

The opening section (‘Framing Modernities’) considers the relationship between 
photobooks and cities in the interwar period, when this medium emerged with 
prominence amid the boom of illustrated publications. Focusing on the transforma-
tion of Berlin in the 1920s, Birgit Schillak-Hammers discusses how the photobook 
became an innovative tool for the dissemination of ideas about the modern me-
tropolis. Her essay shows how the role of the photographer was inextricably bound 
up with that of the editor, as well as the architects who wrote accompanying texts: 
their collaborations were instrumental in providing elaborate depictions of the Ger-
man capital. Besides the representation of architectural subjects, ranging from mod-
ern housing to industrial buildings, this medium enabled its makers to convey a 
new type of urban experience. In the following chapter, Ellen Handy revisits Ber-
enice Abbott’s now-classic photobook, Changing New York, and sheds light on how 
it distilled the idea of the modern city as a place of relentless transformation. Un-
like other photographers of the 1930s, Abbott pictured the metropolis in a state of 
flux, caught between past and future. Eschewing a simplified reading of this work 
as a nostalgic lament for lost places, Handy highlights the sense of civic responsi-
bility that animated Abbott’s project, a critical documentation of New York whose 
enduring legacy continues to this day. Lastly, Catalina Fara examines the work of 
German-Argentinian photographer and graphic designer Grete Stern, whose depic-
tions of Buenos Aires drew out the city’s modern aspirations. Focusing on two pho-
tobooks published twenty years apart, from the mid-1930s  and the mid-1950s, this 
chapter revisits a multifaceted figure who contributed in shaping the imaginary of 
Argentina’s capital amid the vibrant artistic scene of the twentieth-century avant-
garde. Through various photographic techniques, Stern developed a distinct visual 
language that matched the modernisation of the city at a time of intense social and 
spatial transformation.

The three essays in the second section (‘Urban Imaginaries’) illustrate how his-
torical cities such as Florence, Venice and London became the subjects of photo-
books that did not simply merge literature and photography, but enhanced and 
complemented these two forms of expression. According to the first contributor, 
Roger Crum, the atmosphere of a unified Italy created an ideal backdrop for monu-
mental architectural propaganda as a ‘photobook unbound’. The essay provides evi-
dence of a visual history running in parallel with the reshaping of a perceivable na-
tional identity on the walls of the main hall at Santa Maria Novella railway station. 
Here the Italian vedute collectively form a kind of architectural frieze, one that is 
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not carved by traditional means but depicted through photographs instead. The 
next chapter, by Letizia Goretti, takes the reader into the world of the English art-
ist Ralph Rumney who, in the late 1950s, followed a personal itinerary traversing 
the Venetian lagoon resulting in a photobook that uses the graphic layout of a foto-
romanzo (a photo-story magazine genre that was very popular in Italy at the time). 
Goretti focuses on the fluid relationship between literature and photography in 
Rumney’s ‘psychogeographical’ piece, whose photo-collage technique and flowing 
text reinforce the book’s texture. Another urban imaginary is examined by Andrew 
Higgott in his essay on London as a ‘dream city’. This wide-ranging survey brings 
together the work of several photographers who, historically, have adopted the pho-
tobook as their preferred medium. As Higgott points out, different aesthetic strat-
egies were deployed by those artists to make sense of the British capital, yet they all 
contributed to reveal its unique genius loci. Even if looking at different cities, the 
contributors to this section elucidate how picturing the urban experience means 
not only showing the atmospheric and material conditions as perceived by the hu-
man eye, but forging a new imagination of cities through conceptual as well as per-
ceptual means.

In the third section (‘Visual Journeys’), five authors follow different methodol-
ogies for interacting with the urban environment by combining visual perception 
and space awareness. The four essays are devoted to photobooks in which various 
professional and amateur photographers observe the city by walking with a cam-
era. Using a wealth of primary documents, Barbara Boifava introduces the read-
er to the ‘Linnean’ lens of landscape and urban designer Lawrence Halprin. Focus-
ing on Halprin’s photographic and visual perceptions, the author uncovers a legacy 
that is only beginning to receive appropriate attention within architectural histori-
ography. The following chapter, by Lilyana Karadjova, examines an influential proj-
ect by the American photographer Ed Ruscha, based on a Los Angeles streetscape, 
as a body of diachronic and sequential images. The author shows how photographs 
can render the passage of time and still reveal a flattened-out ‘strip’ with its endless 
procession of commercial store-fronts, residential buildings, parked and passing ve-
hicles representing the experience of a living city. The flow of time is a theme that 
recurs also in Angelo Maggi’s chapter, which looks at the Visual Metamorphosis of 
Venice. The photobooks discussed provide insight into the poetry and lyricism of 
one of the most photographed cities in the world, while also capturing the enigmat-
ically blurred landscapes and disorientating close-ups that identify the destruction 
of its physical heritage. Lastly, in their jointly authored essay, Maria Pia Fontana 
and Miguel Mayorga examine the work of the architectural photographer Leonar-
do Finotti, whose ‘immersive cartography’ project offers a sophisticated reading of 
Brazilian architecture and its relationship to Latin American cities and landscape. 
All contributions in this section develop a recurrent theme in photobooks of cities, 
whereby a personal visual survey is composed as or through a journey through plac-
es. These essays discuss creative art projects that, unlike documentary photobooks, 
extend the discourse on cities by engaging with aesthetic and theoretical perspectives.

The final section (‘Politics of Representation’) addresses multiple ways in which 
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photobooks have been deployed to explore the social and political aspects of con-
temporary urbanism. Alexandra Tommasini investigates three projects by Gabrie-
le Basilico which have been instrumental in promoting Italian civic narratives. The 
photobook was the favourite means of expression of this urban landscape photo-
grapher, and Tommasini discusses his influential work – often commissioned by 
municipalities and other public institutions – in relation to issues of cultural me-
mory. With reference to the context of Italian landscape photography, the chapter 
argues that Basilico’s documentary approach might be understood as a means of en-
gendering a ‘progressive citizenship’. A different ethos animates the photobook di-
scussed by Davide Deriu, which stems from the present-day ‘urban exploration’ mo-
vement. With a focus on London, this chapter reflects on how the photobook has 
been embraced by a group photographer-cum-explorers intent on reclaiming the 
vertical city at a time of rampant neoliberal development. Drawing out the element 
of play that underlies their expeditions, which involve scaling tall buildings and 
sundry urban structures, the author calls attention to an alternative use of the pho-
tobook as a means of picturing urban change. Lastly, Wes Aelbrecht looks at the 
contested process of urban renewal that has transformed the city of Detroit, and ap-
praises a series of photobooks which, since the 1990s, have adopted diverse narrati-
ves in order to depict this phenomenon. The surge in the production of photobo-
oks attests to the significant role of photographers in constructing and challenging 
the image of Detroit. Drawing on film studies, Aelbrecht deconstructs the key stra-
tegies that were deployed in order to represent the spatial and social implications 
of downtown renaissance: by countering the predominant views of the city’s ruina-
tion, the photobook becomes a powerful medium for imagining new sites of possi-
bility.

Taken as a whole, this anthology focuses on the photobook as a form of urban 
narrative: a tool that has been variously deployed to read, analyse and interpret cit-
ies through curated sequences of images, often in conjunction with literary or crit-
ical texts. It stems from a double session we chaired at the ninth conference of the 
Italian Association of Urban History (AISU), which took place in Bologna in 2019. 
The large number of proposals we received pointed to a fecund area of research that 
cuts across architectural, urban and visual cultures. Although the scope of the case 
studies is limited to Europe and the Americas (with an emphasis on Italian cities), it 
can foster a wider discussion about the roles of various figures involved in the pro-
duction, dissemination and reception of photobooks – not only photographers but 
also writers, editors, curators and publishers. The conference session underscored 
how the publication of urban photobooks historically developed in step with the 
dissemination of illustrated magazines, photography no longer having didactic or 
decorative functions but rather being increasingly employed for narrative purpos-
es. That debate spurred us to edit this volume, in the hope that it will prompt the 
further expansion of this field of research to include a broader set of historical, geo-
graphical and cultural areas.
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1
VISUALISING MODERN BERLIN: THE CITY IMAGE 

IN PHOTOBOOKS OF THE 1920s
Birgit Schillak-Hammers

In the past century, Berlin underwent major changes due to two World Wars 
and the many different political regimes that ruled the city. In the 1920s, the young 
Weimar Republic was attempting to get over the Imperial Era and become a mo-
dern state. The urban development of Berlin played an important role regarding the 
city’s ambitious goal to become a cosmopolitan metropolis that could measure up to 
Paris, London or New York. Photography was essential to document the rapid tran-
sitions in the visual appearance of the city and the lives of its inhabitants. The pic-
tures were published in magazines, newspapers, city guides, architectural guides 
and, of course, high-quality photobooks. Photobooks in general, and especially tho-
se focused on city photography, were very popular at the time: almost every publi-
shing house brought out a series about famous metropolises such as Paris, Vienna or 
Prague.1

Most of the photobooks of cities from the 1920s followed a similar format. They 
were prefaced with an introduction by a well-known author, followed by short cap-
tions about the illustrations before the pictures themselves. Sometimes the books 
contained translations in English and French to emphasise their international signi-
ficance. Unlike the photographic albums that were published around 1900, which 
often happened to be compilations of pictures from different sources, the publishers 
now hired one photographer to document each city. Thus, the books were given a 
more homogenous appearance and the aesthetic aspiration was accentuated.2 Despi-
te this attempt, however, the books still contained conventional pictures showing 
traditional sights of the city in question.

Books about Berlin were no exception.3 In fact, there were other publications 
with a more pronounced modern impact, especially in the late 1920s, such as the 
large-format photobook Berlin published in 1928 by Albertus as part of the seri-
es Das Gesicht der Städte (The Face of Cities).4 The 256 pictures were mostly taken 
by Mario von Bucovich and the preface was written by Alfred Döblin who, the fol-
lowing year, would write the epochal novel Berlin Alexanderplatz. In 1931, Wilhelm 
Lotz, editor of the Werkbund magazine Die Form, pointed out the correlation 
between modern photography and the quantity of photobooks released since the la-
te 1920s.5 Two of them embody the spirit of the modern city photobook and thus 
stand out from the mass of publications from that time: Berlin in Bildern by Sasha 
Stone and 100xBerlin by László Willinger. Both books were released in 1929, the ye-
ar the important Werkbund exhibition ‘Film und Foto’ took place in Stuttgart and 
the avant-garde movement, involving Neues Sehen (‘New Vision’) as well as Neue 
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Sachlichkeit (‘New Objectivity’), reached its climax. As the following analysis of 
these books and the people involved will show, they are closely linked to the mo-
dern photography movement and the development of the city of Berlin.

The publishers: Hans Epstein and O.C. Recht
Berlin in Bildern is today one of the best-known city books about Berlin from 

the 1920s.6 It was brought out in 1929 as the fifth volume of the Orbis Urbium seri-
es by the Viennese publishing house Hans Epstein, which was only founded in 1927. 
Epstein was probably inspired by the great success of the similar Orbis terrarum se-
ries by Berlin publisher Ernst Wasmuth.7 Moreover, he wanted to present a less ex-
pensive alternative to the elaborately produced series Das Gesicht der Städte. Becau-
se the publishing house was located in Vienna, the Orbis Urbium series kicked off in 
1927 with Wien in Bildern (‘Vienna in Pictures’) followed by Venice, Budapest, Pra-
gue, Berlin and Dresden.8 The 96 pictures of Berlin in Bildern were an exception to 
all other issues, which contained quite conventional city photography without focus-
sing on 1920s city life or urban development.9 It was published in a first edition of 
6,000 copies in high-quality photogravure printing. The modern illustrated dust co-
ver shows the Brandenburger Tor (Brandenburg Gate) on the front and the Bärensa-
al (Bear Hall) on the back (Fig. 1.1). Its modern effect was emphasised by the use of 
sans serif fonts throughout the whole book, which was unusual at the time.

FIG. 1.1 - Sasha Stone and Adolf Behne, Berlin in Bildern (Orbis urbium), 1929, dustcover
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In May 1929, 100xBerlin was brought out as the second volume of Die Reihe der 
Hundert (The Hundred Series) by Verlag der Reihe. The Berlin-based publisher was 
founded in 1929 by Oskar Camillus Recht awfter he left Albertus, which was strug-
gling with financial problems.10 Recht also worked as an editor for the Hundred Se-
ries using his alias C. O. Justh. In addition to 100xBerlin, he released two further 
editions in 1929: 100xParis, with pictures by Germaine Krull, and 100xMünchen.11 
Recht was experienced in the field of photobooks as he had been responsible for the 
Gesicht der Städte series at Albertus before. Moreover, he wrote the preface for one 
of the first monographs about Eugène Atget, edited by Berenice Abbott and publi-
shed in 1930.12 Atget’s oeuvre had been discovered by the photographic avant-garde 
in France and Germany shortly before his death in 1927 and was amongst others di-
splayed at the Film und Foto exhibition.13 His countless pictures of Paris had a great 
impact on city photography at that time.

In keeping with the title, 100xBerlin contains one hundred pictures printed in 
photogravure. It has a dust cover too, but instead of a single prestigious Berlin sight, 
the featured pictures visualise a film strip (Fig. 1.2). The reasonable price of 5.50 Rei-
chsmarks (around 20 euros today) was also printed on the dust cover. This was in-
deed very unusual and indicates the modern marketing strategy for this series.14 In 
contrast to Berlin in Bildern, not only were the picture titles translated into English 
and French, so were the foreword and captions, indicating the publisher’s plan to 

FIG. 1.2 - László Willinger, 100xBerlin (Reihe der Hundert), 1929, dustcover
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market the book internationally. In contrast to its modern appearance on the out-
side, the book’s inside pages were conventionally printed using a serif font with ita-
licised captions. Although 100xBerlin is mentioned several times in the context of 
1920s city books, it has – surprisingly – not yet been analysed in detail.

The authors: Adolf Behne and Karl Vetter
Many topics and places referred to in the two books were part of the public de-

bate on urban planning in 1920s Berlin. Given the people involved, it is very cle-
ar that this connection was more than intended. The architect Adolf Behne, a well-
known critic and enthusiastic supporter of Neues Bauen (‘New Objectivity’ or 
‘New Building’), wrote the preface to Berlin in Bildern and also acted as editor. To-
gether with Martin Wagner, head of the Municipal Planning and Building Control 
Office in Berlin from 1926 to 1933, Behne edited the ground-breaking magazine Das 
Neue Berlin: Großstadtprobleme (‘New Berlin: Problems of a Metropolis’) in 1929. 
In this publication Wagner and Behne illustrated why Berlin needed new urban 
structures and modern architecture. They propagated the utopian idea of a modern 
metropolis, for which a lot of the historic building stock would have to be sacrifi-
ced. Numerous photographs, many taken by Sasha Stone, illustrated the 12 issues of 
this magazine. Some of them were published in Berlin in Bildern as well, which in-
dicates a close connection between the two publications.15 Accordingly, Berlin in 
Bildern was dedicated to Martin Wagner ‘the representative of a new spirit of buil-
ding in Berlin’.16

In the preface, Behne sharply criticised the failures in urban development made 
by the German Emperors which, in his opinion, culminated in the Baroque Berlin 
Palace. On the contrary, he praised the possibilities that the newly founded Repu-
blic opened up for building a New Berlin. This modern city was embodied by bu-
ildings like the AEG turbine factory designed by Peter Behrens, the Wertheim de-
partment store by Alfred Messel, and modern housing estates by Bruno Taut. All 
the places and buildings Behne refers to in his foreword are indeed displayed in the 
book. Given this close connection between text and pictures, it is most likely that 
Behne had an influence on the picture selection for Berlin in Bildern. This hypothe-
sis is substantiated by the archival material found in 1990 in an envelope addressed 
to Epstein and most likely sent by Behne. It contained 78 photographs, mostly ta-
ken by Stone, including a draft of the dust cover. Most of the prints bear visible si-
gns of use, which provide information about the process of the book’s creation. For 
example, some prints were creased to see if they would work better in a horizontal 
or vertical format, while others have instructions for the retoucher written directly 
on the print. In the end, not all of the image motifs sent to Epstein were incorpora-
ted in the final book.

Unfortunately, there is not much surviving information about 100xBerlin. It 
is not known whether the author of the foreword, Karl Vetter, was acquainted 
with O. C. Recht or László Willinger. Unlike Behne, Vetter did not edit the book 
himself. He was a renowned journalist, editor at the publishing house Mosse, and 
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a politician, who worked together with Kurt Tucholsky in the early 1920s.17 Since 
1925, he functioned as an advertising director of the Exhibition, Fair and Tourism 
Office of Berlin and was thus involved in discussions about the city’s development. 
Indeed, tourism played a significant role in promoting the amenities of Berlin and 
in presenting the city as a modern metropolis. Vetter was among those responsi-
ble for organising the marketing campaign Jeder einmal in Berlin (a slogan meaning 
everyone should visit Berlin at least once) that was launched in 1927 as well as for 
the advertising fair Internationale Reklame Schau in August 1929, a fact that must 
be seen in close connection to the publication of 100xBerlin.18 In the preface, Vet-
ter, like Behne, anticipates the creation of a new city and reasserts the importance 
of modern urban planning and architecture. He praises many achievements of New 
Berlin, but singles out the Radio Tower and trade fair grounds in particular, as 
both were key landmarks in marketing the city.19 According to Vetter, the outskirts 
with modern housing estates and innovative industrial complexes were the most 
striking examples of this new, dynamic and democratic spirit.

The photographers: Sasha Stone and László Willinger
It was avant-garde photographer Sasha Stone who took the pictures for Berlin 

in Bildern. It is not recorded how Stone received the commission, but there is pro-
of that he knew Epstein and Behne personally, showing that the latter was proba-
bly key to the collaboration.20 The Atelier Stone, a flourishing studio which Sasha 
ran together with his partner Cami, met the demand in almost every field of pho-
tography: reportage, advertising, portrait, theatre, dance, architecture, industry and 
city life. The Stones were both very experienced in the field of city photography as 
this genre constituted the greater part of their known oeuvre.21 Among others they 
provided pictures for a small city guide about Paris written by Paul Cohen-Por-
theim in 1930 and for a photobook about Ghent in 1936.22 Sasha probably started 
portraying the city of Berlin when he was still living in Paris in 1921, but the majori-
ty of pictures for Berlin in Bildern were taken in 1927 and 1928.23 In this period Sto-
ne also produced five montages titled If Berlin was… in which he combined sights 
of Berlin with those of other famous cities such as Biarritz, Innsbruck, Venice and 
Constantinople. Expressing Berlin’s wish to develop into a true metropolis, the-
se works must be seen in the context of Behne’s preface.24 Considering this as well 
as Stone’s expertise in city photography, one can assume that Stone eventually par-
ticipated in selecting the pictures for Berlin in Bildern. It is indeed quite remarka-
ble that his name is written on the dust cover in the same size and next to the name 
of Adolf Behne. This was quite unusual as most contemporary photobooks did not 
mention the photographer’s name on the cover.25

The pictures for 100xBerlin were taken by László Willinger, who was only 20 ye-
ars old when the book came out. Compared to Stone, not much is known about 
Willinger, especially when it comes to his early years.26 His parents, Wilhelm and 
Margarete Willinger, were also photographers who owned studios in Berlin, Paris 
and Vienna, and László learned to handle a camera at a very young age. After his fa-
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ther relocated to his Viennese atelier, László and his mother ran the Berlin studio 
together from 1927 to 1930, before László moved to Paris.27 Despite his young age, 
Willinger published pictures in well-known magazines and newspapers between 
1927 and 1934, for example Uhu, Scherl’s Magazin, Revue des Monats and Berliner 
Illustrirte Zeitung.28 Most of the pictures published were common reportage pho-
tography. Leading to his later profession as a celebrity photographer in Hollywood, 
Willinger already portrayed famous stars, documented revues of Berlin nightlife 
and even took some nudes. There are also examples of city photography, mainly qui-
te conventional views of city life in Berlin. For example, Willinger provided pictu-
res for two photo essays which compared the amenities of Berlin to other cities and 
thus are linked to Stone’s If Berlin was... montages as well as to 100xBerlin.29 

Willinger’s city photography was much in demand. Even pictures used in 
100xBerlin were reused by Willinger indicating that he did not necessarily assign 
the copyright to the publishers.30 On the dust cover of 100xMünchen, two further 
books on London and New York were announced but never published. The London 
book should have been illustrated with pictures by Willinger.31 In fact Willinger, or 
more precisely, the Willinger Studio, was much sought-after at the time. As the pic-
tures are mostly captioned as ‘Phot. Willinger’ or just ‘Willinger’, it often is not cle-
ar if they were taken by him or by his mother Margarete.32 Indeed, she would not be 
the first female photographer whose achievements have been subsequently attribu-
ted to a male relative.33 

Conception and composition
What differentiates the modern photobooks from previous forms of photo-

graphic city portraits, besides the aesthetic approach of a single photographer and 
the text-image-correlation, is the conscious and comprehensive composition of the 
books. In Berlin in Bildern as well as 100xBerlin double-page spreads always featu-
re either two horizontal or two vertical formats. As a result the reader does not have 
to turn the book around to capture both pictures at the same time, and the correla-
tion between the two images – either in their form or their content – becomes mo-
re obvious. The pictures in Berlin in Bildern are almost the same size and thus appe-
ar harmonious, but also a little uniform. In 100xBerlin on the contrary, the pictures 
are visibly different in size. The consistent proportion of the picture itself was more 
important than the harmony of the overall impression of the book.

However, the innovative character of both books is revealed from the outset. 
Traditional city books usually opened with a famous landmark and, in the case of 
Berlin, this was often the Brandenburg Gate. Although both books examined he-
re feature the monument on the dust jacket, the chronology of illustrations starts 
with symbols of the New Berlin. 100xBerlin opens with the Ullstein building: built 
in 1927 by Eugen Schmohl it was, at the time, the tallest building in Berlin. It is fol-
lowed by two other publishing houses and examples of Neues Bauen (‘New Objec-
tivity’ or ‘New Building’): the Scherlhaus by Otto Kohtz and the Mossehaus, re-
built by Erich Mendelsohn. This opening definitely underlines the importance of 
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the press during the time of the Weimar Republic.34 Berlin in Bildern opens with 
the smokestacks of the Klingenberg power station in Berlin-Rummelsburg follo-
wed by a double-page spread showing a full view of the complex combined with an 
aerial view of a housing estate by Bruno Taut.35 The power station was a major ur-
ban development project and a very popular subject to promote the German indu-
stry. It was praised by officials as the biggest and most modern power station in Eu-
rope and was published in countless photo essays.36 Moreover, smoke stacks were a 
frequent subject in modern photography, as evidenced by authors as diverse as Al-
bert Renger-Patzsch and Emil Otto Hoppé. But instead of using extreme perspecti-
ves or contortions, Stone shows a classic front view of the building complex, which 
suggests that the socio-cultural context might have been more important than the 
aesthetics of the picture.

After starting with topics of contemporary Berlin, the two editors choose dif-
ferent ways to guide the reader around the city. Berlin in Bildern draws back to 
the oldest, most picturesque parts of Berlin before throwing the reader back in-
to twentieth-century Berlin starting with the Volksbühne at Bülow Square.37 Sto-
ne leads the reader from the boulevard Unter den Linden to the Wilhelmine Ring 
with its urban traffic and faster pace, before entering the more relaxed atmosphere 
of the Tiergarten via the Brandenburg Gate. In the following pages, one dives into 

FIG. 1.3 - László Willinger, 100xBerlin (Reihe der Hundert), 1929, book spread: ‘Broadcasting To-
wer’‚ and ‘Platz der Republik’
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the vivid world of consumption and entertainment around Kurfürstendamm, pas-
ses Charlottenburg castle and the radio tower to finally end up in the arcadian sur-
roundings of Potsdam. On his way, Stone not only pays attention to the famous 
sights and historic monuments, but to scenes of everyday life.38 Thus, the book si-
mulates a flâneur’s walk through the city echoing the writings of Walter Benjamin 
and Franz Hessel.39 The pictures are not just strung together in an unconnected 
manner, but intertwine along the narrative thread given in the foreword.

100xBerlin on the contrary doesn’t follow any specific route as the sequencing of 
the pictures is generally not attached to geographic positions. The double-page spre-
ads alternate between old and new sites. For instance, a view of the old town oppo-
site a picture of Siemensstadt or a modern housing estate facing a historic site such 
as the Charlottenburg Palace. Others pair up related topics, for example students in 
a lecture hall with people watching a boxing match or a crowd at Wannsee with the 
audience at Großes Schauspielhaus (Great Theatre). Sometimes the spreads featu-
re pictures which do not correspond in terms of content but regarding formal ele-
ments, such as the vaults of a post office and the arches of an iron bridge, the victo-
ry column and the radio tower (Fig. 1.3) or the curves of the housing estate in Britz 
and the stands of Deutsches Stadion. Berlin in Bildern occasionally operates with 
formal pairing as well, for example the asphalt of the Avus with the water surface of 

FIG. 1.4 - Sasha Stone and Adolf Behne, Berlin in Bildern (Orbis urbium), 1929, book spread: 
‘Shop window’ and ‘Emperor William Memorial Church’
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Stößensee or the reflections of a shop window with street lights at night (Fig. 1.4).40   
Taken as a whole, 100xBerlin appears more like a series of spotlights than a stroll 
around the city. This squares with the fact that the book contains several interior 
views, such as theatres and cinemas, or an indoor aquatic centre where you can’t just 
‘pass by’ on a walk.41 Because of this, the flow of reading is constantly disrupted and 
the reader’s capacity to switch their train of thoughts is constantly challenged.

Overall, the structure of both books, with the interplay of pictures on double-
page spreads, has striking parallels with the world of film at the time. While the 
cascade of impressions in 100xBerlin evokes the montage-like sequences of László 
Moholy-Nagy’s experimental short films, Berlin in Bildern has slower and faster 
parts, perhaps more analogous to films like Walther Ruttman’s 1927 Berlin: Die 
Sinfonie der Großstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a Metropolis) for which Stone shot so-
me advertising montages.42 But compared to a film, the photobook enables readers 
to intervene in the creative process.43 They benefit from the possibility of flipping 
through the pages, thus creating their own walk through the city.

Tracing the ‘New Berlin’
In line with the prefaces written by Behne and Vetter, the main topics of Ber-

lin’s urban development also appear in the books’ pictures. The public transport sy-
stem was an important way to promote technological progress as well as meet the 
challenges of a fast-paced modern city. Many magazines published photographs 
from inside subway stations and Berlin in Bildern includes an interior view of the 
underground station at Inselbrücke.44 100xBerlin also contains several pictures of 
stations or trains and even one picture of Tempelhof airport, which is surprisin-
gly missing in Berlin in Bildern. Actually, one of the most important and most di-
scussed projects was the reorganisation of Alexanderplatz. According to Wagner, it 
should become a ‘Weltstadtplatz’ (world city square) which is why a whole new traf-
fic junction was built.45 Willinger and Stone must have known that this site would 
change decisively in the following years. Thus, 100xBerlin shows the actual situation 
at Alexanderplatz including the building site of the subway and scaffolding on the 
buildings behind. Stone, on the contrary, choses a slightly different angle of Alexan-
derstraße so that the building site itself is almost completely out of focus. It seems 
like the ongoing building process was blocked out intentionally, probably at the pu-
blisher’s request. In fact, Stone took several pictures of the square showing the buil-
ding site very clearly, which were sent to Epstein by Behne. Instead, Stone’s pictures 
were used to create a photomontage that exaggerated the vibrant conditions at Ale-
xanderplatz and was published right in the beginning of Das neue Berlin.46 

Another outstanding symbol of Berlin traffic was the Potsdamer Platz, whe-
re the first German traffic light was installed in 1924. The traffic light was indeed 
a very popular subject for the city’s marketing campaigns, because heavy traffic was 
considered to be one of the most important characteristics of a modern metropolis. 
In Stone’s version of the Potsdamer Platz the traffic light is almost completely hid-
den behind the trees. There is no big hustle and bustle going on, instead everything 
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seems quite relaxed. Willinger on the other hand shows a vivid urban place and fo-
cuses on the entertainment facilities like the Pschorr Haus and the cinema. Again, 
both photographers must have been aware of the coming changes as Wagner was 
planning to tear down most of the historic buildings and raise new ones.47 Surpri-
singly, neither Berlin in Bildern nor 100xBerlin addressed the modern buildings 
that were built in Potsdamer Platz at that time.

Overall, the contemporary architecture of the 1920s seems to be more present 
in 100xBerlin. Willinger captured some icons of the ‘Neues Bauen’ like the Hufei-
sensiedlung in Britz by Wagner and Taut’s Waldsiedlung Zehlendorf as well as se-
veral buildings by Erich Mendelsohn. The book also contains photographs of Leo 
Nachtlicht’s Haus Gourmenia and Hans Poelzig’s Haus am Zoo. This was most li-
kely at the behest of the editor, O.C. Recht, who was obviously highly interested in 
contemporary architecture as he was involved in at least two relevant publications 
on this subject.48 In Berlin in Bildern some of these sites were included as well, but 
without putting the focus on modern architecture. For instance, Poelzig’s façade of 
the Haus am Zoo is hidden by a huge piece of scenery from a movie that was play-
ing at the Capitol. Sometimes the accompanying text even provides information 
about an almost invisible building, for example the Lenz-Haus by Heinrich Strau-
mer which is almost entirely hidden by the trees. Only two examples of the ‘Neues 
Bauen’ are presented from a standard frontal view: the Mossehaus and again the 
houses by Taut in Zehlendorf.

The near absence of modern architecture was due to Stone not taking suitable 
pictures. He was a successful architectural photographer at that time who shot nu-
merous buildings by renowned architects like Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Bruno 
Taut and Erich Mendelsohn.49 As already stated above, some of these pictures were 
published in Das neue Berlin. Behne must have known about Stone’s capabilities, so 
it seems most likely that Epstein was responsible for the lack of contemporary archi-
tecture in the book.

A new kind of city photography? 
Further evidence of Epstein’s influence lies in the reluctant use of modern pho-

tography in Berlin in Bildern. It is proven that Stone participated actively in the 
avant-garde movement in the 1920s and experimented with new trends in photo-
graphy.50 At the Film und Foto exhibition in 1929, Sasha and Cami provided most 
of the work in addition to László Moholy-Nagy himself. Their works were publi-
shed in the accompanying publications about how to use the new techniques.51 Sur-
prisingly, many of the pictures of Berlin in Bildern blend in with common city pho-
tography of that time, for example the book by Mario von Bucovich mentioned 
earlier.52 However, the unpublished photographs which Behne and Stone sent to 
Epstein give an impression of what the book could have looked like. These pictures 
often didn’t have a high recognition value, but greater aesthetic qualities like a bac-
klit shot of the Belvedere at Sanssouci Park, a detailed view of a roofscape or an in-
terior view of the ballet school at the Sportforum. Some subjects were covered by 
a number of different images, with usually, although not always, the most pleasing 
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included in the book. If a suitable one was not found, a picture by another photo-
grapher was used. Instead of using Stone’s submission of Andreas Schlüter’s eque-
strian statue, the editor chose a picture from the Staatliche Bildstelle which had be-
en taken in the nineteenth century.

Nevertheless, there are also examples that correspond to the formal principles of 
the New Vision: serial structures, dynamic perspectives, detailed views and mirror 
imaging (Fig. 4). For example, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche is hardly visible 
as it is hidden behind the trees and the light of the street lamps and passing cars. Due 
to a longer exposure time, the lights partly appear as lines giving the picture a dyna-
mic quality. Obviously, this was a very common motif at the time as Willinger publi-
shed a very similar picture in 1931.53 Despite the pictures, which are more or less in-
novative, the modernity of Berlin in Bildern lies in Behne’s overall concept for the 
book. The chronology of pictures follows and illustrates Behne’s remarks on the de-
velopment of Berlin. Foreword, captions and pictures work together in their message 
and function, providing a critical commentary on urban planning of the time. 

Unlike Stone, nothing is known about a connection between László Willinger 
and the avant-garde. He is not listed in the index of the Film and Foto exhibition nor 
were his works part of popular publications on modern photography. He contributed 
pictures for an issue of Neue Foto-Kunst Kalender in 1932 which were modern in cha-
racter and provided high quality photography.54 For example, the Kriminal-Maga-
zin published a series of portraits entitled ‘Gesichter der Großstadt’ (‘Faces of a Me-
tropolis’) in 1930–1931. The pictures show different types of Berlin inhabitants like a 
carpenter, a flower seller or a junk dealer. Although the so-called ‘photo-studies’ pre-
sent different professions like August Sander did, the visual language of the portraits 
is more comparable to works by Lotte Jacobi, Germaine Krull or even Helmar Lerski. 
In contrast to the rare evidence of modern photography in Willinger’s known oeuvre, 
the pictures in 100xBerlin seem fresher and more current than in Berlin in Bildern. 
He uses low angle shots, backlit shots and dynamic lines. Often there are objects pla-
ced in the foreground disturbing the reader’s field of view, for example a lantern, tre-
es, a sculpture or even a Mercedes-Benz hood ornament. In ‘Armoury and Cathedral’ 
a massive, shadowed column, that probably belongs to the Kronprinzenpalais, is pla-
ced right in the middle of the composition hiding parts of the armoury. This is com-
parable to Stone’s approach when he frames the facade of Berlin Palace with two sha-
dowed columns belonging to the Altes Museum by Karl Friedrich Schinkel.

What is most appealing when flipping through 100xBerlin, and the key to its mo-
dern appearance, is the choice of image sections. Many pictures just show a very nar-
row segment of a building or a street scene. Sometimes the objects are cut off and 
partly hidden by another element or the actual centre of a building or interior is mo-
ved to the side, like the cupola of Charlottenburg Palace. There are even close-ups of 
facades that cover the whole image, such as Berlin balconies. Thus, a more precise fo-
cus is set and a denser atmosphere is created. The combination of a modern visual 
language with the haphazard chronology makes 100xBerlin one of the most innovati-
ve city photobooks of that time, maybe comparable to Moi Ver’s pioneering photobo-
oks from 1931.55
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Conclusion
Unsurprisingly, both photobooks examined in this essay were a great success at 

their time. Berlin in Bildern received many enthusiastic reviews: above all for Sto-
ne’s pictures, but also for presenting a new kind of city portrait.56 In fact, there we-
re quite a few successors published. In 1938, for example, the Berlin publisher Scherl 
released a photobook also named Berlin in Bildern,57 and the tradition of photobo-
oks about the changing faces of the city of Berlin is still alive today.58 

As mentioned above, neither Berlin in Bildern nor 100xBerlin focus on com-
mon tourist sights. Instead, they address topics related to everyday life in the city 
and give an inside view of its inhabitants creating an image of 1920s Berlin which 
is still relevant today. The books are not a realistic reflection of the state of the ci-
ty, but a commentary on the ongoing debate in urban planning. Berlin is shown as 
how it should appear rather than what it actually looked like. Many sites were disre-
garded; others were paid more attention than they deserved in reality. The books gi-
ve an idea of how Berlin could have developed if the utopian ideal of a modern, de-
mocratic metropolis had not been usurped by National Socialism and if the Second 
World War had not destroyed many of the achievements of modern architectu-
re and infrastructure development. Furthermore, the history of their invention gi-
ves us an insight into how the cultural scene of the Weimar Republic operated. The 
protagonists were often involved in several fields: photography, architecture, urban 
planning or editing.

In general, the two photobooks embody a new kind of city portrait as each part 
of the book is deliberately composed and linked to a general message that stands abo-
ve everything else. The cinematic approach as well as the effects of modern photo-
graphy enhance their progressive aesthetic. These books are not merely sources of in-
formation but individual artworks that enabled a new kind of experience of Berlin.
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2
PICTURING NEW YORK IN PHOTOBOOKS, 1930-1940: 

BERENICE ABBOTT AND CHANGE
Ellen Handy

Although capturing New York City with a camera and putting it between the 
covers of a book was a challenging task, it was a common aspiration during the 
1930s. Today, the best-known attempt is Berenice Abbott’s celebrated Changing 
New York (Fig. 2.1). But there were numerous New York photobooks prior to and 
contemporaneous with Abbott’s (Fig. 2.2). They presented the city topographical-
ly, monumentally, anecdotally, idiosyncratically or commercially. Abbott proclai-
med that ‘Everything in the city is properly part of its story – its physical body of 
brick, stone, steel, glass, wood, its lifeblood of living, breathing men and women’.1 
Rem Koolhaas later analysed the ways that the city itself revised expectations about 
its key sites, stating that ‘Beyond a certain critical mass each structure becomes a 
monument, or at least raises that expectation through its size alone, even if the sum 
or the nature of the individual activities it accommodates does not deserve a monu-
mental expression’.2 Abbott’s photographic portrayal of the city turned each struc-
ture, however obscure or quotidian, into the kind of ‘monument’ he described. 

Abbott distinguished between ‘documentary’ and mere ‘record’ photographs, 
but a kind of dialectic was working through the documentary photography of the 
1930s by means of which direct records became material from which artistic results 
could be achieved. A photographer might lay claim at once to the titles of docu-
mentarian and artist without acknowledging contradiction, and a commercial pu-
blisher might assemble views of the city for popular audiences, yet include images 
of distinction. This essay explores Changing New York in the context of numerous 
other New York photobooks of its day. By examining Abbott’s work in relation to 
other New York photobooks, we can re-read the canon of twentieth-century photo-
graphy and explore the confounded variables of documentary, art, fact, urban deve-
lopment and image politics. 

Rather than narrate stories, map the city topographically, or chronicle it histori-
cally, Abbott produced an abstraction of the idea of city as change. As with much hi-
gh modernist art, the artist herself becomes the subject, and her experience of chan-
ge as the essence of New York ultimately excludes most of the famous sights, historic 
landmarks and anecdotal subjects other city books of the period included. Changing 
New York established a cogent argument about the city rather than cataloguing the 
city’s structures as an archive. Abbott’s statements about her goals for the project re-
presented changing nuances and alliances, largely in accordance with the possibilities 
for influential critical support or financial patronage, and often drew upon the rheto-
ric of the progressive politics of the day and the nascent discipline of urban planning.
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Comprised of 97 exterior views of buildings photographed between 1935 and 
1939, Changing New York presented the city as ‘peculiarly a phenomenon of the mo-
dern world’.3 307 officially completed images from the project and their associa-
ted files are today in the collection of the Museum of the City of New York, while 
the New York Public Library houses a trove of approximately 2,200 alternate views 
and duplicates. The selection of images for the book was not Abbott’s alone and, la-
ter in life, she issued a number of portfolios, often including different or additional 
images of the city. Some of the photographs of the skyscraper city indelibly associa-
ted with her name, including her night-time views of lower Manhattan, were only 
published in these later portfolios. Her complete exclusion of the newly comple-
ted Empire State Building – already a symbol of New York – is striking, while her 
omission of the Hooverville shanties, which appeared at three different sites in the 
city during the years immediately following the crash of 1929, is less surprising gi-
ven the patronage of the Federal Arts Project (FAP) of the Works Progress Admini-
stration for her project.

‘Fortieth Street Between Sixth and Seventh Avenues’ typifies Abbott’s emphasis 
on the city’s dynamism and urban space. Rather than choosing a famous skyscraper, 
she identified a block within the urban grid as her location and composed with mo-
re attention to the void between the setbacks of a large, modern building and older, 

FIG. 2.1 - Berenice Abbott, Changing New York cover, 1939
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lower structures in front of it. Together they shape the interior space of the block 
which resembles the stalactite forms of muqarnas. Abbott’s training as a sculptor is 
evident in her interest in the plasticity of space between urban structures. The rela-
tionship of modern structures to existing urban fabric is essential to her invention 
and deployment of an abstract language of form in service to the theme of urban 
transformation. Changing New York is most decidedly not a guidebook or a map of 
the city unlike most other photobooks of the 1930s. All great cities impress visitors 
with their scale and energy, but New York, as the paradigmatic modern city of the 
twentieth century, did so with unparalleled verve and emphasis. This is celebrated 
by the exploding energies of the now-classic stage musical of 1944 ‘On the Town’, 
which chronicled the adventures of singing, dancing, romancing sailors and civi-
lians they encounter ‘in just one day’.4 Its device of requiring its protagonists to en-
compass the whole city in twenty-four hours is a neat analog to Abbott’s challenge 
of fitting it into a photobook. 

Changing New York would have been virtually useless as a Baedeker to those sai-
lors, but they might have been able to use This is New York (1934) by Gilbert Sel-
des, which aspired ‘to show New York as it is, without, we hope, any false glamor’ 
and included a dozen of Abbott’s New York views.5 Photographs were used as sup-
porting evidence for a view of the city as raucous, energetic and highly anecdotal ra-

FIG. 2.2 - New York City photographic books, author’s image
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ther than as the view itself. Seldes described an assemblage of ten million New Yor-
ks, ‘one for every human being who lives in the city or comes to it’ and he invited 
the readers to join in: ‘Well, we’ll give you New York’.6

Another relevant book published in the same year is Agnes Rogers and Frede-
rick Lewis Allen’s Metropolis: An American City in Photographs (1934), which in-
cluded copious photographs by Edward M. Weyer. Larger and more ambitious than 
This is New York, it characterises the city as the ‘most spectacular and most complex 
of American cities’ but also emphasises ‘those qualities which are common to lar-
ge American cities’ presenting ‘the complexion of human life in a metropolis’.7 In a 
cycle from morning to evening, it shows ‘the endless variety of individual lives lived 
in it and of the contrasts it presents; of the nuclei in it of commuters and class and 
groups bound together by various interests; and of the way in which it functions as 
a huge organism’.8

This is New York and Metropolis are organised like photojournalistic features on 
the city while Samuel Freedman’s Illustrated Souvenir of New York (1935) and Con-
stance Phillips’ So You Want to See New York! (1938) could actually serve as wor-
king guidebooks. The Souvenir is thin and light and would be easy to carry around 
town. It presents ‘a visible story of New York and a view guide of what there is best 
to see’.9 Like all true tourist literature, it presents what you will see (future tense) in 
terms of the memories you will later have of it (past tense). Some of the landmarks 
Freedman included – and Abbott did not – are the Statue of Liberty, the Zoo, Ci-
ty Hall, the newly completed Holland Tunnel, museums and Central Park. And So 
You Want to See New York! combines a guidebook and collection of the author’s ca-
sual snapshots with platitudes about the city, such as: ‘New York is truly the mel-
ting pot of America. The varied groups of nationalities lend a fascinating atmosphe-
re to the city’s daily existence’.10 

The Works Progress Administration’s New York Panorama (1938) was too 
weighty and didactic a volume to carry about the city. As one reviewer noted: 
‘Nothing is left out of this literal strip tease of the life of a great city, pulsing and vi-
brant with people and activities’.11 Personal narratives and memoirs also could be 
adapted to photographic portraits of the city. A striking example is Cecil Beaton’s 
New York (1938). ‘A catalog of impressions, mostly visual, of a place that I know lit-
tle about’, it was assembled primarily from photographs by others procured for him 
by artist Joseph Cornell.12 It is less a description of the personality of the city than 
of the city experienced by a sparkling personality. Hulburt Footner’s New York, Ci-
ty of Cities is also an individual’s portrait of the city in writing accompanied by for-
ty-one geographically organised photographs by John J. Flaherty – like a hybrid of 
the WPA’s Panorama and Beaton’s New York.13

These photobooks varied in genre, physical size, relation of image to text, consi-
stency of vision and authorial tone. Some presented the city as an archetype, others 
as an idiosyncratic entity. The city could be made up of buildings, landmark sights, 
individuals or crowds. Alone among them, Abbott selected a motif to pursue throu-
gh the city as she photographed and gave importance to individual compositions ra-
ther than to narrative, or to clusters of juxtaposed images. Abbott’s collaborator 

.
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and life-partner Elizabeth McCausland articulated its emphasis best: ‘Pictures of 
the changing world, thus may […] Berenice Abbott’s photographs be described. To 
use this phrase and to write this sentence at once suggests the direction of her crea-
tive endeavor [that] it is a world in flux which fascinates her as an artist’.14

Abbott assumed that the value of her project was documentary and didactic: 
‘the future should be able to examine extinct sites and learn what they are like, how 
progress altered them’. But her portrait of the city is today valued more in its own 
right than as data about the city’s past.15 She firmly distinguished between ‘docu-
mentary’ and mere ‘record’ photographs, just as her friend and supporter, Beau-
mont Newhall argued for artistry in documentation.16 A productive contradiction 
emerged within the category of documentary photography in the 1930s, in which 
direct records became material from which artistic results were achieved.

As Janine A. Mileaf put it, ‘Even the most articulate observers of the medium 
found it difficult to categorise Abbott as an artist or historian without relying on 
external captioning to clarify her photographs’ functions. Abbott offered a solution 
to this dilemma when she produced images that redefined these categories as one’. 17 
Her photographs are neither a prescription for how the city should change, nor an 
inventory of endangered structures. They are an argument that the city is change, 
and that the modernist compositions of her architectural photography are the me-
ans by which New York’s perpetual change is commemorated. Documentary pri-
vileges specific instances as evidence, anticipating the process by which the present 
becomes past, while the modernist artist presents the products of an individual sen-
sibility as universal and timeless. Despite her skill as a portraitist, Abbott chose to 
represent the city as a collection of buildings, not of humans. When Life magazine 
profiled her, she explained: ‘What people are really like… is shown by what they bu-
ild. Their houses… tell more about a people than their noses. And besides, in a city 
as vast as New York, human beings are dwarfed by the colossal monuments of their 
hands’.18 

Terri Weissman clarifies Abbott’s lamination of subject, form, style and tran-
sformation as layers of photographic modernity: ‘photography is understood as in-
distinguishable from the city’s developmental processes […] as advertisement for 
straight as well as avant-garde photographic technique […] as critique of capitalist 
urbanization and avatar of modern engineering’.19 The still-new genre of documen-
tary was not yet fully codified, and in Abbott’s hands, it could be allied with both 
progressive and conservative goals: a project like hers might be executed in service 
to the past, the present or the future. While Abbott’s statements typically emphasi-
se allegiance either to the past (photographic preservation of vanishing heritage) or 
to the future (photographic identification of social ills demanding reform), her ima-
ges stubbornly occupy the present, responding to the subjects she chose in subjecti-
ve terms rather than using them to forge a usable past or draw a blueprint for a bet-
ter future. 

Abbott pronounced that ‘the civic use of the camera is not only to record but al-
so to improve [through] the education of the public to an understanding of its civic 
responsibilities’.20 The idea of objectivity at the service of improvement embodies a 
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contradiction characteristic of the era: the belief that fostering a progressive point 
of view is objectivity. Objectivity was certainly a desideratum, and a querulous Fe-
deral Art Project researcher suggested that ‘many pictures do not show enough de-
tail: that if the series is to be documentary photography they should be taken at clo-
ser range and in many cases not one but five or ten pictures of a subject should be 
taken’, indicating that Abbott and her patrons had diverging ideas of her mission.21 
Despite conflict with her patrons, Abbott would not have accepted John Tagg’s 
claim that ‘Like the state, the camera is never neutral. The representations it produ-
ces are highly coded, and the power it wields is never its own. As a means of record, 
it arrives on the scene vested with a particular authority to arrest, picture, and tran-
sform daily life’.22 

In her view, the camera could be both improving and neutral. Uncovering failu-
res of progressive aspirations in Abbott’s work, or shifts in ideology from the 1930s 
to the 1950s, is beside the point. The imbrication of her work with the unchecked 
aspirations of capital during the Depression as represented by subjects like the ri-
sing towers of Rockefeller Center deflects attention from her concentration upon 
the more complicated, even contradictory potential of the city itself. Abbott intui-
ted the city’s possibilities as a mesh of freedoms and obstructions to be negotiated, 
drawing upon energies created through dramatic architectural juxtapositions, and 
upon the sustenance found in urban zones of more human scale. That active nego-
tiation of urban space can be understood in relation to Lefebvre’s framing of the in-
dividual’s place within the city. In ‘Seen from the Window’, he described his view 
as both the outward, visible sign of the social order, and a concealment of its forces, 
presented in the spatial terms of landscape: ‘Beyond the horizon, other horizons 
present themselves without being present, other horizons, beyond material and visi-
ble order, which reveals political power, other orders are intimated’.23 

Both Abbott and her critics often failed to distinguish between urban structu-
res, spaces and experiences. Following the lead of Lewis Mumford, whom she had 
invited to write a foreword for her book (he declined), Abbott identified specific 
building forms as determinative of urban space and experience, and thus as critical-
ly important in progressive urban planning. Mumford’s disapproval of the proper-
ty developer’s goal of increasing congestion and thus rent through building skyscra-
pers, and his concern that the silhouettes of such buildings demanded placement in 
vistas not readily available in the dense grid plan of Manhattan are echoed in Ab-
bott’s ambivalence: 

I may feel that the skyscrapers are beautiful and majestic. Or I may feel that they are ugly, inhuman, il-
logical, ridiculous, pathological growths which have no place in the planned city. Whatever I think and feel 
about skyscrapers, I say through understanding and application of composition. […] Even more complex is 
the problem if the photographer sees the skyscrapers as both beautiful and ugly and seeks to create such a 
duality in the photograph by posing tendencies against each other in dynamic composition.24 
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Abbott came to know Mumford through her work for Henry-Russell 
Hitchcock in 1934, photographing for their collaborative exhibition at Yale Univer-
sity, ‘The Urban Vernacular of the Thirties, Forties and Fifties: American Cities Be-
fore the Civil War’. Peter Barr observes that as Hitchcock and Mumford’s views di-
verged in the later ’30s, Abbott remained loyal to Mumford.25 Yet the work products 
from the Changing New York project place her squarely in the camp of Hitchcock, 
the proponent of modernism as a style without politics, rather than displaying 
Mumford’s concern for the community. The record is further complicated by the 
existence of the original discursive texts for Changing New York by McCausland – 
rejected by the publisher – which offered political interpretations for Abbott’s ima-
ges.26 Reading Abbott’s images in relation to the company she kept results in con-
clusions very different from those arising from the recognition of a divergence in 
politics, rhetoric and photographic practice.

McCausland’s endorsement and framing of Abbott’s work set the terms for 
much subsequent discussion, but the mismatch of these sentiments with the pho-
tographs is considerable. Describing one of Abbott’s construction images, Mc-
Causland insisted: ‘The tiny workman dwarfed by the inhuman steel girder so that 
he can barely be seen in the photograph is itself a devastating criticism of the thing 
observed and noted down by the artist’.27 Quoting this passage, Michael G. Sundell 
suggested that Abbott’s ‘criticism becomes almost surrealistically savage’.28 But at 
most, her photographs reveal equivocality, a problematic position for a documenta-
rian: it is hard to be strictly objective if you are of two minds. Such ambivalence is a 
form of self-consciousness that obtrudes subjectivity into the project of representa-
tion. Positing the values of the cultural Left as objective truth required taking posi-
tions. But Abbott’s photographs are agnostic about whether the city is a utopian or 
dystopian realm, and whether civic planning, growth rooted in capitalism, or the 
juxtaposition of the new with pockets of pre-modern tradition, best expresses the 
city’s ideal future.

If reading Abbott’s photographs as a critique of the skyscraper city as the pro-
duct of capitalist development is inadequate, taking her statements about the pho-
tographer’s responsibility in urban planning as descriptive of her practice is misle-
ading. Both require that we discount what Raeburn called her ‘fondness for the 
city and pleasure in its multiform life’, and the resulting excitement that her photo-
graphs evoke in viewers.29 This returns us to Lefebvre’s concept of the ‘right to the 
city’, which David Harvey has argued is ‘the right to change ourselves by changing 
the city. […] this transformation inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective 
power to reshape the processes of urbanization’.30 

Abbott presented the city’s change as emblematic of the potential for both col-
lective or individual transformation, celebrating it because it represents, commemo-
rates and facilitates our own potential for change. The experience of the city itself 
was the ultimate subject, like what Virginia Woolf called ‘street haunting’ in her 
description of the pleasure of moving through the streets of London in autumnal 
twilight on the way to purchase a pencil.31 Woolf ’s pretext of seeking the pencil al-
lowed her to absorb impressions as she walked through the city, and the pencil allo-
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wed her to record them; Abbott circulated through the city in the Ford roadster she 
had insistently petitioned the FAP to provide for her work, visiting locations whe-
re her camera fixed images of city spaces and places that conveyed dynamism throu-
gh urban form.

Abbott embodied the freedom to remake the city through her own movement 
and representation, appropriating the Rockefeller Center, Wall Street, and other 
centres of power and capital in her images which suggest that in a dense vertical city 
like New York, the visual experience of the new architecture is available to everyo-
ne, that living amongst continual change and displacement destabilises, but also 
creates opportunity and reward. Urban change becomes the expression of emanci-
patory transformation in individuals, and thus – indirectly – in society at large. In 
this sense, her work fits under the aegis of progressivism, without embracing pro-
grammatic collectivism. Her practice appropriated a federally funded space of di-
scourse, not for advocacy of New Deal programs, but for an individual’s response 
to the city. For Abbott, the right to the city was primarily for the photographer and 
the viewer of the photographs, rather than for the rare figures within the photo-
graphs. Rather than capturing the lives of characters within the city and employing 
them as synecdochical devices, Abbott represented a city which is the character it-
self – or rather, in which her response to that city’s character is central. 

Although Abbott embraced McCausland’s progressive politics and echoed 
Mumford’s views, she also aligned herself with the patrician antiquarianism of I.N. 
Phelps Stokes’s vast Iconography of Manhattan Island, 1498-1909. Stokes employed 
teams of researchers throughout the world to aid in the production of a six-volu-
me compendium of representations of the city, which his title page announced to be 
‘compiled from original sources and illustrated by Photo-Intaglio Reproductions of 
Important Maps Plans Views and Documents in Public and Private Collections’.32

Seemingly more concerned with having the resources and freedom needed for 
making her work than with its use by her audiences, she cited the Iconography in 
many of her fundraising solicitations for Changing New York. It was most relevant 
to Abbott’s goals as an example of a personal project occupying its author for a li-
fetime. Stokes’s reformism was parallel to the publication not implicit in it, which 
may have reassured Abbott that her work need not directly illustrate the social the-
ories to which she subscribed, just as his lengthy involvement with his project may 
have inspired her hope of continuing to photograph the city. In 1940, when the 
FAP ceased to support her work, Abbott called for the creation of a ‘civic documen-
tary photographic history’ to expand work she had done in New York nationwide, 
so as to provide a ‘wealth of information, supplied through the eye’ through which 
we could live again in vanished cities.33 While the New York project celebrated 
change, the national one would have presented the past by archiving soon-to-vanish 
structures. Unlike Stokes, Abbott was in no position to finance her own project, 
and while her brief affiliation with the FAP had been a magnificent windfall, when 
it became clear that no further funding was available, Abbott turned to different 
projects. She left Changing New York unfinished, as the city continued to change 
without her photographic attentions.
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Mediating social commentary through architectural subject matter muted que-
stions of structural inequality or class conflict, and skyscraper monuments to ca-
pital produced perspectives irresistible to her camera. The energy of the city is 
compressed within her frame so that it is hard to be sure whether modernity and 
functionalism are reproaching the faux-Gothic church in ‘Rockefeller Center with 
Collegiate Church of St. Nicholas’ or whether the juxtaposition preaches a sermon 
about God and Mammon, saints and robber barons. ‘Theoline, Pier 11’, ‘East River, 
Manhattan’ and ‘Downtown Skyport’, ‘Foot of Wall Street’, ‘East River’, ‘Manhat-
tan’ – images from the same location separated by a few pages in the book – con-
vey change over time from one image to the other. ‘Theoline, Pier 11’ also contains 
the old and new in itself with skyscrapers rising through the sailing vessel’s rigging, 
while ‘Downtown Skyport’ contrasts new and newer, and recalls the aeroplane-fil-
led canyons of Fritz Lang’s dystopian Metropolis. The rising towers in the distance 
seem paradoxically more vibrant than the small planes grounded and at rest or the 
two shoeshine boys in the foreground who were somehow persuaded to stay suffi-
ciently still for the duration of the exposure to be recorded.

Sequencing and assembling her photographs into a publication required Ab-
bott to partner with the firm E.P. Dutton, which apparently intended the volu-
me as a guide to the city for visitors to the World’s Fair of 1939-40. As early as 1937, 
frankly commercial illustrated souvenir publications like Monaghan’s New York: 
The World’s Fair City which appeared with the subtitle, ‘A comprehensive collec-
tion of brilliant photographs of the world’s greatest city at work and at play, newly 
taken by leading American artists, together with official plans and photographs of 
the New York World’s Fair of 1939’; likely, Dutton had something like this in mind 
for Abbott’s book.34 Changing New York was entering an already crowded market 
for pictorial guidebooks, in which its idiosyncratic choice of subjects cannot have 
been satisfactory. Yet as an expression of the city’s vibrant transformation, it excel-
led, and has long outlasted rival picture books of the city.

Picturing New York in relation to the World’s Fair demanded modernity, as 
the purpose of the event was to offer visitors glimpses of ‘the world of tomorrow’. 
Though Abbott was denied the opportunity to photograph the Fair itself by the ti-
ming of her book’s publication to coincide with its opening, her New York was co-
dified as eternally in the process of becoming the City of Tomorrow. To find the 
fully indexical documentation of the city that Abbott did not attempt, we must lo-
ok forward to the 1964 New York World’s Fair which documented continuing pro-
gress toward 1939’s promise of the ‘world of tomorrow’, but deferred attainment of 
that world to an unspecified future. Its theme was ‘Man’s Achievement on a Shrin-
king Globe in an Expanding Universe’, a scale-shifting description reified in the 
‘Panorama of the City of New York’. The Panorama – a starting point for imagi-
ning the expanding universe – was a model city presented as a three-dimensional 
scale map: commissioned by Robert Moses, it still delights visitors to the Queens 
Museum in Flushing Meadows Park (scene of both New York fairs) today (Fig. 2.3).

As many structures Abbott photographed for Changing New York have since di-
sappeared, her identification of change as the essence of the city has proved an in-
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spired characterisation, though perhaps not in the terms she intended. In 1942, she 
wrote that ‘If the growth and change of the city is to be visualized with historical 
value, the future should be able to examine extinct sites and learn what they are li-
ke, how progress altered them’ but in fact her book operates in a perpetual present 
rather than commemorating the vanished past.35 While Abbott spoke pejoratively 
of ‘the anachronistic unplanning of our cities’, her photographs represent the larger 
unity of a city continually in construction and destruction.36 

When Abbott returned to New York from Paris in 1929, bringing Eugène At-
get’s negatives with her, it took her several years’ diligent search to locate a patron 
for her portrait of New York inspired by his Parisian document. When hired by the 
FAP, she quickly amassed hundreds of views while managing a staff of darkroom 

FIG. 2.3 - Jim Garrett, ‘Raymond Lester looks over his scale model of New York for the World’s 
Fair’, in New York Daily News, December 27, 1963
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assistants, clerks and researchers who supported her production. The results resem-
ble her description of Atget’s project more than they do his work itself: ‘Atget “saw” 
(that is to say, photographed) practically everything about him, in and outside Pa-
ris, with the vision of a poet. As an artist he saw abstractly, and I believe he succee-
ded in making us feel what he saw. Photographing, recording life, dominating his 
subjects, was as essential to him as writing to James Joyce or flying to Lindberg’.37 

Atget certainly ‘saw’ a wider range of subjects in the city than Abbott did, over 
more years. Her ‘domination’ of her subject was more compressed in duration and 
scope, and almost entirely without system, growing out of her improvisational ima-
ge-making with a small camera when she first returned to the United States from 
Paris and marvelled at the burgeoning city. She began by making a scrapbook of 
snapshot notes for possible compositions to execute later with her view camera. It is 
in these notes that we can see her developing a concept of the city, and responding 
to it in relation to her deep knowledge of and respect for Atget’s life-long portrait of 
Paris. When she moved beyond the snapshots to large format studies of the city, she 
described her own work in terms which however do not precisely match the images 
produced or the extent of her undertaking:

Streets, vistas, panoramas, bird’s-eye views and worm’s-eye views, the noble and the shameful, high 
life and low life, tragedy, comedy, squalor, wealth, the mighty towers of skyscrapers, the ignoble facades 
of slums, people at work, people at home, people at play – these are but a small part of the subject matter 
of the city.38 

In fact, her realised photographs in Changing New York depict a much smaller 
subset of the subject matter of the city. Bird’s-eye and worm’s-eye views are there, 
but men and women are largely omitted and the tragedy, comedy, squalor and play 
are conspicuously absent. 

Abbott’s city portrait differs from Atget’s portrayal of a city whose form was fi-
xed long ago, and fails to offer an archive of views encompassing the whole city. 
Weissman described it as ‘anarchically heterogeneous and in a perpetual state of di-
sintegration and renewal – or […] in a perpetual state of construction pursued at 
the price of the destruction’.39 Yet that Heraclitean flux actually amounts to a fixed 
Platonic essence: the city as irrepressible, indomitable change – a perception which 
would have been of less than no use to the ‘city planning groups for the improve-
ment of the city’ Abbott once invoked as potential audiences.40 Conjoined con-
struction and destruction were apparent from the city’s geological foundations to its 
lofty towers. Although the Manhattan schist which formed the bedrock anchor for 
the rising towers of New York, and the compression of the narrow island of Man-
hattan into the city’s grid plan which forced the skyscrapers into close proximity are 
only rarely represented in Abbott’s work: when they do appear, they convey titanic 
urban energies. 

Weissman is correct that Abbott and McCausland ‘sought to position the pho-
tographic event as a social and civic one’ and that their original conception of their 
book rendered visible the social relationships that drive change in society’s structu-
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re.41 But Abbott’s published images display a passionate response to the city which 
doesn’t always accord neatly with the politics she came to espouse, and which Mc-
Causland articulated so faithfully over a lifetime. The number and nature of the 
contradictions in and between Abbott’s statements and practice suggest that she 
was a pragmatist as regards theorising her project, ready to adopt the varying va-
lues of potential supporters and patrons, but always intent upon asserting her own 
vision in practice. Her occasionally uncomfortable working relations with the FAP 
staff assigned to her project show her determination to pursue her own ends.

FAP researchers were mystified by Abbott’s relationship to their work, and so-
metimes frustrated her by attempts to impose an orderly framework upon her pro-
duction. A memo in the Changing New York files from a researcher reveals the 
staff’s confusion at the lack of definition for the project, something that evidently 
did not concern Abbott in the slightest.42 She saw the FAP as a means to her end, 
not a meaningful endeavour in itself. Willing to align her project with the sources 
of power and money required to make it a reality, Abbott cannily threw in her lot 
with critics, scholars, curators and institutions that were able to support her, but re-
fused to compromise the work she was pursuing.

Looking at the results of the completed project, it is apparent that Abbott’s ap-
proach was closer to that of her friend Walker Evans than to those of antiquarian 
collectors, civic reformers, urban planners, federal bureaucrats and politically acti-
ve progressives. Evans foxily described his work as ‘documentary-style’: artistic ex-
pression presented in a package suggesting the elusively objective document, wi-
thout taking on its responsibilities. He revealed the source of his motivation when 
he said: ‘It’s as though there’s a wonderful secret in a certain place and I can captu-
re it’.43 Abbott’s ‘fantastic passion’ was one more secret visible in plain view. She was 
also a ‘documentary-style’ photographer, more often an advocate for working pho-
tographers than for the working class: she was never a party member nor conspi-
cuous for her political activism. Her dedication to Atget’s legacy, role in the redisco-
very of Lewis Hine’s work, and support for the embattled Photo League in the late 
1940s, are all examples of her commitment to fellow photographers in need, and to 
the medium they shared.

A voice for her colleagues and medium, and an effective user of institutional re-
sources but always something of a loner, Abbott’s distinctive point of view is pre-
sent everywhere in the Changing New York photographs. Where McCausland and 
later Sundell saw alienated labour in the figures in Abbott’s photographs, another 
eye might see existential isolation – of the photographer as much as the subjects. 
As E.B. White put it, New York ‘often imparts a feeling of great forlornness or for-
sakenness, [but] it seldom seems dead or unresourceful; and you always feel that ei-
ther by shifting your location ten blocks or by reducing your fortune by five dollars 
you can experience rejuvenation’.44 That rejuvenation is the change animating Ab-
bott’s city, presented as a hope without a specific program for fulfilment. In Chan-
ging New York we find a metaphorical, existential right to the city which is discove-
red, affirmed and preserved through continual change in the urban perceivers and 
the city alike.
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Both Abbott and White naturalised continual renewal and change in the city 
as an inevitability like the orderly succession of day and night. Yet unlike the ‘Pano-
rama of the City of New York’ where the transition of day and night was signalled 
by a cycle of changing light effects every few minutes, in Changing New York, it is 
always daytime – and we know from Abbott’s technical notes that the photographs 
were usually taken in the afternoon, when the light suited her purpose. Each image 
thus fixed a moment in time, rendering Abbott’s city of change constant in its tran-
sformation – the phenomenon which makes it possible to turn the pages of Chan-
ging New York today and recognise today’s city in photographs three-quarters of a 
century old. In traversing New York, you walk around a corner to find a building 
you recall now replaced by a construction site, or you pause before a neighbourhood 
shop front to register how much you have changed since you first looked through its 
window. As White noted: ‘To a New Yorker, the city is both changeless and chan-
ging’.45 This city of continual becoming is the framework within which lives and 
selves are continuously reinvented – the city’s change is the dynamo powering and 
potentiating personal transformation. 
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3
IN SEARCH OF THE MODERNIST CITY: GRETE 
STERN’S URBAN GAZE IN TWO PHOTOBOOKS 

ABOUT BUENOS AIRES
Catalina Fara

The photobook can be described as a photo sequence by one or more authors, 
with a variable amount of text, which constitutes a discourse.1 It is a key object in 
visual culture, facilitating artistic diffusion and expression. The relationship betwe-
en image, text, typography and ‘empty’ spaces enhances or complements the artist’s 
perspective on a subject. The urban photobook in particular showcases the dyna-
mics of space by highlighting certain visual and textual parameters. It is intrinsical-
ly related to the idea of the archive as it preserves the memory of a place,2 and has a 
multiple and implicit temporality sprouting from both the sequence of images and 
the action of browsing through its pages.

The portraits of the great metropolises of the twentieth century, by photo-
graphers such as Alfred Stieglitz and Walker Evans in New York or Eugène At-
get, Brassaï and Germaine Krull in Paris, were condensed into visual repertoires 
that became indissolubly attached to those cities’ imaginaries.3 Buenos Aires was no 
exception. Since the late nineteenth century, the predominance of images of pro-
gress had shaped its cosmopolitanism and metropolitan experience.4 The city’s iden-
tity was defined through the opposition of its urban and suburban areas, each with 
their own distinctive characteristics. City views circulated widely in postcards, ma-
gazines and books with classical compositions in the works of photographers li-
ke Samuel Rimathé, Enrique Moody, Harry G. Olds and Gastón Bourquin. By the 
1920s, these popular works had created an enduring imaginary, which contrasted 
with the avant-garde style embodied by the young artists who were starting to take 
over the scene. 

Among those, I will focus on the role of photographer Grete Stern (1904–1999), 
whose approach to the city and work as a graphic designer have been insufficien-
tly explored by scholars in comparison to other areas of her production. Stern par-
ticipated in two photobooks, Buenos Aires 1936: Visión fotográfica (1936)5 and Bue-
nos Aires (1956),6 which embody the aspirations of modernity that shaped the city’s 
imaginary twenty years apart. The first was made by the Argentinian photographer 
Horacio Coppola (1906–2012), and Stern collaborated as a graphic designer. The se-
cond includes over 200 photos by Stern herself. Both books sum up the avant-garde 
spirit of Buenos Aires’ artistic scene, as Stern and Coppola were considered the first 
modernist photographers in Argentina. 

Stern started portraying Buenos Aires upon her arrival in 1935, after building 
a prosperous career as a photographer and graphic designer in Germany. Over the 
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course of more than four decades, she published her cityscapes in books and ma-
gazines, in collaboration with local artists and architects. In what follows, I will 
analyse the aforementioned photobooks and the wider context of their production, 
with particular regard to the use of urban photomontages as part of a modern aes-
thetic in photography and graphic design. 

Grete Stern behind the scenes of Buenos Aires 1936
Stern developed her artistic practice in interwar Germany by working on photo-

graphy, advertising and graphic design. Around 1932, she met Horacio Coppola in 
Walter Peterhans’s photography workshop at the Bauhaus. After the rise of the Na-
zi regime, the following year, the recently married couple left Berlin and settled in 
London, then finally moved to Buenos Aires in 1935.7 That same year, Stern showed 
some of her European works alongside Coppola’s at the Sur magazine headquarters. 
Because of its unconventional subjects and artistic approach, the event was welco-
med by critics like Jorge Romero Brest as the first avant-garde photography exhibi-
tion in the country that was both ‘modern and socially compelling’.8

The influence of the New Objectivity movement that developed in Germany in 
the 1920s is evident in Stern’s photographs and in the design of the exhibition pam-
phlet, which included an ‘artists’ statement’ written in collaboration with Coppo-
la. The couple opposed the Pictorialism that had characterised local production sin-
ce the late nineteenth century, stating that ‘the photographer makes a selection of 
the photogenic values of the object. This selection is not mechanical. Through it, 
the photographer expresses his intuition of the object and his understanding, his 
knowledge of the object’.9

After the Sur exhibition, Stern and Coppola collaborated on the photobook 
Buenos Aires 1936: Visión fotográfica. The City Council commissioned the book as 
part of a wider editorial programme for the commemoration of the Argentine ca-
pital’s 400th anniversary, with an introductory text by the architect, Alberto Pre-
bisch10 Prebisch’s ideas about modernism are key to understanding why he assigned 
to Coppola the symbolic operation that this book represented. Buenos Aires 1936 
was then at the centre of official discourse, urban planning policies and avant-gar-
de aesthetics in photography and architecture. The cover of the first edition featu-
red the city’s coat of arms, surrounded by the phrase ‘Buenos Aires 1936’ in a typo-
graphy resembling those often used on street signs and shops at the time (Fig. 3.1a). 
The book was printed in Estudio de Artes Gráficas Futura, then one of the city’s 
most important printing houses.11 

Stern, who was mentioned in the colophon as ‘Grete Coppola’, designed the bo-
ok with Atilio Rossi, whom she and Coppola had met while Rossi was the head of 
the arts section of Sur magazine.12 This was the trio’s first collaborative work, even 
though it does not fully represent their visions about avant-garde graphic design. In 
an article about Buenos Aires 1936 published in the Italian magazine Campo Grafico, 
Rossi underlines the book’s innovative design in spite of its ‘classical form, evidently 
imposed by the sponsor, which is not the most suitable because of its static structu-
re’.13 A section page separates Coppola’s photo essay from the two articles included 
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in the book, one by Alberto Prebisch and the other by Ignacio B. Anzoategui. This 
highlights the importance of the images over the text, given that the captions un-
derneath them are almost imperceptible. The reproductions have different sizes and 
orientations, creating a dynamic layout that in some cases requires the reader to ro-
tate the book in order to appreciate the photos as intended.14 

In wandering the streets of Buenos Aires, Coppola blended the activity of a 
flâneur with his role as the city’s ‘official’ photographer. Hence, the photos in the 
book do not follow a clear itinerary. Coppola captures both well-known and margi-
nal areas; he contrasts fragments of emblematic buildings such as the Cathedral or 
the Congress with the facades of unknown suburban houses. Close-ups reveal the 
uneven textures of the walls alongside unusual architectural perspectives. This ap-
proach to surface and detail is exceptional, bearing in mind that the contemporary 
architectural photography published in magazines such as Nuestra Arquitectura or 
Revista de Arquitectura was more preoccupied with showing general views, the geo-
metric form of structures and the functionality of buildings. Coppola’s photos esta-
blished an urban imaginary that endures to this day.15 It seems that the sponsors at 
the City Council intuited the efficacy of his visual language in building a moderni-
st and progressive discourse about the city – one that would allow them to legitimi-
se the many ongoing public works around Buenos Aires.16  

In addition to Coppola’s photographs, there are 14 other images in Buenos Aires 
1936 (out of a total of 202), including aerial shots made by the companies Aermap 
and Bauer. Aerial and panoramic views of recently finished skyscrapers were often 
used in the printed press to highlight the city’s modern and cosmopolitan aspects, 
so their inclusion befits the celebrative purpose of the photobook.17 There are also 
two images of the Río de la Plata’s public beach that belonged to Critica, one of the 
major newspapers at the time.18 Finally, there is a Grete Stern photo from her seri-
es of patios that contrasts with the rest of the book for its intimate approach to ar-
chitecture.19 

Most pages include only one image, except for two photomosaics that evidence 
Stern and Rossi’s interest in photomontage: one juxtaposing different views of Cor-
rientes Avenue, the other depicting animals and visitors at the zoo.20 Stern also desi-
gned the paper band that came with the book: a photomontage of buildings, people 
and street advertisements. Therefore, Buenos Aires 1936 functions as a melting pot 
for different urban imaginaries, from those espoused by avant-garde photographers 
to those that circulated in the mass media.

In 1937, the second and last edition of the photobook presented a substantial 
change in its outer design and materiality. It was printed in Editorial Atlántida’s 
workshop and, like in the first edition, a stamp was used to number the printed co-
pies.21 Coppola, Rossi and Stern had more freedom to make decisions about its de-
sign, so they replaced the lined hardcover with a coloured softcover and added a me-
tal spiral binding (Fig. 3.1b).22 The new cover featured an asymmetrical collage of 
black and white cityscapes over an aerial view in orange, in line with Stern’s design 
for the original paper band. Stern’s approach to design was decisive in changing the 
photobook’s aspect, and eventually her ideas about avant-garde rhetoric separated 
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her from Coppola and his modernist vision.23 Her use of urban photography in re-
lation to typography illustrates her belief in the integration of mass culture, graphic 
design and life in the metropolis. She would also mix and reuse Coppola’s pictu-
res and her own work multiple times, blending their own gazes with the contempo-
rary urban imaginaries. For example, in an article about the urbanist project of the 
Grupo Austral in 1939, she included the aerial view published in Buenos Aires 1936, 
which she had also used for the cover of the second edition (Fig. 3.1b).24

Stern’s experimentation was driven by her belief in the role of photography as 
part of a larger modernisation of languages and practices in dialogue with the pu-
blic sphere. On the other hand, Coppola believed in ‘the search for a photographic 
practice that made of it an art through its own materiality, its own ontology, its 
own particular way of being in the world’.25 As Natalia Brizuela explains, their 
two ways of being modern were both complementary and contradictory, and they 
‘should be understood as negatives of each other, each as the point of critique of the 
other’s belief of photography as modern: Stern as the impulse of a critique of reali-
sm; Coppola as the critique of an avant-garde image’.26 Stern was a protagonist in 
the avant-garde movement, as many scholars have demonstrated in the last decades. 
Her work is a testament to the connections among politics, urbanism and artistic 
discourse within the Buenos Aires art scene of the 1940s and ’50s, as I will analyse 
in the next sections.

FIG. 3.1a - Cover of Buenos Aires 1936. Visión fotográfica. Municipalidad de la ciudad de Buenos 
Aires (1st ed., 1936)
FIG. 3.1b - Cover of Buenos Aires (2nd ed., 1937)
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The flâneuse’s gaze: Urban photomontages of the 1940s and ’50s
The period after World War II was defined by Juan Domingo Perón’s elec-

tion as president of Argentina in 1946, which had major social, economic and po-
litical implications. Perón was widely supported by the national trade union fede-
ration (CGT) and the growing urban masses. During his two consecutive terms, 
from 1946 to 1955, he promoted major changes in labour laws and other populist ac-
tions that ensured the continuity of such popular support. Mass media and ritual 
celebrations were used to solidify his image as a leader both different from his pre-
decessors and simultaneously capable of preserving traditional national values.27 The 
use of photography was key in state propaganda: it was controlled by the Secretary 
of Information (Subsecretaría de Información), which decided what messages could 
be spread in the media.28 A great number of photobooks and pamphlets were distri-
buted inside and outside the country, with a strong emphasis on the generosity of its 
leader Juan Domingo Perón and his wife Eva.29

Meanwhile, the struggles of the working class led to the achievement of civic 
rights for relegated social groups. Women started to occupy a more relevant place in 
the public sphere, the editorial industry being one of the main fields in which they 
gained recognition.30 For female artists, this signified an increase in influence and 
legitimacy. Argentinian photographic practice as a form of modern art was mainly 
represented by a few names, such as Anne Marie Heinrich (1912–2005) and Anato-

FIG. 3.2 - Journal spread with Grete Stern photocollage included in the article ‘Grupo Austral’, 
Nuestra Arquitectura, no. 119, June 1939
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le Saderman (1904–1993), but it was slowly becoming an autonomous field.31 In this 
context, Grete Stern kept experimenting with different areas of graphic design and 
advertising, continuing her line of work at the Ringl and Pit studio, which she ma-
naged with Ellen Auerbach in Berlin. Both women had introduced an alternative to 
patriarchal models by subtly subverting the language and subjects of advertising.32 
Their critique of feminine stereotypes resurfaced in the photomontages published 
by Stern in the Argentinian magazine Idilio between 1948 and 1951.33 From 1942 to 
1945, Stern also collaborated with leftist cultural magazines committed to the de-
fence of democratic values. By then, she was an established photographer, mostly 
known for her portraits of artists and intellectuals. The city, however, was one of 
her favourite subjects.

As Stern started to capture the Buenos Aires cityscape, her photos engaged with 
the material transformations and political disputes taking place in the city and the 
country at large. They were included in a wide range of publications, from commer-
cial and government-sponsored brochures to popular magazines. In 1947, two pho-
tos accompanied an article by the Argentinian art critic Julio Rinaldini, in which 
he called attention to how locals took their city for granted. He encouraged rea-
ders to look around and contemplate the movement and ever-changing atmosphere 
of Buenos Aires because ‘by observing it, by keeping an eye out for it, we are able to 
create it’.34 This ode to flânerie evokes what moved Stern herself to explore the city. 
In fact, architecture had captured Stern’s attention since her time at the Bauhaus. 
Years later, she would say that what struck her most about Buenos Aires was the 
eclectic uniqueness of its houses, and that she therefore ‘felt the need to document 
them for their beauty and historical value’.35 

Her modernist approach to architectural photography and her opinions on its 
social use coincided with those of the Argentinian architectural avant-garde. This 
explains her collaborations on different projects and publications. For example, in 
1947, the magazine Nuestra Arquitectura published a series of her photos in an is-
sue dedicated to a house in the coastal city of Mar del Plata by Amancio Williams 
and Delfina G. de Williams.36 Stern differentiated herself from mainstream archi-
tectural photographers by focusing on the textures, details and materials of the bu-
ildings she captured. This engagement with architecture and urban issues also led to 
a collaboration with the Estudio del Plan de Buenos Aires (EPBA), the city’s central 
planning agency, directed by Juan Kruchan, Jorge Ferrari Hardoy, Jorge Vivanco 
and Antonio Bonet. They were working towards the urban renewal of the city and 
its surroundings, and aimed to devise affordable modern housing for the working 
class. Public debate centred on the social and political significance of Buenos Aires’s 
surrounding areas, and on the infrastructure developed by the government. Most 
public works focused on suburban areas rather than the city centre. The EPBA pro-
posed returning to nature as a solution to many of the city’s problems. The idea was 
rooted in a development plan for Buenos Aires that had been hatched – although 
never executed – by Kurchan, Ferrari Hardoy and Bonet in 1937, in collaboration 
with Le Corbusier.37 
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As a member of the agency since 1948, Stern was able to design its logo and all 
printed materials and brochures meant to explain the project’s goals. In 1949, the 
EPBA screened a film by Italian director Enrico Gras that was part of a promo-
tional exhibition for a housing plan in a neglected area of the Belgrano neighbou-
rhood, sponsored by the City Council. The architects proposed a series of housing 
blocks interspersed with green areas in order to tackle the issues of an overpopula-
ted city. Stern designed the brochure mixing stills from Gras’s movie with extracts 
from the plan. Her design reinforced the message with texts and images that de-
picted the city as ‘a jumble of menacing chimneys discharging smoke against an X-
ray of lungs, vehicles overtaking the streets, tall buildings blocking the sunlight and 
crying children’.38 According to Ana María León, this work was an exception to Pe-
ronist propaganda which was ‘mostly dominated by kitsch, figurative, and symbolic 
aesthetics’.39 Despite these formal differences, however, its content was still aligned 
with official discourse.

As the EPBA’s official photographer, Stern documented both the city and its su-
burbs in a survey that comprised more than 1,500 images. The EPBA was dissol-
ved in 1949, yet one of its legacies was a thorough analysis of the history and deve-
lopment of the metropolis.40  

Grete Stern and the photobook Buenos Aires 
Around 1950, the geographer Francisco de Aparicio invited Stern to participate 

in the creation of a photobook about Buenos Aires to be printed by publishing hou-
se Peuser. The invitation was prompted by Stern’s known ability to create descripti-
ve but artistic city images. Stern began working on the project in 1951, using a por-
table 35mm camera and a large-format camera with a tripod.41 The publication was 
part of a series of commemorative photobooks issued by the government and pri-
vate agencies, already exemplified by Buenos Aires 1936. Simply titled Buenos Aires, 
this new book included some of the pictures Stern had made for the EPBA project; 
it elaborated an imaginary of the 1950s modernist city comparable to tourist guides 
and travel books in content and appeal.42 It was intended for an international rea-
dership, as demonstrated by translations into English and French of the long cap-
tions and texts written by Horacio Klappenbach.43

Even though it was not commissioned by the government, Buenos Aires shows a 
collection of places, monuments and historical environments that carried on the tra-
dition of national and urban narratives. Klappenbach mentions in the introduction 
that the book is ‘a plastic answer, graphic and monumental’, to the question about 
the city’s character.44 This echoes the celebratory tone of its 1936 predecessor, which 
also aimed to show what made Buenos Aires a unique and modern metropolis.

Buenos Aires is a visual essay that, in addition to Stern’s photos, combines a wide 
repertoire of aerial views, photos from the National Archive, images by other pho-
tographers (Curt Weiss, Maximo Cubillas and John Kleiner), paintings and engra-
vings from contemporary artists (Luis Aquino and Francisco de Santo), vignettes 
by Albertina Canellas and reproductions of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-cen-
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FIG. 3.3 - Dustjacket, Buenos Aires (1956), private collection
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tury prints and watercolours. The dust jacket features a watercolour by Juan Padern 
depicting an angle of Plaza de Mayo, the symbolic and historical centre of the city 
(Fig. 3.3). The book’s designer is not credited, nor is the person responsible for cho-
osing Stern’s photographs (about 200 from a corpus of approximately 1,500).45 Even 
though her name appears in a larger print than other contributors’ on the cover, the 
fact that her authorship is not identified within the pages of the book shows the pa-
ternalistic bias female artists had to deal with. 

The book is divided into two clear sections, distinguishable in their use of co-
lour and types of paper. The first section, titled ‘Buenos Aires retrospectivo’ (‘Buenos 
Aires in retrospective’), includes text by Klappenbach combined with colour vignet-
tes and paintings printed on thick matte paper. The layout of the text is unusual, 
with the Spanish in the centre in a bigger font and the English and French in an L-
shape around it. The other section has more pages and includes 288 photos printed 
in thinner, glossy paper. Thus, design and composition become an assemblage of vi-
sual languages, from drawings to photography, with texts in various sizes and po-
sitions. Despite the relatively good quality of the paper, the print quality is rather 
low; most of the colour reproductions, as well as some black and white photos, are 
out of focus. These defects might have been due to the technology and resources 
available, but were likely caused by the book’s large intended distribution, which 
may have led to poorer quality control in the context of a rushed production. 

Buenos Aires works as a guide in which the use of borrowed icons (or motifs fa-
miliar to the foreign gaze) converges with the emphasis on changes within the ci-
ty, its history and its present. Stern’s photos function as the avant-garde component 
of the book, which otherwise responds to a longstanding discourse about the city’s 
modernisation, as shown in the text and in the use of early nineteenth-century wa-
tercolours to represent the past. The persistence of this particular imaginary of the 
city’s past is visible in the use of these images to contrast the ‘old’ with the ‘new’: on 
the one hand, the colonial village, and on the other, the modern metropolis. This 
visual mechanism had been commonplace in the country’s printed press and official 
discourse since the 1910s.46 

The captions appear as a sort of textual embroidery on the strong visual fab-
ric of the book. They alternate positions on the blank spaces surrounding the pho-
tos. Each image is paired with a short, descriptive text that provides historical con-
text or introduces a concrete place or building. The photobook is thus meant to be a 
cartography of the modern and contemporary city, a visual journey around Buenos 
Aires that constitutes ‘a synthesis with happy results’, as Klappenbach puts it in the 
prologue.47 The photo section of the book is divided in two: ‘Buenos Aires moderna’ 
(‘Modern Buenos Aires’) and ‘Buenos Aires íntimo’ (‘Intimate Buenos Aires’). The 
former opens with a double-page spread containing an aerial view titled ‘The front-
door to the world’ and a graph with the distance (in kilometres and time by air 
travel) from Argentina’s capital to other cities in the world. Putting Buenos Aires 
quite literally ‘on the map’, this illustration is clearly meant for a foreign audience. 
Unlike its predecessor, Buenos Aires has very clear geographical references. Its sub-
sections present an ordered itinerary from the city centre to the suburbs. Moreover, 
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the many photos of underground entrances and other means of public transporta-
tion enhance the idea of the photobook as a visual journey through the city. Iden-
tifying all photos by Stern within the book, beyond those referenced in her person-
al archive, is yet to be fully accomplished. As one turns the pages, however, one may 
discover her vision in images that focus on the details and contrasts of Buenos Ai-
res’s eclectic architecture. 

The section ‘Intimate Buenos Aires’ displays portraits of interiors: theatres, ca-
fes, restaurants or schools, and people in social gatherings such as carnivals, fashion 
shows or celebrations. There are three pages with a different layout that can be con-
nected to the photomosaics included in Buenos Aires 1936. While Stern’s influence 
on the design of these pages is unknown, they stand out from the rest of the book 
(Fig. 3.4). Stereotypical depictions of locals are not directly apparent, but they can 
be inferred as postcards of the ‘typical porteño’48 from the texts that associate with 
the otherwise casual images. These captions draw attention to the local habits that 
‘have to be experienced to be understood’ by foreign visitors. Photobooks like this 
one provide valuable material to both national and foreign imaginaries by forging a 
spatial and historical environment, and by maintaining or creating national fictions.

It is interesting to note how Grete Stern’s photos subtly subvert this discourse by 
exposing the simplicity of everyday life; her camera portrays spontaneous and irre-
levant situations, such as people waiting in line for the bus or buying a newspaper. 

FIG. 3.4 - Book spread with photo mosaic, n/p. Buenos Aires (1956), private collection
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She steers clear of the ‘masses’ that appeared in Perónist propaganda, which tended 
to feature party rallies or members of the working class in seemingly casual but of-
ten posed attitudes. Stern’s approach to city life and landscape becomes a personal 
record of the period. While Coppola often avoided people in his photos, she embra-
ced the characters that populated the city streets. Buenos Aires through her lens is 
‘a city of quiet, mundane routines and spellbinding visual landscapes unobscured by 
crowds’.49

Although Buenos Aires was not an official publication, its connections to the Pe-
ronist regime can still be traced. Peuser was one of the biggest publishing houses in 
the country, leading the production of postcards, maps and illustrated books since 
the late nineteenth-century. By the 1950s, the company was in charge of many state-
sponsored publications. Although the book was published after Perón’s overthrow, 
it includes the work of two key figures of Peronist photojournalism, Emilio Abras 
and Pinélides Aristóbulo Fusco, who worked for the Secretary of Information. In 
addition, as Jodi Roberts points out, the captions also hint at the book’s political 
connotations: descriptions of public works and housing projects from the Peronist 
era are highly congratulatory.50

It has yet to be determined whether Stern was aware of this subtle undertone, 
but in releasing her photos to Peuser, as Jodi Roberts points out, she had no control 
over the publisher’s use of them. Moreover, Ana María León indicates that Stern, 
being a European immigrant, had fewer ties to the upper classes than local avant-
garde artists, and was also equally distant from Perón’s working-class supporters.51 
This ‘middle ground’ may have worked in her favour when collaborating with state 
institutions. Still, her vision of Buenos Aires remained a very personal one, and her 
photobook dedicated to the capital ‘stands as a powerful reminder of the complica-
ted relationships and conflicting forces that shaped photographers’ careers and pu-
blic reception during Stern’s most active period in Argentina’.52 Consequently, it is 
important to study this period of her work in photography and graphic design as a 
whole; only then can it be grasped as an example of the complex interaction betwe-
en practices and discourses in visual culture.

Conclusion
Photobooks about cities are fundamental in studying the development of urban 

culture beyond national boundaries. The relationship between text and image is key 
to understanding how discourses about a city have unfolded, persisted or changed. 
Buenos Aires 1936: Visión fotográfica and Buenos Aires are the graphic materialisation 
of the end of a cycle of modernisation that started in the late nineteenth century. 
Both show the symbolic implications of the discourses in tension, and have establi-
shed most of the urban imaginaries that still prevail. 

The images of a city are built upon visual schemes that are implicitly projected 
over the place. They become new ways of understanding the city itself, through the 
tension between material progress and cultural identity. Studying Stern’s urban 
images in their transition between different fields and materials is key to understan-
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ding how representations of the urban landscape can also be testaments to the ar-
tist’s personal journey, as well as her relationship with the everyday life of the city 
itself. In this sense, the inclusion of Stern’s photos of Buenos Aires in various pho-
tobooks and magazines operates as an archive of her personal approach to the ci-
ty’s landscape and people. Likewise, in her photomontages, Stern juxtaposed, seg-
mented and superimposed the urban layout and built new ways of understanding it. 
They became her own visual cartography of modern Buenos Aires – one that subtly 
subverted the requirements of both official and private publications.
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4
PICTURING UNIFIED ITALY THROUGH 

A PHOTOBOOK UNBOUND:
THE STAZIONE S. MARIA NOVELLA IN FLORENCE

Roger J. Crum

At one time Italian trains, like most European trains, had passenger cars with 
closed seating compartments on one side, a connecting corridor on the other. Whi-
le travellers moved through and saw an actual Italy, three seats facing three se-
ats, a represented Italy was simultaneously visible and experienced within the com-
partments. That ‘other’ Italy was pictured above the seats in the form of small, 
framed photographs of cities and landscapes, buildings and works of art. Before the 
era of modern, high-speed trains, equipped with ample windows but little photo-
graphic imagery other than advertisements (and usually that only for the train com-
pany itself), this erstwhile coming together of two nineteenth-century inventions in 
mechanised motion and mechanical reproduction was a common denominator of 
travel across Italy. Put in more direct terms, train travel in Italy and seeing Italy we-
re linked experiences.1

For those who travelled in and out of Florence, especially from the mid 1930s 
onward, they were additionally met (and still are) with a second coming together of 
Italy and photography beyond the train compartments. That second experience to-
ok place within the city’s main train station, the Stazione S. Maria Novella (Fig. 4.1). 
Whether leaving trains or waiting to embark, passengers did and still do encounter 
a set of enlarged, black and white photographs or vedute that are displayed in the 
main concourse of the station, or Galleria di Testa (Fig. 4.2).2 The photographs se-
lectively represent Florence itself, the broader region of Tuscany, and the country’s 
many man-made and natural sites further afield. Collectively this imagery of a va-
stly historic, deeply cultural, and unfailingly beautiful Italy forms a kind of photo-
book or, to a degree, a ‘photobook unbound’ that is contextualised and framed (one 
could even say bound) by the architecture of the train station itself. This essay fo-
cuses on how the genre of the more conventional photobook, bound between two 
covers, likely helped to shape the original and continued meaning of these photo-
graphs. It argues that in the wider political context and agenda of Mussolini’s Italy, 
the simultaneous transhistorical and transgeographical reach of these train station 
photographs – deep into the past and across the expanse of the Italian peninsula – 
was part of the Fascist regime’s efforts to represent or project the illusion of an in-
creasingly unified country.

A major example of Italian Rationalist design, the Stazione S. Maria Novella 
was begun in 1932 and completed in 1935 and designed by Gruppo Toscano and its 
principal architect, Giovanni Michelucci (1891–1990).3 Integral to the station’s de-
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sign was the inclusion of the aforementioned photographic vedute that collectively 
form a kind of architectural frieze, not in the traditional media of stone, mosaic 
or paint but in the modern medium of photography. The photographs are display-
ed flush to the wall at a height of roughly five metres; their multiple images about 
one another directly, the visual edge of each photograph directly against its nei-
ghbour in a visual totality that is presented in continuous framing. The individual 
images are approximately one metre in height, but they vary in width. Today, the 
photographs appear in three separate bands that run on two sides of the Galleria. 
Their short run is just above the north-east exit from the station, with the two lon-
ger segments coursing along the adjacent wall that stands directly opposite the train 
tracks. Those latter two bands are separated by the expanse of wall that stands abo-
ve the entrance to the station’s ticket windows in the ticket hall. In total there are 
58 photographs: eight on the north-east wall of the Galleria, and 29 and 21, respec-
tively, in the left and right segments on the Galleria wall facing the tracks.

These photographs are poorly documented: little is known about them, from 
the concept and development behind their inclusion in the station’s original design 
to their attributions to a photographer or photographers. That stated, it is general-
ly accepted that the photographs are the work not of a professional photographer or 
firm but of the lesser-known architects of the Gruppo Toscano itself: Nello Baroni 
(1906–1958), Pier Niccolò Berardi (1904–1989), Italo Gamberini (1907–1990), Leo-
nardo Lusanna (1908–1973), and Sarre Guarnieri (1904–1933); it has even been sug-
gested that Michelucci may have participated in the project.4 One way or another, 
the original installation of the mid-1930s definitely included only the run of photo-
graphs along the main wall opposite the tracks, whereas the images on the shorter, 
north-east wall may or may not have been part of that assemblage. Obviously of la-
ter addition, at the right-hand end of the north-east wall, is the photograph of the 
church of S. Giovanni dell’Autostrada, erected between 1960 and 1964, also desi-
gned by Giovanni Michelucci. That building’s representation among these photo-
graphs – the only modern building in the whole assemblage – is likely to have been 
a later insertion, indeed a tribute of sorts to the architect in a series that is other-
wise wholly about place and monuments of the Italian past, historic and geological.5

The present configuration of the photographs takes the viewer on what is essen-
tially a tour of Florence and of sites up and down the Italian peninsula to its towns, 
monuments and piazzas as well as to its mountains and seascapes. On the short 
wall to the north-east, Florence appears exclusively in a set of images that represent 
the major architectural monuments and vistas of the medieval and Renaissance ci-
ty. Visible are the Cathedral and details of Brunelleschi’s majestic cupola, the Palaz-
zo Vecchio, the Ponte Vecchio and the wider panorama of the city as photographed 
from the hills to the south. On the adjacent wall, the viewer leaves Florence for a 
wide-ranging visual excursion throughout Italy, with photographed subjects varying 
in geographical locations, historical periods and emphasis between architecture and 
natural environments.

These photographs are in no particular or discernible historical, geographic or 
typological order. Instead, the viewer traverses the peninsula in all directions, even 
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heading ‘out to sea’ in a view of the Isola Gaiola off the coast of Naples; ancient Pa-
estum appears next to medieval Piazza San Marco in Venice; the Alps or the Ba-
roque facade of the Cathedral of Catania is adjacent to the beach at Viareggio. El-
sewhere the viewer is presented with images from Magna Grecia in the ancient 
temples in Sicily; ancient Rome is here in ruins of Pompeii, the Roman forum, and 
the Arena in Verona; and the Medieval era is represented in via various monuments 
from the Leaning Tower of Pisa and the Cathedral of Milan to the Palazzo Pubbli-
co in Siena and the Ca’ d’Oro in Venice. Interspersed with these and other archi-
tectural monuments celebrating the long history of Italy are picturesque views of 
Italy’s natural beauty, including several representations of seaside expanses around 
the peninsula and mountainous ranges to its north.

Architecture dominates among the photographs. Examples of civic and eccle-
siastical buildings appear in equal numbers, and representations of architecture and 
natural views are similarly balanced. Notably, individual works of art play a minor 
role in the series: we note only Giambologna’s late Renaissance Neptune fountain 
in the Piazza Maggiore in Bologna and elsewhere a detail of the Sacrifice of Isa-
ac scene from the Byzantine mosaics in San Vitale in Ravenna. If there are aspects 
of the Italian cultural and historical heritage ‘slighted’ by their absence in this vi-
sual syncopation, it would be any architecture dating from after the Middle Ages 
(with the notable exceptions of Brunelleschi’s dome of Florence Cathedral and, in 
later Baroque examples, Bernini’s Piazza S. Pietro in Rome or Gian Battista Vac-
carini’s facade of Catania Cathedral) or any views of residential, commercial or in-
dustrial environments. There are also few people caught within or moving through 
any of these photographed spaces other than a lone gondolier on the Grand Ca-
nal in Venice, a few pedestrians within this or that Medieval piazza, or distant ba-
thers on a beach. And those few people are really only visible with magnification or 
by something between a searching or strained unaided eye. This assemblage of pho-
tographs is unquestionably a display of monumental and, predominantly, historic 
Italy in architecture, urban spaces and natural splendour. Together with this em-
phasis on historicity, monumentality and grand vistas, what is interesting is how at-
tentive the designers of this assemblage were to the particular viewing distance and 
demands of seeing and experiencing this imagery in the context of the train station.

As sizable images, these photographs originally had to have produced a viewing 
experience considerably different from the experience travellers had had with much 
smaller, standard and usually hand-held or album-mounted photographs. And 
if the framed photographs once visible within train carriages made of each com-
partment a small, decorated ‘salon’ these photographs within the much larger ex-
panse of the station interior formed and form the experience of photography as 
monumental public art. It is as well to remember that in Italy of the 1930s, photo-
graphy as large public imagery was limited predominantly to posters and similarly 
sized advertisements, a cultural form of product and place promotion not unrelated 
to the celebration of Italy that we see in the station photographs. But the analogy to 
stand-alone, discrete posters or advertisements only goes so far with regard to the-
se photographs in the Florence train station as they are notably not individual ima-
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ges but, as indicated above, are linked edge-to-edge, image-to-image in the form of a 
photographic frieze.

While a frieze is a possible monumental association for these linked images, 
other media and their related viewing experiences may have come more or equal-
ly readily to the minds of those who first looked up to see these photographs. Most 
closely, the station photographs have a related genre in the hand-held photobo-
ok and, in particular, in those produced for the tourist market.  More particularly 
still, this joining of photographs, mounted edge-to-edge and framed – that is joi-
ned together – resembles the presentation of postcards in that genre of publication, 
with attached accordion-style linkages of images that were long produced and, to 
a degree, still are for the tourist trade. Much like when we hold and view such bo-
oks, taking in their linkage as much as their separate imagery, when we stand in the 
train station in Florence we see these Galleria photographs almost as three separate 
sets of linked postcards, then as individual images, then again as whole sets of con-
nected imagery. In effect, the experience of viewing the photographs in the Florence 
train station is that of monumentalising such an accordion photobook, even monu-
mentalising the phenomenological effect of seeing images generally and at a glance, 
moving back and forth among images, and regarding multiple photographs as a to-
tality without the imposition of any directed progression.

FIG. 4.1 - Stazione S. Maria Novella in Florence, main entrance, author’s photograph
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FIG. 4.2 - Stazione S. Maria Novella in Florence, Galleria di Testa with the displayed vedute, au-
thor’s photograph

Much as these sets of photographs within the Stazione S. Maria Novella are ex-
perienced within the architecture of the building, we do not apprehend them as 
part of the architecture per se but as imagery presented or even held by the buil-
ding. That was how this author first experienced them in 1984. I was then a young 
college student, recently arrived for my first time abroad. Before I had left the Uni-
ted States, I was advised that for travelling in Italy, especially when arriving at a ci-
ty I did not know, I should go straight away to a news stand and buy an inexpensive 
picture book of the place. Once I arrived in Florence, at the Stazione S. Maria No-
vella, my options for acting upon this advice were two: I could purchase a Floren-
tine version of that accordion genre of postcards mentioned above, or I could opt 
for a more traditional picture book of the city. I chose the latter and bought such a 
book not long after I entered the station. Standing there, holding my new purcha-
se and seeing therein all of Florence pictured between two covers, I also noticed for 
the first time the array of photographs above me in the station’s Galleria. I remem-
ber being interested that while I was buying a photobook about Florence, much the 
same kind of imagery of Florence and elsewhere was right there, directly above me.  
And after I finished flipping through the more book I had just bought, I found I 
was doing much the same with the relatively attached ‘pages’ above my head, mo-
ving with eye and mind from image to image, leafing as it were through another 
kind of photobook well before I had that term or genre in my vocabulary.
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Tourist books, like the one I purchased, often have a text, but arguably the 
words are generally not what precipitates their purchase or holds predominant at-
tention. Instead, most people, as I was, are likely captivated more by the images that 
are abundant in such books, bound between two covers and featured on every pa-
ge. There, it seemed, was what I needed to see of Florence, from the city as urban vi-
sta to the particularities of its piazzas, palaces, churches, museums and masterpie-
ces. All I needed to do was to search out and check off everything pictured in my 
book and I would have the satisfaction of having seen the important ‘whole’ of Flo-
rence. But neither the predominantly picture book in my hands, nor the evocative 
‘picture book’ above me provided any specific site-by-site itinerary for my viewing. 
Something else beyond an ordered visual experience was at work both in my book 
and there in the station.

Since the very early days of train travel, the places and buildings of departu-
re and arrival have been where travellers have purchased reading material – mo-
stly newspapers, magazines and novels. In other words, much as the modern travel-
ler rarely goes anywhere without a cellphone, the earlier traveller of the modern age 
was rarely without such reading material for the journey, and that reading mate-
rial could often include photobooks. The genre has always been largely a non-scho-
larly one (in fact, these books are often published without evident authorship). Indi-
vidual examples of this genre, however, like the related form of the accordion-linked 
picture postcards within a binding, have been purchased, perused and taken home 
as souvenirs in far greater abundance than any more intellectually-freighted books 
about Italian and, more broadly, European cities.

If one can move from that phenomenology of reading texts and even photobo-
oks while travelling to ‘reading’ the walls and photographs in the Florence train sta-
tion, the linkage is likely to be found in the long history of a close, symbiotic rela-
tionship between travel and photography.6 This linkage was one that was regularly 
marketed and literally sold in the form of photobooks that were intended to be vi-
sually persuasive, to sell Florence and other places of interest on the peninsula and 
throughout Europe as places one would explore while there and then ‘pack’ into 
one’s luggage and take home literally as remembrances or, in Italian, ricordi. Not 
surprisingly, many of the Italian examples are literally entitled Ricordi of this or 
that Italian city.

In a kind of post-modernity avant la lettre, these ricordi as photobooks we-
re intended as souvenirs before they actually became souvenirs; they were guide-
books of where to go, physically, but they were also memory books of where one 
might return later in recollecting nostalgia. And they survive, as visual culture re-
lics of times abroad, less so in libraries and archives than in many a personal col-
lection; with occasional regularity they surface on the shelves of used booksellers 
and among the bric-a-brac of antique stores and flea markets. There they are mo-
stly overlooked and generally unbought as ‘dated’ material lacking any current use-
fulness to the modern traveller seeking up-to-date imagery and information. Mostly 
what relegates them to this near-forgotten status are their dated, black and whi-
te, sometimes even sepia-toned photographs, images long predating the era of co-
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lour photography and searchable, abundant imagery on the internet of a destination  
like Florence. 

Some of the best and most collectible of these tourist books, at least for Floren-
ce and Italy, are those that feature photographs by the Alinari brothers and other 
early photographers who catered as much to the tourist trade as the publishing in-
dustry.7 A particularly attractive example is entitled Ricordo di Firenze (Fig. 4.3). 
Again, typical of this genre, this book is without indication of author, publisher or 
date of publication. Nonetheless, it was clearly produced about 1900 in the then po-
pular Italian variant of Art Nouveau, called Stile Liberty. Its cover presents a colour 
reproduction of what had by then become the most recognised image of Dante, to-
gether with a quotation from Canto 26 of the famous Florentine’s Inferno:

Godi, Fiorenza, poi che se’ sì grande 
che per mare e per terra batti l’ali,  
e per lo ‘nferno tuo nome si spande!

(Florence! Exult: for thou so mightily  
Hast thriven, that o’er land and sea thy wings 
Thou beatest, and thy name spreads over hell.)

Worth noting is Dante’s theme of Florentine grandeur and reputation – a repu-
tation carried over long distances, even as far as Hell – that provides a kind of one-
line literary introduction to the very art and architectural triumphs represented via 
photographs within Ricordo di Firenze. And more than merely an introduction to 
this book, Dante’s presence on the cover presents the poet himself as a guide to the 
city, much as the ancient Roman Virgil had been Dante’s own guide through Hell, 
Purgatory and Paradise.8 In addition to drawing upon the great poet’s praise of his 
native city, the book reveals its publisher’s intention of attracting a wide readership, 
since the captions appear in Italian, French, English and German.9 What is more, 
intentionally or not, many of the photographs were taken at moments that simulta-
neously captured the presence of locals and visitors to the city, ‘cameo appearances’ 
of a sort that underscore that Florence is a place to be explored, walked about in, se-
en, consumed, and remembered long after the visit itself.

Like many photobooks of its kind, Ricordo di Firenze is unpaginated. This could 
mean no more than the book has no page numbers, that its publisher simply ne-
glected or decided not to include that conventional form of textual referencing. 
Accidental or intentional, the effect is the same: other than the fact that one ima-
ge physically follows another, the absence of page numbers dictates no single path 
through its contents. What is more, the book does not prioritise images: one is not 
privileged over another. The lack of page numbers invites the viewer to the book 
wherever, and randomly move back and forth among its images, ultimately appre-
ciating as much their collected whole as generalised visual splendour of Florence 
than focusing specifically on one image in isolation before moving to the next. Such 

Copyright © 2024 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835157724



70

is the phenomenology of the kind of photobook of this general nature, and such is 
also how one experiences, indeed how one was likely expected to experience, the 
photographs in the Galleria of the Stazione S. Maria Novella.  If we were to ima-
gine an early twentieth-century tourist holding this Ricordo di Firenze, while glan-
cing up to the unbound photobook above, that individual had to have experienced 
Florence specifically and, more generally, Florence, Tuscany, and Italy not as a ga-
thering of separate parts but as one various but united assemblage of local, regional 
and national dimensions.

When I was first there as a traveller, my assumption was that the message in 
photographs above my head was a message meant for me. Little did I understand 
how that message was once clearly directed to the more local populations of Floren-
tines and Italians generally, especially in the era of Mussolini. Public image manage-
ment was no minor matter in Italy from Mussolini’s March on Rome in 1922 to the 
dictator’s own last public ‘image’, captured against his will in photographs of his 
execution in 1943.10 ‘In Fascist Italy’, writes Diane Ghirardo, ‘much of the battle for 
the hearts and minds of Italians took place in the public arena, in the streets and 
squares of the peninsula’s cities’.11 The interior of the Florence train station was no 
exception, and at the persuasive centre of that public space were installed the black-
and-white photographs of Italy unbound in all its historic splendour. It seems that 

FIG. 4.3 – Ricordo di Firenze, private collection
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together with the streamlined modernity of the train station, those images were de-
signed to give visual explication of a country both as it once was but, to an even mo-
re important degree, as it was not in the era of Mussolini, his national imaginary 
and Fascist persuasion.12 This duality (or dualities) of Mussolini’s Italy – promoted 
as modern and historic, united and successful yet, in reality, still trapped in its past, 
divided and problematic – is at play in this continuous array of photographs on the 
station walls. And the thematic complexity of this imagery at Stazione S. Maria 
Novella was not unique: Fascist Italy gave rise to any number of art and architectu-
ral projects that aimed to address, even disguise, these various dualities.13

When the installation of these photographs in Florence was new – well before 
the era of mass international tourism – it would have been intended for Florentines 
and Italians in the interest of communicating how they should regard their nation 
in the period of Mussolini. During the era of Italian Fascism, much national effort 
was spent on shaping the international image of Italy; as well as shaping, for Ita-
lians, an understanding of their past as relevant to their present. Modern in design 
and constructed right in the centre of the old city of Florence, the Stazione S. Maria 
Novella was the perfect context for this additional messaging. In other words, this 
monumentalised photobook, writ large and with images knitted together, could 
only have partially functioned as a tourist guide to the specific sites in Florence and 
across Tuscany and Italy; taken as a whole, this non-directional viewing would have 
conveyed more broadly what foreigners and Italians alike were to understand about 
the county. The viewer had to have been captivated by this non-directional viewing 
to experience generally a form of nationalistic promotion in a visual array that pro-
claimed what the Italian and foreigner alike was supposed to understand broadly 
about Italy.

Together with its tracks, the Florence train station as urban infrastructure crea-
ted a sizable wedge of modernity directly in the heart of the city where the building 
sits directly behind the apse end of the late Medieval church from which the sta-
tion gets its name. The station’s clean-line, geometric modernity is in notable con-
trast to the Gothic style of that much earlier structure, not to mention the built he-
terogeneity of the entire Medieval and Renaissance part of the city. At the level of 
material and colour, Michelucci’s use of the local brown sandstone (pietra forte) po-
werfully connected the station to the historic local context. With the exception of 
various tempera paintings, marble relief carvings and tapestries on the interior – 
works that stand as a collective, latter-day answer to the great tradition of Floren-
tine Renaissance painting – the station’s concessions to the local environment and 
context stopped with the building’s exterior; inside, modernity predominates.14 
Upon entering the station, either from the city itself or from the tracks, the visi-
tor steps into an environment of open space, expansive glass, clean, modernist lines 
and, with those photographs above, virtually the whole of Italy pointing from hi-
story in this coordinated modernist direction.

Yet even here, all things modern were not entirely modern. Mussolini and the 
Fascists were eager to establish their connections to the Italian past to convey the 
idea that Fascism was a continuation of Italian historical greatness and not a break 

Copyright © 2024 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835157724



72

with its past. Although by the 1930s Italy had a history of more than two millennia, 
the main periods of interest for Fascist propaganda were Roman antiquity and the 
Medieval period of the country’s many city states and principalities. This may ex-
plain why Ancient Roman and Italian Medieval structures predominate in the as-
semblages in Stazione S. Maria Novella.15 The Fascists knew full well what they nee-
ded to accomplish in the challenge to unite a widely diverse and historically-divided 
country; an endeavour to which such Classical and Medieval reference points we-
re key.16

Essentially, Fascism inherited the old national problem of the Risorgimento, one 
that was famously expressed in the previous century by leading politician Massimo 
d’Azeglio: ‘We have made Italy; now we must make Italians’.17 The Risorgimen-
to and the post-Risorgimento worked toward this goal through a host of measures, 
ranging from national laws and a standardisation of language to common styles in 
architecture and sculpture. Slowly, these initiatives began to meld an old, historical-
ly divided land into a newly (or seemingly) unified country. In the case of the Flo-
rence train station, Michelucci and his Gruppo Toscano were engaged to emphasi-
se this progression, perhaps most effectively through the making and installation of 
the Galleria photographs that show a united, if diverse Italy. The ‘unity’ of Italy is 
underscored in these photographs by the uniformity of their black-and-white tona-
lity and from the consistent approach that the various photographers took in their 
composition of individual scenes. If, as is thought, these are photographs by dif-
ferent photographers, they are remarkably similar as visual products. Clearly this 
project was ‘art directed’: from the selection of sites to the making of the images, in-
forming the editorial selection process and their sequencing and framing. Put ano-
ther way, much as the Stazione S. Maria Novella was designed as a total, integrated 
work of modernist architecture, these photographs presented and continue to pre-
sent Italy as a whole work of art, a gesamtkunstwerk of national imagery and imagi-
nary. That must have been key to how they were seen by visitors in 1935, the thirte-
enth year of Mussolini’s regime.

In this project of unification, however, there is something striking by its absen-
ce. There is nothing to address the disparities between north and south, the embar-
rassing and vexing ‘southern question’ that had, by the 1930s, already plagued Italy 
for decades and would continue to do so for decades to come.18 In the station pho-
tographs, none of that nagging reality was allowed to disrupt the Fascist’s visual 
sweep, showing a united Italy – if only in appearance. All is historic significance 
and natural splendour, and the whole displayed in the context of a train station that 
heralded modernity and power, importance and prosperity, unity and unified di-
rection. Significantly, the station accomplished this messaging not least in a photo-
graphic display that resembled the visual effect of linked images in cinema, a major 
interest and propagandistic arm of Mussolini’s regime. Additionally, the overall im-
pression that many of these photographs make is that they are aerial shots (aviation 
and aerial photography being another sign of Fascist modernity).19

It is no wonder that when the station was formally inaugurated on 30 October 
1935, Italy’s King Vittorio Emanuele III was in attendance; it is also no wonder that 
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three years later, in May of 1938, it was there in the station that Mussolini first re-
ceived Adolf Hitler, a few feet away from the photographs that have been the focus 
of this essay. Hitler arrived in Florence for the beginning of an Italian tour that led 
from the Renaissance – and now modern (thanks to Michelucci and the Gruppo 
Toscano) – city all the way to Naples, with parades and military displays undersco-
ring Italy’s parity and readiness as a military ally.20 Hitler was treated throughout 
his visit to the visual propaganda of a prosperous and ready Italy; almost a modern 
parallel to Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s allegorical frescoes of good and bad government 
in Siena painted six centuries earlier.21 There were no images of bad government 
that would sully the Fascist imaginary of a seamlessly united, historic and beautiful 
Italy as the foundation of the Fascist present and potential. The Risorgimento ma-
de this unity a dream; the politics of Fascism made this an urgency; the train and 
its tracks, uniting all of Italy through one system of transportation, made this prac-
tically possible; and these photographs put it all before the eyes and minds of Ita-
lians, Florentines and non-Florentines alike.

Fascism was the first time since the Risorgimento when a ‘national’ style was 
one and the same with a local style and vice versa. Back and forth between the Sta-
zione S. Maria Novella’s courteous reference to Florentine building stone and its 
conscious engagement with international modernism, Michelucci’s new station was 
at once a melding of Florence and Italy, past and present, and a nationalistic assem-
blage of imagery in its galleria that constituted and constitutes an occlusion of any 
and all differences between north and south.

For the initial viewers of these images in the 1930s, this photobook in monu-
mental imagery represented an Italy that was, both physically and experientially, far 
beyond their local cities, monuments and landscapes. After the Second World War, 
the Italian ‘economic miracle’ of the 1950s and 1960s witnessed increased prosperi-
ty, the proliferation of television and the construction of motorways. This and con-
tinued train travel allowed Italians to get to know their country to a degree never 
experienced by earlier more localised and often quite literally more parochial gene-
rations.22 In more recent years, and on any given day at the Stazione S. Maria Novel-
la, it is common to see scores, indeed hundreds of Italians and others moving quic-
kly through the station’s well-preserved Galleria, clearly paying little or no attention 
to the dated photographs above their heads. They still buy reading material and 
even modern-day photobooks before moving along to their trains or into the city. 
But what they may evidently or imaginatively need by way of another type of ‘pho-
tobook’ may be an altogether different sort of imaginary, one less about a specific 
place proclaiming Italian national unity.

Present-day Italy, as with much of Europe, is experiencing the rise of the far 
right, and renewed forms of problematic nationalism – similar to those that gave ri-
se to the photographs of Stazione S. Maria Novella and their frieze-like presenta-
tion of a beautiful, picturesque, varied, historic, and above all unified Italy. Perhaps 
it is no bad thing that these photographs are now largely overlooked, and that this 
vision of the past is relegated to the past, even as we may celebrate the beautiful, 
picturesque, varied and historic views of Italy today.
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5
PHOTOGRAPHY AND PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY: 

THE LEANING TOWER OF VENICE
Letizia Goretti

The Leaning Tower of Venice was published by the English artist Ralph Rumney 
(1934–2002) the year he died. However, the true origin of the book dates back to 
1957, the official year of the establishment of the Situationist International. It was 
during the foundation of the movement that Rumney proposed to carry out ‘a psy-
chogeographic exploration of Venice’.1 This particular guide – which was not a re-
al guide, as Rumney himself explained – was to be published in the first issue of 
the Internationale Situationniste magazine in 1958, under the title Psychogeographi-
cal Venice.2 However, the work was not published and Rumney was excluded from 
the Situationist movement in March 1958. The announcement was made in an arti-
cle mischievously entitled ‘Venice has vanquished Ralph Rumney’ (‘Venise a vaincu 
Ralph Rumney’), which appeared in the first issue of the magazine, indicating that 
the absence was due to the artist’s delay in delivering his work. Later, Rumney ma-
naged to publish six of his photographic storyboards in ARK, a magazine published 
by the Royal College of Art.3

Immediately after publication, Rumney’s original work went missing. As the ar-
tist wrote in the introduction, the storyboards may have been stolen, but the affair 
remains a mystery to this day. The materials for The Leaning Tower of Venice reap-
peared on the occasion of the exhibition Sur le passage de quelques personnes à tra-
vers une assez courte unité de temps: À propos de l’Internationale Situationniste, 1957–
1972, which was held at the Centre Pompidou in Paris in 1989. The exhibition was 
later displayed at the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) in London, where the 
artist decided to hire a photographer in order to document and keep track of his 
work. In 2002, the year in which Ralph Rumney died, The Leaning Tower of Veni-
ce was finally published thanks to photographs of original documents that – whe-
ther by coincidence or destiny – disappeared, again, after the exhibition at the ICA.

Theoretical foundations
The Situationist International movement (henceforth SI) was officially founded 

on 28 July 1957 in Cosio di Arroscia, a small town in northern Italian region of Li-
guria, following an international conference that was attended by Ralph Rumney, 
as the sole representative of the London Psychogeographical Committee,4 along 
with Michèle Bernstein and Guy Debord (delegates of the Lettrist International) as 
well as Pinot Gallizio, Asger Jorn, Walter Olmo, Piero Simondo and Elena Verro-
ne (members of the International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus).5 This is the 
official version of the movement’s creation: the history of the conference in Cosio 
di Arroscia has become – in a sense – part of the Situationist mythology. However, 
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this essay is not concerned with the birth of the group but rather with its theoreti-
cal foundation.6 The SI was a revolutionary cultural movement that affected various 
sectors, from art to politics, from architecture to urbanism, and much more. Its 
aim was to take ‘a revolutionary alternative to the ruling culture’7 everywhere and 
anywhere, in order to use research and experimentation for the purposes of critici-
sm and distribution; as well as for the purpose of inviting ‘the newest artists and in-
tellectuals of all countries to contact’ them ‘in view of a collective action’.8 Indeed, 
as Rumney said during the interview for the documentary Dérive Gallizio, the Si-
tuationists aimed to change the world by ‘cultural means’ rather than ‘rifles’ or ‘di-
rect political action’.9

A report written by Guy Debord in June 1957 begins with the following words: 
‘First of all, we think the world must be changed. We want the most liberating chan-
ge of the society and life in which we find ourselves confined. We know that such a 
change is possible through appropriate actions’.10 The text indicates the guidelines of 
the Situationist programme, although the members of the SI adopted it as an official 
document only later. The Situationists wanted to make art out of everyday life; howe-
ver, in order to do this, they had to change the structures of society, attacking the po-
wer that fuelled them and kept them alive.

Art was therefore required to abandon its traditional spectacular role and become 
‘a direct organisation of more advanced sensations’.11 For this reason, art was to be in-
tegrated into everyday life as a natural behaviour, because the new civilisation imagi-
ned by the Situationists was a playful one, with physical concrete products – such as 
works of plastic art – becoming part of the material units that integrate environment 
and architecture. The aim was that of building situations and playing within society 
without falling into the Surrealist belief in the ‘idea of the infinite richness of the un-
conscious imagination’.12 So as to overcome the established cultural order, the Situa-
tionists had to destroy ‘all forms of pseudo-communication’ and leave room for ‘au-
thentic direct communication’.13 In other words, the constructed situation was not 
only a means but a representation of a gesture that transmitted a message. According 
to the official definition, the constructed situation is a fairly complex concept: ‘a mo-
ment of life concretely and deliberately constructed by the collective organisation of a 
unitary ambiance and a game of events’.14 But it is also, as indicated above, a means of 
communication, because it is composed of gestures. The gesture reveals social condi-
tions to the society and allows it to become aware of them,15 but at the same time the 
gesture is also a means of communication between people.16

The Situationists wanted to intervene in everyday life. Theory was not enough 
to do this effectively: they also had to operate in the urban fabric, since the city – in 
Lewis Mumford’s words – ‘is a special receptacle for storing and transmitting messa-
ges’.17 They were required to take two essential factors into account: ‘the material en-
vironment’ and ‘the comportments which that environment gives rise to and which 
radically transform it’.18 Unitary urbanism therefore comes into play: this approach 
views the built environment as an integrated one, where the separation of play and 
function was shown to be false. Practical techniques like the détournement and dérive 
were integral to this theory. 
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FIG. 5.1 - ARK no. 24/1959, private collection
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If psychogeography studies the effects produced by different urban environ-
ments on human emotions, the dérive [drift] is the empirical research tool for the 
exploration of portions of urban fabric. Dérive was used term used by the Situa-
tionists to describe a exploring the city on foot, untethered to a goal or end-point, 
and immersed in its many and varied moods and meanings. Détournement was de-
fined as the appropriation and re-use of original elements in a new context. This 
technique could also be applied to written texts or images, as Asger Jorn does in his 
peinture détournée (misused painting).19 The study and practice of these two proce-
dures went hand in hand; they were inseparable, as one implied the other. Their ex-
perimental nature gave rise to a sense of a permanent game being played: an essen-
tial in unleashing creativity and for the creation of shared values. Rumney’s work is 
mainly linked to the technique of détournement, the practice of dérive, and psycho-
geographic research.20 

A psychogeographic story
Rumney’s book, The Leaning Tower of Venice, was based on the idea of the 

graphic novel or fotoromanzo, a form which, according to Anna Bravo, was invented 
in Italy in 1946 and became a popular genre.21 Fotoromanzos of this time were usu-
ally love stories, and they can be seen as forerunners to the modern soap opera. The 

FIG. 5.2 - ARK no. 26/1960, private collection
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basic form – a combination of photos and dialogue captions – inspired many oth-
er genres, artistic and political, and had a striking affinity to cinematic storytelling.

In order to create his ‘psychogeographic map of Venice’, Rumney chose to com-
bine the fotoromanzo form with the technique of détournment.22 He acknowledged 
the power of this popular format and understood that he could greatly strength-
en the message through this direct style of communication.23 Furthermore, the is-
land of Venice lends itself to practise the dérive. It is a labyrinthine place, where one 
can easily become disorientated, where one can freely follow whim and fancy in the 
spirit of play evoked by Johan Huizinga in Homo Ludens: ‘culture arises in the form 
of play, that it is played from the very beginning’.24 As such, the map of Venice – 
unique in its kind – does not represent a ‘static design’ that includes ‘the needs of 
a single generation, arbitrarily ruling out the possibilities of growth, re-adaptation, 
change’ but it reflects ‘a continuity in change’.25 The dérive is the best practice to dis-
cover the city and its dynamic design.

Rumney was a pioneer in mixing photography and psychogeography. The piece 
consists of six photographic storyboards – which he called ‘documents’ – made up 
of 129 photographs, assembled and accompanied by captions written by the artist 
himself. Rumney began taking the photographs in the autumn of 1957, with a Rol-
leiflex, when he returned to Venice after the conference in Cosio di Arroscia. His 
route – sketched on a postcard map of Venice – led from Piazzale Roma to Castello 
neighbourhood, passing through the northern part of the city, and including stops 
at the Rialto Bridge and in Campo San Giacomo dell’Orio. To this day, we do not 
know how many days Rumney’s dérive took.

The psychogeographic story begins with a portrait of a man wearing sunglass-
es, a jacket and a white hat. In the background, there is a Venetian campo – a sort 
of small city square – under the title, ‘The Leaning Tower of Venice’.26 The protag-
onist of this dérive is the American poet and writer Alan Ansen, a friend of Rum-
ney’s. The route goes from Piazzale Roma to Campo Santi Apostoli, crossing over 
the Ponte degli Scalzi and along Strada Nova. The text of the first storyboard starts 
with the official definition of the term psychogeography, which first appeared in 
the 1958 issue of the Internationale Situationniste magazine. In the storyboard, the 
artist also gives us information on his work and the city: where the photographs 
were taken; the meaning of the black line on the map (marking ‘an ideal trajecto-
ry’ through the most interesting psychogeographic areas); and the city’s popula-
tion density. An aerial view of Venice indicates a few important locations, such as 
the road-rail bridge that connects the island to the mainland and the ‘distant Lido, 
playground of the idle rich’. Finally, Rumney introduces the protagonist (‘200 lb. 
“A” – well-known author of Heroin – an Ode’), describing Venice as a North Adri-
atic ‘honeymoon town built on 118 islets joined by 364 bridges’.27

The dérive continues on toward Campo Santa Maria Formosa, Campo Bandiera 
and Moro, and ends in Riva degli Schiavoni. The artist writes that the information 
acquired from such ‘psychogeographic phenomena’ was used to construct the ‘Situ-
ationist cities’. Then he focuses on the main protagonist, Ansen, and his ‘participa-
tion in children’s game’ and ‘his hostility to cats and pigeons’. The author also tries 
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to show us the damp and foggy microclimate of the lagoon, but he cannot explain 
its causes.28 The two adventurers move from Riva degli Schiavoni to Via Garibal-
di and then continue towards the Arsenale and Celestia. Here, they rest in a local 
bar but when they head to the Arsenale – the centre of Venetian military power – 
they discover a sinister area. Despite this, in front of the Arsenale entrance, Ansen 
cannot resist climbing on one of the guardian statues: the stone lions ‘brought back 
from the East many years ago by Venetian conquerors’. The artist tells us that, over 
the centuries, Venetians have filled the city of these symbols representing their past 
glory. Ansen and Rumney continue their dérive, arriving at Fondamenta Nove – 
what Rumney refers to as the ‘back door’ – the place of final departure: from here, 
the dead are transported ‘by gondola to the island cemetery’.29

The journey continues toward Campo San Francesco della Vigna and Cam-
po San Giovanni e Paolo. The area is popular with children which influences An-
sen’s behaviour, as he happily indulges in jokes and playing games with them ‘which 
the moment inspires’. Suddenly, however, ‘there are no more children’ (Campo Ab-
bazia, Ponte dei Muti, Ponte del Ghetto) but ‘their influence is still present in An-
sen’s play patterns’, as he continues to walk and have fun in the city. 30 From the 
Ghetto – ‘the most beautiful “ambience” in Venice’– Rumney and Ansen move to-
ward San Giacomo dell’Orio. This document does not provide us with much infor-
mation, but the second caption informs us that the protagonist ‘enters an extremely 
sinister zone frequented by cats and men with Tommy guns’ and that some canals 
are dry.31 The study comes to an end at the Rialto Bridge. The protagonist ‘hastens’ 
to reach the bridge, despite ‘a light rain’ that falls ‘in the sombre streets’. Ansen has 
been spotted ‘for the last time with arms outspread’ at the top of the Rialto Bridge. 
In a final plot twist, the two adventurers by chance meet the ‘Dover Street playboy’ 
going down the other side of the bridge: it is Lawrence Alloway, a famous art critic, 
curator and friend.32 

Past and present
The Leaning Tower of Venice can be considered the first instance of psychogeo-

graphic research documented through photography. The title was inspired by the 
first photograph, where the leaning bell tower of Santo Stefano lies in the back-
ground – like the ‘Leaning Tower of Pisa’.33 In the preface to the photobook, Pour 
un livre projeté par Ralph Rumney, Debord wrote that the city had been chosen as 
a place to create ‘the first complete work on psychogeography applied to urbanism’, 
and that Rumney had also identified ‘the sentimental resonance of this city notori-
ously linked to the backward emotions of the old aesthetic’.34 The basic idea of this 
work was to study the relationship between the neighbourhoods and the moods 
they inspired, but the artist also wanted to suggest more unusual routes and go 
against the ‘spectacular’ approach and view of the city. He aimed to show real life 
in neighbourhoods beyond the tourist sights along the Grand Canal.

At the same time, the work is, in a way, an urban investigation and an histori-
cal document. Through the photographic collage, it is possible to observe what li-
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fe was like in the neighbourhoods and to perceive its transformation: its human, 
rather than architectural, changes. Despite their small size, many places in the pho-
tographs are recognisable: some, such as Piazzale Roma, slightly changed but others 
identical, as if time had stopped, as is the case of the Ghetto. Some of the neighbou-
rhood shops and businesses still exist, like the hardware store near Campo San Gia-
como dell’Orio. The images show a Venice that is inhabited but not too crowded; 
certain habits have not changed – like stopping to exchange a few words with pe-
ople you encounter on the way – but the way of walking seems to be more relaxed 
than the frenzy caused by mass tourism today. Another rare thing we see today is, 
for example, many children playing in the campi and calli, freely having fun among 
each other and with passers-by. Nowadays, we see them playing in groups only at 
specific points in the city.

The photographic sequences are accompanied by captions whose tone changes 
from the serious to the sarcastic. The artist reports news of the city, setting an iro-
nic and playful tone, in keeping with his protagonist who plays with the city and its 
residents. Ansen – the interpreter – becomes Homo ludens: he penetrates and lives 
within the urban space from a new perspective. In this way, he pulls in the author, 
who also plays with the protagonist and with everything that revolves around him. 
The text itself is a game and, in some cases, it is an inversion, a reversal of the image. 

FIG. 5.3 - The Leaning Tower of Venice, document 1, reproduced in Le Consul (2018)
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FIG. 5.4 - The Leaning Tower of Venice, document 3, reproduced in Le Consul (2018)

In ‘The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’, Walter Benjamin begins 
to define captions as ‘signposts’ of the images, the ‘directives’ addressed to ‘those lo-
oking at pictures’.35 Instead, in Rumney’s work, the captions often have the opposite 
effect on the viewer, evoking a sense of estrangement as they come into play.

Conclusion
In the 1950s, the Lettrist International adopted a manifesto for a new urbanism 

written by Ivan Chtcheglov under the pseudonym Gilles Ivain, who described the bo-
redom he experienced in the city. Ivain expressed the need to find new ways to disco-
ver the city’s secrets, and escape that closed landscape that dragged him into a past 
without a future. The human passion and the creativity of individuals was stuck, suffo-
cating between the city walls and streets unable to escape their sad fate. Poetry no lon-
ger existed in the city; the only trace left was found ‘on the sidewalk billboards’. They 
had ‘to  play  with architecture, time and space’.36 According to the Situationists – and 
to the members of the Lettrist International before them – one of the antidotes to te-
dium was the dérive; namely, walking ‘between the lines’ of the city in order to get lost 
and have new adventures. For them, the dérive was ‘a form of experimental behaviour 
in an urban society’; but it also was ‘a means of action’ and ‘a means of knowledge’ sin-
ce free walking may induce the subject to break the predefined standards of society.37
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In The Leaning Tower of Venice, the artist and the protagonist are both breaking 
the norms: they do not travel the city like holidaymakers but interpret and play 
with it. The dérive can be defined as a practice of letting go of the consumerist focus 
to engage in a game; a desired loss, escape from productive time and abandonment 
of reality in order to enter another dimension. This proved to be a fundamental ele-
ment for the realisation of Rumney’s game: a creative act that bursts and breaks the 
everyday routine, while also remaining a means of interpreting reality. Inspired by 
Huizinga’s Homo ludens, the philosopher Eugen Fink defines the game as a symbol-
activity of human existence to represent the meaning of the life and of the world; in 
particular, the ‘human game’ is ‘social existence’ through which man ‘opens himself 
to the world’.38 

The détournement technique used to create the psychogeographic story has two 
functions: to reverse the classic form of the photo-novel to devalue the image while 
simultaneously giving it a new value. In fact, the détournement is as ‘a game born 
out of the capacity for  dévalorization (devaluation)’,39 as Asger Jorn wrote, with 
the ability to bring the past back into play in order to create and transmit another 
meaning in the present. Rumney uses the photographic medium not simply to doc-
ument an event, but as a way to investigate and represent the world. The artist plays 
with both outside events and with the camera, creating images of Venice that elude 
the aesthetic canons of classic photo-postcards or documentaries, multiplying their 
poetic power and giving them a new value. The photographic composition is there-
fore transformed into a story, which is also a ‘representation within the represen-
tation’ at the same time: reality is narrated through a staging for which there is no 
script but where everything takes place in the succession of events experienced di-
rectly by the protagonist and the artist, and finally reproduced as a photographic se-
quence. 

Rumney interpreted the city of Venice through photography, using the com-
bined practice of dérive and psychogeographic research. Thanks to this, today it is 
possible for us to move, together with Rumney and Ansen, among the Venetian cal-
li of the 1950s. Other artists followed in Rumney’s footsteps. In her 1980 photo-
graphic book, Suite Vénitienne, the French artist Sophie Calle features a man she 
met by chance at a party in Paris (Henri B.) and follows him to Venice. She secret-
ly follows him through tourist hotspots and lesser-known side streets, documenting 
his day-to-day actions for two weeks. What ensued was a photographic diary based 
on intimate observations. Calle’s work has some points in common with Rumney’s, 
but there are also significant differences. Rumney does not secretly follow Ansen: 
he interacts with him. His work is not inspired by the impulse to observe and docu-
ment Ansen’s actions, but as a means to discover the city through his friend and his 
gestures. It is a participatory work. 

Furthermore, Rumney’s images describe a reality that is also fiction at the same 
time. The photographic evidence thus becomes a negation of itself, opening the way 
to other new possibilities of interpretation by the observer. The Leaning Tower of 
Venice is a piece that invites multiple levels of interpretation and reading. It may be 
argued that poetry and play lie at its heart. A visual game that, thanks to its theo-
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6
THE DREAM CITY: LONDON PHOTOBOOKS FROM 

BILL BRANDT TO RUT BLEES LUXEMBURG 
Andrew Higgott

London has been a recurrent subject for photobooks since early in the twentieth 
century, but compared to other great cities it has a less spectacular potential for ima-
gery, lacking the grand scale of the avenues of Paris or the breathtaking towers of 
New York. Over the past hundred years many books of photographs on London ha-
ve been published that emphasise the grand and monumental landmarks of the city – 
Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, the Tower of London – but they present a 
metropolis without the grand plan or spectacular topography of other famous cities.1 
In its history, London’s position as the largest city in the world, the greatest global fo-
cus of commerce and industry, and as the hub of the British Empire has of course 
constantly been reflected in publications in a variety of textual forms.2 Novelists such 
as Charles Dickens, who vividly presented the diverse lives of Londoners in the majo-
rity of his books, was followed by many later authors including George Gissing and 
Henry James.3 Historical accounts were written by Walter Besant and others, while 
Henry Mayhew’s volumes documenting the poverty and dispossession of many Lon-
doners began an influential tradition of social documentary writing that came to sha-
pe a new political and economic understanding of the modern metropolis.4

That a city is less a gigantic constructed artefact, and more an imaginative con-
struction is perhaps a radically alternative interpretation in the twentieth centu-
ry that spent so much of its resources in considering, planning and undertaking the 
rebuilding of its cities. London, like most other cities in the mid-century, was the 
subject of grand modernist plans that would totally reconstruct it, even if their reali-
sation was to be very piecemeal.5 A more current awareness is that the network of hu-
man interrelations, both personal and structural, are what makes the experience of a 
city viable. As Peter Ackroyd wrote in the introduction to his book, London: A Bio-
graphy (2000): ‘London is a labyrinth, half stone and half of flesh’.6 The buildings of 
the city are of no more importance than the passage of human lives that take place 
within and outside its structures. It is this conjunction that a number of individual 
artist-photographers have reflected in photobooks published in the past hundred ye-
ars. The aim of this chapter is to examine photobooks on London that evoke and sug-
gest the richness of a particular imaginative interpretation of the city: books that 
instead of representing the city as a series of built forms, express it as the field of ex-
perience of a variety of human subjects, the ‘labyrinth’ of stone and flesh described by 
Ackroyd. These photobooks all deal in their own way with the theme of the oneiric: 
going beyond the conventions of urban photographic representation to reveal not so 
much what is seen but what is unseen.
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In the early years of the twentieth century the role of photography was transfor-
med: it would become, like other arts, the means of expressing a personal vision. 
This originated nowhere more than in New York, with a school of pictorialist pho-
tographers dominated by Alfred Stieglitz, who founded the American Photo-Se-
cession in 1902. Edward Steichen, Frank Eugene and Alvin Langdon Coburn we-
re among the photographers promoted and exhibited by Stieglitz who expressed 
in their work a lyrical and artistic interpretation of what they pictured, working as 
if their materials were canvas and oils.7 A sense of their art as a heightened practi-
ce with an almost spiritual quality shaped their very particular aesthetic approach. 
Coburn lived in London from 1899, and perhaps the first photobook of the city was 
his own London (1909), which he followed with a book on New York.8 This large-
format folio has twenty delicate hand-produced photogravure plates, their subjects 
presenting the city in both familiar and unfamiliar aspects, both by night and by 
day. Their quality of softness in surface and focus as well as their composition emu-
late contemporary etched plates, and seem to be a new form of that practice, rather 
than something radically new.

That photography is a practice of fine art, and should be reproduced accordingly, 
is the assumption that differentiates Coburn’s work from later books on London 
which lie somewhere between art and reportage, and perhaps really begin the story 
of the photobook as an art form in itself. If the photobook in its editing, structure 
and sequencing is a distinct artefact, its meaning is accumulated through its reali-
sation as a moderated group of photographs that are transformed into much mo-
re than a collection of individual images. Perhaps it can be said that Coburn’s bo-
ok comprises a series of images, while later London photobooks become what they 
are through their informing idea and editorial order. Nevertheless, shadowing the 
model provided by Coburn, the best of London’s photographers have tried to cap-
ture atmosphere, feeling, a sense of place or a personal encounter with the bewilde-
ring city, rather than a mapping of its monuments and sites. This can be first seen in 
two highly effective books from the 1930s, both presenting powerful images of Lon-
don at night. 

Images of events form a narrative of the city in Bill Brandt’s A Night in London 
(1938), in contrast to the evocative photographs of unpeopled streets by Harold Bur-
dekin in London Night (1934).9 These books are persuasive artefacts that question 
the physical nature of the city as well as, in Brandt’s case, reflecting the lives lived 
within it. Both follow in the wake of the extraordinary book Paris de Nuit (1932) by 
the Paris-based photographer Brassaï.10 In its photographic subjects, Brassaï’s book 
reflected the nocturnal lives of the marginalised and unconventional: it was an im-
mediate success, which undoubtedly influenced the publication of these two books 
on London at night. 

Brandt began photography in Vienna and later worked as an assistant in Paris to 
the artist Man Ray, known for his avant-garde photographic work and a primary fi-
gure associated with the Surrealist movement.11 In Paris, Brandt’s contact with the 
work of other artist-photographers included André Kertész and Eugène Atget, who 
the Surrealists saw as an unwitting precursor to their approach, interpreting his Pa-
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risian urban scenes as landscapes of dreams.12 These influences stayed with him as 
Brandt’s own practice developed, and he was later to be acknowledged through nu-
merous exhibitions and publications as a leading artist-photographer.

Living in London from 1933, Brandt initially established his reputation throu-
gh the publication of two photobooks: The English at Home (1936) and A Night in 
London (1938).13 Often understood as a social documentary, The English at Home 
presented the rich and poor of a highly divided society in the starkest of contrasts 
but Brandt’s mode of representation gives his work a poetic power, beyond that of 
picturing poverty and injustice as a conventional document might do. Brandt la-
ter wrote that the social contrasts he pictured were ‘visually very inspiring’ for him, 
rather than his aim being that of politically oriented documentary.14 And while A 
Night in London was undoubtedly influenced by the picturing of Paris by Brassaï, it 
is clear that the processes of work in making images and their chosen subjects were 
Brandt’s own. 

Commissioned by Arts et Métiers Graphiques, the same Paris publisher as Bras-
saï’s book, A Night in London is presented as a photographic record of the city in 
one night from dusk to dawn. It is a book about London lives played out against 
the background of its houses and streets, the lights of Piccadilly and Mayfair as well 
as the dark East End streets of Stepney and Limehouse. Some figures are sleeping, 
others are working, as porters in Billingsgate fish market, as ballerinas waiting to 
dance, or as tic-tac men at a racetrack. Many are pictured taking part in the Lon-

FIGS. 6.1a / 6.1b  -  Bill Brandt, Piccadilly Circus is blocked on the left and Street Scene on the 
right, from A Night in London (1938)
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don nightlife of the theatre, the boxing ring or the genteel card game. Other figures 
are wandering the streets, disappearing into the darkness of London after nightfall. 
Brandt pictured London in a heightened state, as a labyrinth of shadows and often 
faded hopes. The viewer may recognise the scenes depicted, but will see that they 
are presented in an intensified way: sometimes dramatically, often through win-
dows or at a distance, the familiar nocturnal contents of a dream world.

In his later book, Camera in London, Brandt wrote of the intuitive as shaping 
his work: ‘instinct itself should be a strong enough force to carve its own chan-
nel’.15 Perhaps this embodies a Surrealist position that was to appear more fully ex-
pressed in his later work. He wrote: ‘Thus it was I found atmosphere to be the spell 
that charged the commonplace with beauty. And still I am not sure what atmosphe-
re is. I should be hard put to define it. I only know it is a combination of elements, 
perhaps most simply and yet most inadequately described in technical terms of ligh-
ting and viewpoint, which reveals the subject as familiar and yet strange’.16 

Presented as a chronological sequence from nightfall to first light, early evening 
on the first page to the start of the day on the last, the 64 photographs of A Night 
in London are also arranged to function as pairs in each double-page spread: such 
pairings are often complementary rather than contrasting, such as a suburban cou-
ple glimpsed in their sitting room juxtaposed with their child quietly reading in 
bed. Elsewhere, the quietness of dark and often empty streets is contrasted with 
brightly lit West End scenes thronged with people and traffic jams (Fig. 6.1a). The 
more intimate scenes make of the viewer a voyeur, but they were carefully set up in 
a sometimes theatrical way: the characters illustrated are fulfilling their roles ap-
pointed by the photographer. Brandt’s brother and friends play a suspicious-looking 
group in a dark street, his wife sets off for an evening in a (borrowed) Rolls-Royce. 
A mise en scène with a couple apparently in the midst of an intense argument, dra-
matically side-lit, features his brother and sister-in-law (Fig. 6.1b). Authentic it may 
not be, but for Brandt the veracity of its representation is not the issue. He wrote la-
ter that ‘it is the result that counts, no matter how it is achieved’. Standing against 
those photographers who advocate following rules of authenticity, he also talked in 
the same passage of the importance of editing and manipulating his images: ‘I find 
darkroom work most important, as I can finish the composition of a picture only 
under the enlarger’.17 

Cumulatively, A Night in London is a warmly affectionate portrait of the city 
Brandt had come to live in, but, as has been remarked by Marianne Amar, ‘it is a vi-
sion of a stranger in his own country’.18 His affection is tempered by a sense of di-
stance: the photographer is far from being a participant in the events he pictures 
and instead, like a series of stills from a film, he presents events and scenery through 
a mediating lens. Photographer and historian David Campany has described how 
Brandt’s aims lie beyond the documentary:
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Brandt was drawn to the rituals and customs of daily life, to what he saw as the deeply unconscious 
ways in which people inhabit their social roles. For him to photograph these minutiae was (…) to estrange 
through a heightened sense of atmosphere, theatrical artifice and a dreamlike sensibility.19

An oneiric quality is clearly present in Brandt’s work, and its intensity is achie-
ved through a penetrating focus on place and event. This becomes the means of de-
taching the viewer from the weighty presence of a vast and largely formless me-
tropolis. Brandt described his process of making a picture as seeing the world 
intensely and afresh; comparing it to the receptiveness of a child he wrote, ‘Vica-
riously, through another person’s eyes, men and women can see the world anew. It is 
shown to them as something interesting and exciting. There is given to them again 
a sense of wonder’.20 In the primacy of imagination in reinventing London, Brandt 
may be seen as following a Surrealist position that photography might represent 
anything but ‘truth’: the photograph is seen instead, to quote Campany, ‘as a char-
ged, enigmatic fragment that left as much unknown as it revealed, pushing the 
viewer back on to their own judgment or imagination’.21

The nearly identical title of Harold Burdekin’s book London Night, published 
four years earlier, belies the utterly different feeling it has in comparison to Brandt’s 
imagery of a city as the material background to human interactions.22 This beautiful 
and little-known book presents a night-time London entirely devoid of people or 
events, in a series of calm, still photographs softly realised with rich blacks and po-
werful chiaroscuro. Printed in refined photogravure, images of familiar buildings, of 
hidden courtyards and alleys in the city, and limpid scenes of the riverside seem ti-
meless and numinous, appearing imagined rather than real. 

John Morrison quotes Paul Morand’s own introduction to Paris de Nuit in his 
introductory essay that ‘night […] is not the negative of day’,23 but has its own subtle 
revealing of a different nature. ‘Night reveals another, different world, real in its un-
reality’.24 Morrison writes that it creates and makes something visible, that its radi-
cally different way of seeing the city reveals not only a different beauty but elicits a 
different understanding of the city’s form.

In its sequence of 50 photographs, urban landmarks like Regent Street and the 
tower of Big Ben are presented in unfamiliar ways, as if they have removed themsel-
ves from the normal currency of the city. Scenes of staircases and colonnades as well 
as the grand buildings of venerable institutions become compositions of light and 
shadow. There is a rich three-dimensionality to the photographs, which invariably 
have a sense of layering and depth: the close view of a corner house leads to a street 
view of identical houses: the chiaroscuro of the portico of All Souls Church frames 
a well-lit block beyond. And while there are a few suggestions of inhabitation, that 
people have been here, Burdekin’s subject is the hard London of stone and brick, 
made illusory and insubstantial by light and darkness. 

This highly romantic landscape of nocturnal London is of course very artful-
ly created: Burdekin’s photographic process involved long time exposures in his use 
of only available light. A courtyard inside the precincts of St Bartholomew’s Ho-
spital is pictured with particularly dramatic contrast, light streaming in rays from 
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a partially obscured window, and this looks considerably more like a stage set than 
a still-functioning if ancient hospital (Fig. 6.2a). Regent Street had been rebuilt by 
Reginald Blomfield just a few years before Burdekin’s photograph, but rather than 
communicating any sense of modernity, it is pictured from its roof top as a frag-
ment of a dream-like, geometrically-designed city (Fig. 6.2b). Darkness and still 
light had never before been used to depict London with such effect. Mysterious, at-
mospheric, eerie in its emptiness, Burdekin has recreated the city as a deserted ‘dre-
amscape’.

In London after 1945, the war-damaged city recovered more slowly than might 
be expected. And for the most part, its photographic representation stayed within 
the conventions that had been established earlier.25 Tony Armstrong-Jones’s photo-
book published in 1958 and simply titled London pictured the people of the city he 
enjoyed as an insider, and following Brandt, as one of social and material contrast-
s.26 The rich and the poor, the famous and the neglected, the shabby and the smart 
are juxtaposed in a book that has some claim to be the first modernist photobo-
ok of the city in the intense subjectivity of its apparently stolen glimpses of Londo-
ners’ lives, and that is the product of a modern sensibility and aesthetic. In a bold 
and original design by Mark Boxer, its images, often full-page and without margins, 
reflect moments of the lives of London with a humane and acute perception, highly 
cropped but sometimes reminiscent of those of London, Paris and elsewhere in the 
‘decisive moment’ as documented earlier in the decade by Henri Cartier-Bresson.27

FIGS. 6.2a / 6.2b - Harold Burdekin, ‘Night Fantasy: St Bartholomew’s Hospital’ on the left and 
‘Curve: Regent Street’ on the right, from London Night (1934)  
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The Czech-born photographer Erwin Fieger first photographed London in 
1960, and his work was exhibited at a Photokina exhibition on new colour photo-
graphy in Cologne in that year. A book commission followed, and London: The Ci-
ty of Any Dream was published in Germany and Great Britain in 1962.28 A collabo-
ration with the novelist Colin MacInnes, who wrote a lengthy introduction as well 
as some passages of commentary, this relationship seems to be one of incompatibi-
lity. MacInnes’ text is that of a Londoner who wrote with affection about his city, 
even if his preferred London was that of the river, the docks, the marginalised and 
the immigrant who people his novels, although they play only a part of the London 
lives seen in the book’s photographs.29

Fieger’s subjects often echo those of Armstrong-Jones, but are otherwise those 
that might be expected of a visitor to London in that period; buildings such as the 
Houses of Parliament and Albert Memorial, the Royal Parks and the Thames. And, 
in a rather greater number, images of so-called London ‘characters’: the well-known 
types of a conventional understanding of the kind of people who lived in the ci-
ty: bowler-hatted businessmen, taxi drivers, children’s nannies, ageing society ladies 
and market stall holders.

But in Fieger’s hands their representation is quite radically new: first, in its use 
of colour which was still rarely used in photobooks or indeed by serious photo-
graphers, but equally in his use of the telephoto lens. This means that the images 
have a highly distinct quality with a small area of focus, giving each framed subject 
the quality of a fragment, a stolen image of the everyday life seen in the city. His 
consistent use of the 200mm lens captures moments of experience: London is se-
en afresh, with an apparently innocent vision. The images seem to penetrate beyond 
what is achieved in more conventional photographers’ work into something far mo-
re like an echo of the individual process of seeing, brilliantly evocative of emotio-
nally charged experience. The photographs are printed large, with the majority of 
images reproduced in 51cm by 20cm double-page spreads. This collection of 56 ima-
ges builds up an astonishing compendium of impressions of a newly-seen London, 
like a memory or perhaps like the dream the book’s title suggests. Together, it crea-
tes a highly resonant picture of the city that was beginning to emerge into a condi-
tion of modernity, both in its materiality and in its social structures.

Fieger’s work may be interpreted as a phenomenological reading, presenting the 
city primarily as a field of experience, motivated on his part as a way of communi-
cating his feelings and sensations in wandering around the city. Since the telephoto 
lens gives a short depth of field, in many if not most cases the majority of the pho-
tograph is out of focus, an impressionistic blur of colour and suggested forms. So-
metimes the image consists mostly of blurred colour, but never becomes totally ab-
stracted: for example in the image ‘Conversation’ two talkers are surrounded by 
indistinct traces of the trees in the park where they are sitting. The effect of the te-
lephoto lens is also to remove the middle ground which in other photographs will 
give a sense to the viewer of distance from the subject seen, as well as its context. It 
often gives the sense of a voyeuristic, stolen view, a simultaneous closeness and di-
stance.
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Something similar can be seen in the highly innovative colour street photo-
graphs of New York by Saul Leiter, who is nevertheless less interested in human 
themes: often he made strong images of fragments of street life that seem to have 
no subject. These were taken in the 1950s, although relatively little published, and 
it may well be that Fieger’s work was shaped by seeing them. The quality of colour 
in Fieger’s images of London is saturated and rich, and this heightens the effect of 
each fragmentary image.30 In ‘Taxi Driver’ (Fig. 6.3) light and shiny surfaces frame 
the driver, who is contrasted to the rich surroundings in which he is pictured.

The success of Fieger’s book on London led to his creation of further photobo-
oks based on more extensive travels, such as Japan: Sunrise Islands.31 But a wider ap-
preciation of the new way of seeing he developed may have been part of the new 
consciousness of London’s visual qualities as well as cultural rebirth. Michelangelo 
Antonioni’s film Blow-Up (1966) – itself a film about a London photographer – si-
milarly presented fragmentary images of a re-framed London,32 and in Carlo di Pal-
ma’s cinematography there is a parallel sense of unlikely beauty seen at a remove: its 
images tell a story as important as the film’s narrative. Both Fieger and Antonioni 
saw London as visually acute outsiders from continental Europe, and both contri-
buted to a representation of the city primarily as the field of individual experience, 
alienated from its political and economic actuality.

FIG. 6.3 - Erwin Fieger, ‘Taxi Driver’ from London: The City of Any Dream (1962)
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In the short, heady decade of the ‘Swinging Sixties’, the world transformed its 
view of what London was: from a drab and fading post-imperial city to the glo-
bal focus of youth culture, music and fashion. But in the following decades the ci-
ty fell into a period of social crisis and political confrontation and those that pho-
tographed it tended to depict a fractured order and scenes of dilapidation. London 
could no longer be pictured as an ordered sequence of monuments, but neither 
could it be seen only as the background to harmonious social relationships.33 Indi-
vidual reactions to the city were documentary, highly focused in their approach and 
subject. One example is the photobook created by Axel Hütte, a sequence of pho-
tographs of housing estates titled simply London.34 Their formal order and indi-
sputable sense of detachment makes the work typical of the restrained conceptual-
ly-based photographic school of Bernd and Hilla Becher, influential teachers at the 
Düsseldorf School of Art. 

Hütte’s work is in turn one influence on the very different work of the photo-
grapher, Rut Blees Luxemburg, who has a strong claim to being the most original 
and most poetic of those that have been working to picture the contemporary city. 
Initially, she presented the photography of her adoptive city as a ‘modern project’, 
in which a particularly British interpretation of the state of modernity could be fra-
med. Her book of that name published in 1997 includes several images of tower 
blocks and slabs of social housing, located not in a Le Corbusier-inspired green lan-
dscape but dislocated from the fabric of the existing patterns of the city’s streets 
and spaces.35 The subjects of Blees Luxemburg’s photographs are deliberately univer-
sal rather than specific to their location, although most are on the Old Street and 
Shoreditch axis of inner East London. 

Photographs of multi-storey car parks, playgrounds, a petrol station, and a bu-
ilding site are presented empty of people and of use: they are invariably taken at 
night, lit only by the available street lighting. Their long exposure leaves traces of 
car tail-lights and allows glimpses into illuminated but uninhabited flats, as if the 
teeming population of these areas of inner London had disappeared. Transcending 
the banality of their subjects, Michael Bracewell has suggested in the introduction 
to London: A Modern Project that, in conventional terms, many of them have no 
subjects36; they lack as well an obvious narrative of social or aesthetic critique, but 
they are powerful and affective images. One point of their origin is to present the 
project of modernism as realised in London in a sense uncritically, even if one ima-
ge is ironically titled ‘Meet me in Arcadia’. After the utopian thought and high ide-
als that lie beneath the buildings she chooses to photograph, this is what happened.

Perhaps a more fundamental consideration of the significance of this work is to 
reflect on the entire city as a vast and composite artefact. By picturing so powerful-
ly that which is generally disregarded, its presentation of such apparent ordinariness 
enriches the experience of the modern city we unthinkingly inhabit. In the book a 
line of razor wire is transformed into what looks like a piece of precious jewellery, 
at a scale that prefigures her later work in representing the urban fabric of London.

The glowing images in her second book Liebeslied (2000) pay attention to 
subjects at a very much smaller scale than most of those in London, and indeed are 
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at the scale of the perceiving human body.37 Fragments of the city’s unnoticed sur-
faces, a graffitied subway wall, water flooded on a car park’s surface, light on mud-
dy river steps (Fig. 6.4a), or crumbling brick on a building’s end wall are visceral-
ly brought to life. Familiar objects made strange but also more potent; seen in this 
heightened way the ordinary is made fantastic.

Alexandra Stara has written that ‘the dreamlike quality of lucidity and strange-
ness in [Blees Luxemburg’s] photographs’ is often remarked on, and rather than ac-
counting for this in psychoanalytical terms, says that the mundane objects of the 
world are presented in such a way that their presence becomes palpable, simulta-
neously in the world and in the individual’s consciousness: ‘a way of representing 
that is also a presencing’.38 In her work, we see par excellence an exploration of a psy-
chogeography of the night. In ‘Narrow Stage’ (Fig. 6.4b) the open door of a buil-
der’s container located in an otherwise empty car park discloses an interior space 
with a table, a chair, a drink can. But its still power and magnetic luminosity turns 
the viewer into an urban explorer, who sees in this empty scene a metaphor of the 
inhabitation of the world. Although as Régis Durand writes in Commonsensual, a 
monograph on Blees Luxemburg’s work, the space of her photographs has an enig-
matic power, and certainly ‘resists easy identification, woven of literary and philoso-
phical allusion’.39

A dream-like revelation of the world is made in her photographs of these unse-
en and unvalued fragments of London. As Michael Bracewell writes, Blees Luxem-
burg’s images ‘possess the quality of a psychic photography to see beyond the seen 
and enter a secondary state of perception’.40 She has said in a conversation with Da-
vid Campany:

that is the pleasure within my practice – that the camera allows (…) a transformation. Something 
other than what you can see during your mundane, everyday experience of the city can emerge. Something 
which is there, but which can be sensed better than it can be seen. The camera allows this to be unveiled 
or shown.41

FIGS. 6.4a / 6.4b - Rut Blees Luxemburg, In Deeper on the left and Narrow Stage on the right, 
from Liebeslied (2000)
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Blees Luxemburg uses serious and weighty photographic equipment and each 
image is set up with great attentiveness and purpose. Long exposures of ten to 
twenty minutes using a large-format view camera require, as she says ‘slowness and 
concentration’.42 The use of such relatively low-tech but very high specification me-
thods is crucial to the approach she adopts and to the success of her work, and is 
the opposite of the instant image that is almost invariably what the contempora-
ry world requires. She is reclaiming photography – now the most universal and 
everyday practice in the world at large – for the serious professional artist, returning 
to the approach of Stieglitz and Langdon Coburn a century ago.

The epigraph of the book London: A Modern Project is taken from Roland Bar-
thes, ‘To get out, go in deeper’, and the depth is attained through an intense process 
of looking. Like Burdekin’s photographs of very different urban scenery 70 years 
earlier, her images of the city at night are devoid of event and habitation. The extra-
ordinarily still, numinous quality of these pictures transform and raise the utterly 
ordinary objects typical of marginal urban spaces, in a way rarely seen in art practi-
ce. While other photographers certainly enhance our ways of seeing, Rut Blees Lu-
xemburg’s photography of its liminal and unnoticed fabric makes modern London 
uniquely transcendent.

The aim of this chapter has been to examine a series of photobooks that embody 
particular artists’ imaginative reconstructions of London. Each is extraordinary in 
their own way, representing the work of gifted photographers in the carefully desi-
gned form of the illustrated book, where the pictures rather than text present their 
own stories that serve to communicate their interpretations of an extraordinary ci-
ty. Each is historically contingent, which is to say that the London of a particular 
period is represented in each of these books: the London illustrated in photographs 
of the 1930s, 1960s and 1990s is unmistakably of its time. But these books also tran-
scend their respective periods and stand for something of enduring relevance, as art 
works inevitably can do.

In a rather different context, the architectural historian Joseph Rykwert has as-
serted that ‘the town is not really like a natural phenomenon. It is an artefact – an 
artefact of a curious kind, compounded of willed and random elements, imperfectly 
controlled, if it is related to physiology at all, it is more like a dream than anything 
else’.43 The ‘dream’ of London that these photographers imaginatively reconstruct 
in their work is that of the outsider – Brandt, Fieger and Blees Luxemburg were all 
born in other countries, and even Burdekin grew up outside London in the English 
provinces. In each of these bodies of work, the camera is used as a mediating devi-
ce, framing and creating its subject. Their books accumulate images into a narrati-
ve that embodies a very particular vision that is the artist’s own. Further, an oneiric 
quality is clearly present in these photographers’ work. It is as if their subjects scar-
cely existed in the material world, but only through the imagination: they could not 
possibly be seen in everyday conditions; their intensity is achieved through a pene-
trating focus on place and event, thus becoming the means of detaching the viewer 
from the weighty presence of a vast and largely formless metropolis. The photo-
graphers whose work has been analysed in this chapter have in common their remo-
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val from everyday concerns. They depict the city as an empty and dream-like noc-
turnal landscape, or by showing its human interactions as if through a telescope. 
Whether this approach is unique to London’s characteristic urban alienation is a 
question this analysis cannot definitively answer.

Susan Sontag’s series of essays published in On Photography can give funda-
mental insights into the processes and reception of the photograph: in ‘Melancholy 
Objects’ she writes of the flâneur as a model of the urban photographer. 44 A solita-
ry wanderer ‘armed’ with a camera will create a subject out of what they observe on 
their journey, an onlooker detached from the objects of their attention. However, 
her argument portrays this pursuit in an entirely negative light: the photographer 
of the city is, for Sontag, simply indulging their curiosity, and inevitably patroni-
sing and voyeuristic. But this seems to misunderstand the process that the solitary 
photographer is undertaking. The acute processes of observation as well as the im-
plicit humane qualities that are brought to bear in the creation of such urban ima-
gery, such as that of Bill Brandt or Erwin Fieger, or the unexpected beauty captu-
red by Burdekin or Blees Luxemburg, are very far from the model she articulates. 
Such work as has been examined in this chapter is of lasting value: these photobo-
oks also make clear that many of the most outstanding photographers’ major preoc-
cupation has been experiencing and making sense of the modern city through their 
work. However much the modern city has become universal with the processes and 
politics of the past century, and cities begin to look all the same, these photobooks 
of London have revealed its genius loci.
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7
LAWRENCE HALPRIN: 

FOR A TAXONOMY OF CITIES
Barbara Boifava

In 1963, Lawrence Halprin (1916–2009), one of the more noteworthy American 
landscape architects of the last century, published a book of photography entitled 
Cities (Fig. 7.1). ‘Though we do not have a clear picture of the ideal form of a city’, 
Halprin stated in the introduction, ‘we do have a clear image of the purpose of an 
ideal city. This purpose is clearly to make possible a rich and biologically satisfying 
life for all the city’s people. What we are really searching for is a creative process, a 
constantly changing sequence where people are the generators, their creative activ-
ities are the aim, and the physical elements are the tools. This book is an examina-
tion of some of these elements’.1 Halprin identified the landscape of cities, which is 
to say, the open spaces, that could configure itself as a place of real social evolution. 
His critical approach to the metropolitan realm, and his employment of the neces-
sary tools to better understand it for project interventions, was effectively expressed 
in the pages of Cities. This was also the first book in a rich series of publications 
that Halprin developed in parallel with his applied research, in which methods of 
visual survey became a key tool for reading and designing public spaces in the con-
temporary city.

Some important studies on Halprin, published a few years after his death, have 
underlined the profound value of his modern choreographic method, which was 
adopted in order to stage a new and autonomous order of movement in the city, 
‘offering the chance’, as Alison Bick Hirsch pointed out, ‘to enact new and embed-
ded rituals with enhanced awareness and experience the drama and mystery of forc-
es abstracted from Nature reintroduced in the city’.2 The emphasis on a dynamic 
urban experience of everyday choreography was also addressed in the first exhibi-
tion in Europe dedicated to the work of Halprin and his dancer and choreographer 
wife Anna (née Schuman, 1920–2021),3 which established a ‘reflection on the proj-
ect of public space as an architecture of behaviour and as a performative place’.4 In 
much of the literature dedicated to these themes, perhaps not enough attention has 
been given to the passionate vigour and rigorous methodological research employed 
in Cities and in other books by Halprin that followed, such as Freeways, New York 
New York, The RSVP Cycles and Take Part.5 These publications represent accom-
plished and exemplary editorial projects that are worthy of further study.

The city’s mirror reflection
The book Cities resulted from a Grand Tour-style European journey6 that Law-

rence Halprin took in 1961 accompanied by his 12-year-old daughter, Daria.7 The 
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many stages of a journey that, from California, moved through some capitals of 
Northern Europe to finally reach Italy, presented a unique opportunity to observe 
and study the urban choreography of cities in the Old Continent. This led the ar-
chitect to compare and contrast very different urban cases. ‘A city is a complex se-
ries of events’ – reads the prologue to Cities. ‘For this reason, I have used examples 
from all over the world, and many different times, including some which are not 
carefully or even particularly tastefully designed, but all of which add to the colour-
ful character and vitality of life in the city’.8

The taxonomic register adopted in Cities to catalogue and classify urban forms 
allowed the author to present possible project-design solutions conceived of to fa-
cilitate the collective events of the metropolis as dynamic rituals of society. In Hal-
prin’s discoveries, recorded during his travels, the urban environment is made up of 
‘basic biological ingredients’ which, through the various chapters in the book, are 
subdivided into categories of places, according to groupings of urban design ele-
ments and by the recurring materials used. Starting from this articulated system of 
universal urban elements, the city landscape comes to life through movement, and 
becomes the complete environment for a creative life process.

FIG. 7.1 - Lawrence  Halprin, Cities (1963), dust cover
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The final part of the book is ultimately dedicated to behaviours, i.e. what Hal-
prin defines as ‘the choreography of the city because of its implication of move-
ment and participation-movement of people, of cars, of flying kites, of clouds and 
pigeons, and even the change of seasons’.9 And it is precisely the dynamic image of 
a flight of birds sublimating the urban experience par excellence that the landscape 
architect identifies in the city of Venice, which he renders with a quick sketch taken 
from his precious notebooks and inserts amongst the pages of Cities (Fig. 7.2):

I remember with great clarity the greatest urban experience I have ever had. It was in Venice in winter. 
In front of the church of San Marco, the great square, which Napoleon called the most beautiful drawing 
room in Europe, was empty. […] The tide was in, and the black and white stones of the intricately laid 
pavement were covered with a thin film of water. There was no sound – no automobile exhausts, no buses. 
Absolute quiet in the very heart of a great city. […] All of a sudden the air became dark with birds, the squa-
re filled with the beating of thousands of wings, the noise increased and increased until it was deafening, 
and the deserted square became absolutely filled with pigeons. The noise was incredible – even frightening. 
They had come to feed, and when they had finished, they left just as quickly, and the great square was 
empty and quiet again.10

The ‘urban charisma’11 that Halprin captures, bringing back the Venetian image 
as a visual experience of the monumental architectural void of the great plaza al-
most seems to echo the interpretation of enclosed space as suggested by Bruno Zevi 
in Architecture as Space: How to Look at Architecture,12 a text translated into Eng-
lish just a few years prior to the publication of Cities. There are in fact documented 
and repeated contacts between Halprin and Zevi,13 an Italian architectural theorist 
who became his fervent promoter.14 We can thus hypothesise that Halprin was well 
aware of Zevi’s published work, which included a critical page layout of images ded-
icated to Piazza San Marco, demonstrating how voids in the city could become true 
protagonists of architecture.

FIG. 7.2 - Sketch by Lawrence Halprin of Piazza San Marco in Venice published in Cities (1963)
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The Venetian paradigm was also adopted as a model in another text in which 
Halprin stated: ‘Our collective experience of cities depends on their landscape of 
open spaces’.15 The opening words of this text clearly imply a strong interest in an 
in-depth exploration of models, as well as representations and the constituting ele-
ments of the city. These factors, combined with the sense of belonging experienced 
by a city’s inhabitants, represent a further exploration that Halprin had already 
started in gathering a collection of the numerous materials necessary for the publi-
cation of Cities. Praise for a city, intended as a three-dimensional experience, and as 
a tangible sign of the idea of ‘imageability’ as suggested by Kevin Lynch,16 legitimis-
es the choice of the Venetian urban canon alongside other examples that verify their 
ability to take on almost anthropomorphic characteristics. The ‘choreography of pe-
destrian dreams’ of New York recalls the anomalous and fascinating dimension of 
the ‘architectural forest’ of Hong Kong, which is in turn confirmed in San Francis-
co’s ‘reflection of its landscape’, to also include Jerusalem, where ‘the city has always 
represented a portrait of its inhabitants [...] perhaps of all of us’.17 Halprin therefore 
seems to invite in-depth observations of our own city and to ‘examine it closely for 
those qualities which make it a creative environment for living [...] which allow you 
to see yourself reflected in the mirror of your own city’.18

The numerous writings by Halprin preserved at the Lawrence Halprin Col-
lection at Philadelphia’s Architectural Archives confirm a vibrant theoretical ac-
tivity in which texts of conferences, academic lectures and book chapters become 
the materials that were shaped and reshaped by the author in order to best express 
the components of a modern approach to urban design from an ecological and so-
cial perspective. Through the descriptions of his works and the ongoing definition 
of the role of the landscape architect in the twentieth century that followed, Hal-
prin’s mission always aimed ‘to emphasise the importance of landscape open space 
as the very matrix of life, as the dominant part of the environment and structures’.19 
In particular, his reflections on the collective perception of urban spaces are also 
part of another new and very ambitious editorial project entitled The Environment 
as Art Experience, which focused on interactions between people and their environ-
ment and specifically on the value of cities as artistic experiences inasmuch as they 
are made up of a process of perception, action, creation and engagement.20

In this sense, Halprin’s research has often been compared to Lewis Mumford’s 
theories of urban culture for the unexpected ways of portraying a city as a place 
where people can have the opportunity to realise their personal creative potential.21 
The raison d’être or rationale of cities hence lies in their nature of being ‘art, be-
cause of our total experience of them and our involvement in them – because we 
live out lives in them, move through them and because we are the city we live in just 
as we are in nature’.22 It is precisely from this conviction that the project for Cities 
was conceived ten years earlier.

Copyright © 2024 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835157724



109

A visual discourse on the urban landscape
The volume dedicated to cities as edited by Halprin contains about 30 drawings 

and nearly 450 black-and-white photographs. The second edition, revised and pub-
lished in 1972, was enhanced with 40 images relating to the urban projects created, 
starting from the 1960s, by Lawrence Halprin & Associates, an architecture firm 
founded in 1949 by Lawrence Halprin and botanist Jean Walton, who were later 
joined by Donald Ray Carter, Satoru Nishita, Richard Vignolo, Sue Yung Li Ike-
da and Gerald Rubin.23 Many of these names appear among the photographic ref-
erences in the book, confirming the joint efforts on the collection and arrangement 
of images that benefited from the decisive contribution of some members of the stu-
dio team – particularly Carter, Vignolo and Rubin – for how they defined the strat-
egies of representation of architecture and city (Fig. 7.3). Alongside a series of ama-
teur snapshots and a large number of photos taken by Halprin, there is the use of 
near perfect professional photography by renowned American architectural photog-
raphers who collaborated in those years with important design studios.24

The collaboration with other photographers who were familiar with the oftenti-
mes performative practices of the Halprin husband-and-wife team also proved to be 
decisive. In particular there were Rudy Bender and Paul Ryan who, starting in 1966, 
documented a series of experimental cross-disciplinary workshops in northern Ca-
lifornia entitled Experiments in Environment, conceived as an experience of collec-
tive creativity with the purpose of discovering the productive interactions between 
dance and design, in a mutual exchange among designers, artists, dancers, musi-
cians and writers, all to attain more integrated creativity and a greater environmen-
tal awareness.25

The visual narration of the urban landscape in the Cities volume was also com-
posed through contributions with some architects from the San Francisco Bay 
Area, who clearly shared a certain understanding about private residential design, 
and with whom Halprin came into contact after his move to San Francisco. In 1945, 
Halprin had in fact started collaborating with the renowned studio of landscape ar-
chitect Thomas Dolliver Church, who inspired Halprin with his highly intuitive si-
tes and how the environment should be treated, and his serious conviction that pe-
ople could enrich their lives through their garden spaces.26 Among the photographs 
by George Homsey, George Rockrise, Frants Albert, Donn Emmons, Vernon De-
Mars and Donald Reay, what stands out particularly are the exuberant fountains 
of Villa d’Este in Tivoli, as immortalised by Catherine Bauer Wurster, an intellec-
tual and activist who worked in the field of urban planning for the development of 
a modern social housing in the United States.27

The strong friendship between Halprin, Catherine and her husband Willliam 
Wuster, an important architect in the Bay Area, started back in the early 1940s 
with their first meeting in Cambridge. Wurster had been appointed Dean of the 
School of Architecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and his 
wife taught at Harvard University’s Department of Regional Planning, while Hal-
prin, following a scholarship from the Harvard University Graduate School of De-
sign, attended landscape architecture courses after earning a bachelor’s degree in 
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FIG. 7.3 - ‘Urban Spaces’, Donald Ray Carter, Piazza del Duomo in Milan; Adrian Wilson, ‘Ter-
races at Gap’, France, Halprin’s Cities (1963) book spread

botany from the University of Wisconsin. The house in the forest of Kentfield, just 
north of San Francisco, where Halprin moved with his family in 1952, was designed 
by Wurster after the famous project for the Donnell Garden in Sonoma County 
(1947), the product of a fruitful collaboration involving Wurster, Church and Hal-
prin.28 For Halprin, it was a first experiment in landscape architecture, where the 
garden – conceived as a kinetic sequence of spatial experiences and as a ‘it was a f 
for activities of movement – embodied an original choreographic approach in de-
velopment, which was soon to be fully applied at a metropolitan scale a few years 
later.29 A relevant example of this dynamic arrangement can be found in the project 
design for the Open Space Sequence plan in Portland, Oregon (1963–1970) and its 
captivating public fountains, also presented in the photographs of the second edi-
tion of Cities (Fig. 7.4).

The imprint of a choreographic program, as experimented by Halprin at the be-
ginning of his career in numerous projects for private gardens, designed as stage 
sets for the dance of life,30 was further credited in the architect’s perceptive experi-
ence of the urban landscape, which, in the pages of the Cities book, was defined as 
‘an evolving process, as interaction between highly mobile users and their changing 
physical surround, not as a static picture’.31 These are the words that Catherine Bau-
er Wurster used to review Halprin’s book, specifying that the text was not a trea-
tise on the design of urban spaces; nor was it a manual for landscape plantings, or a 
statement on the need for more Nature in cities. What instead emerged in the text 
was the value of a rich series of photographs that the volume contains, allowing for 
the book to communicate ‘fresh meaning to immediate problems by relating them 
to old forms and world-wide experience’.32
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The representation of cities as a paradigm
In the visual imagery of Cities, contributed to by several collaborators but rigor-

ously coordinated by Halprin, there was the defined proposal for a new functional 
aesthetic of urban landscapes. With many of Lawrence Halprin & Associates studio 
projects and through recognised European urban models, the aim and focus of the 
book’s layout privileged an urban canon of Italian origin, which confirms a visual 
approach to the urban landscape as a project tool, and as a distinctive element that 
could be found in many cities including Venice, Milan, Rome and Florence. Within 
this new aesthetic, particular attention was given to a specific type of landscape: the 
‘floorscape’, which, in referencing the Gordon Cullens lesson,33 was perceived as a 
complex component of the urban scene, in that it can be created using a wide range 
of construction materials.

‘The square of San Marco’ – as Halprin notes, once again referencing the Ve-
netian example – ‘like all the great urban spaces of the world, has beautiful pav-
ings, elaborately designed, to make walking an aesthetic experience’.34 In this sense, 
the urban landscape at ground level is not a simple synonym of public space paving, 
but rather a term linked to the perception and collective use of the city according 
to new aesthetic and compositional values. The horizontal character of the square 
then becomes a dramatic event through the introduction of a third dimension gen-
erated by stairways and inclined planes which can newly transform necessity into 
an artistic experience. An example of this is the ‘beautifully articulated quality of 
the Spanish Steps in Rome, with their rhythmic variations broken up by level plat-
forms, and their continuing curvilinear, flowing lines are a great theatre piece in 
the heart of the city’.35 The marked tension that comes with some interpretative cat-
egories of the city such as ‘Townscape’36 and particularly with certain elements of 

FIG. 7.4 - Portland Open-Space Network (1963-1970) designed by Lawrence Halprin & Associ-
ates, photographed details of Lovejoy Plaza and Fountain, Portland, Oregon, sketch by Lawrence 
Halprin and photographs by Maude Dorr, John Donat, Fred Lyon, book spread from Halprin’s 
Cities (1972)
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Italian urban development brings about clear references to the volume The Italian 
Townscape published in the same year as Cities by Ivor de Wolfe, under the pseud-
onym Hubert de Cronin Hastings.37

Starting in the late 1920s, as a long-time editor of The Architectural Review, de 
Wolfe laid the foundations of a radical philosophy based on English landscape the-
ories in an attempt to remedy the betrayal of some of the principles of the modern 
movement, the first being relevant interests in the qualitative and psychological di-
mension of human needs. Although the book edited by Ivor de Wolfe and his wife 
Ivy was clearly inspired by the same spirit found in many other contemporary pho-
tographic publications focusing on the extraordinary beauty of the Italian land-
scape, this volume exhibited an innovative visual reading that suggested ‘a new ap-
preciation of the vernacular elements, both historical and contemporary, of the 
built environment, as well as efforts towards understanding the urban structures of 
pedestrian and vehicular traffic’.38

In a similar way, Halprin’s book is part of a critical investigation of the phenom-
enon of the urban landscape, and particularly Italy’s, where photography takes on a 
significant visual and cultural value, going beyond the ‘picturesque aesthetic’ of Ca-
millo Sitte,39 to move towards a study of the more social nature of the city’s open 
public spaces and the relationship between behaviour and urban environment, in 
order to redefine the language and philosophy of urban planning altogether.40 As a 
catalogue of elements that create the framework for a daily urban ritual, Cities es-
tablishes a new paradigm of expression around the concept of urban landscape, in-
troducing a significant change in the possible ways of approaching the design of 
open public spaces, while also suggesting an effective system for the notation of 
movement in the city, called ‘motation’, which was further illustrated by Halprin in 
the volume Freeways.41

The architectural debate regarding the idea of urban landscape – which start-
ed in England at the end of the 1940s, championed by The Architectural Review 
through a series of thematic campaigns and supported by relevant photographic 
material – highlighted the need to adopt the dynamic perception of urban spaces as 
a relevant tool of design. A series of works published in the 1960s responded to the 
same instance which, starting with the constructive contributions of the aforemen-
tioned book-manifesto by Cullen and the volume under investigation by Halprin, 
dealt explicitly with the theme of the urban landscape using photography as a paral-
lel visual discourse and as a strategy for the description and evaluation of contexts. 
Compared to the categorical denunciation of the pathologies of the American city 
featured in Peter Blake’s book,42 and the characterisation of the urban scene that in 
Geoffrey Jellicoe’s book Motopia43 leads to the depiction of a metropolitan and ter-
ritorial utopia, Halprin’s text presents a categorisation of urban elements alongside 
numerous projects developed by Lawrence Halprin & Associates which, as in Cul-
len’s book, manifest the operational character of the concept of townscape. ‘A city is 
a natural phenomenon as well as a work of art in the environment’ Halprin empha-
sised in the epilogue of his book, and: ‘The art of urban design, as other branches of 
modern art, follows a naturalistic process. The designer does not give form to a pre-
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conceived idea, he takes the elements and allows them to come together’.44 Along 
the lines of defining a domain relating to urban landscape design, as suggested also 
by Garett Eckbo and Ian McHarg, urban landscape thinking intersects with con-
temporary natural sciences to arrive at the development of a new conception in the 
relationship between city and nature.45

Conclusions
The international acclaim of the book Cities emerged within a literary scene in 

which the urban landscape was beginning to establish itself as a domain of knowl-
edge as well as a field of operation, alongside the book’s contribution to an effective 
evaluation, assessments and description of the different kinds of representation of 
cities. This was also reflected in Halprin’s in-depth analyses of the urban environ-
ment, so much so that he was invited to be part of the Advisory Committee for the 
United States participation in the XIV Triennale di Milano in 1968.46 In response 
to the theme Il Grande Numero (The Great Number), the US submitted two the-
matic proposals: American Street and The City Scene. The city hence defined as ‘the 
most twentieth-century place, the most exciting place, the place where everything 
looms larger, where the tempo quickens, where special solutions to special problems 
become the prototypes for tomorrow’s living’47 became a key topic of investigation 
and discussion, starting with an examination of metropolitan choreography, where 
Halprin’s book represents a clear statement and platform. The urban scene is thus 
interpreted ‘as a continuum, a sequence of events, a dance of life’,48 and represent-
ed in light of the classic conception of townscape design, alongside which we see the 
emergence of new categories of landscape.

In particular, Halprin’s reflection on the concept of wilderness introduced a 
new environmental concept and a creative means for the perception of nature to 
be translated into the design of a metropolitan environment: in other words, ‘an 
ecologically sound or even creative environment for people to live in’.49 The urban 
scene thus becomes a field for experimenting highly innovative approaches and ac-
tivities aimed at safeguarding an uncontaminated nature which Halprin identified 
in the landscape of the High Sierra region, a grand mountain range in eastern Cali-
fornia.50 Many of the design projects for parks and public spaces by Halprin, which 
were partially included in the second edition of Cities – such as the Nicollet Avenue 
in Minneapolis, the Embarcadero Plaza in San Francisco, and the Open Space Se-
quence in Portland, Oregon – demonstrate the introduction of a modern choreo-
graphic method of urban design and the tension toward the creation of a complete, 
more inclusive urban environment generated by a collective perception and creative 
dimension in part accorded to citizens.

Halprin stated: ‘As a lover of the wilderness, I have a feeling that its preservation 
lies in the design and planning of the city’.51 The urban choreography is expressed 
primarily through a concept of wilderness whose preservation lies precisely in the 
planning of the city and in a modern ‘design with nature’ which is undeniably in-
spired by the rigorous ecological method introduced some years earlier by the Scot-
tish landscape architect Ian McHarg. This principle might appear contradictory but 
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it takes on more profound significance when Halprin explicitly proclaims the need 
we all have to experience nature that should be taken care of in our cities. The art of 
urban environmental design is confronted for the first time with the ability to cre-
atively cope with a violent condition of ‘disclimax’ in response to which the land-
scape architect suggests a biological approach to the ecosystem of the city, ‘where 
processes of growth, elements of chance, discriminating chaos, and natural methods 
of esthetic evolution produce new forms for our time’.52

The introduction into the sterile urban dimension of an ‘experiential equiv-
alent’53 that can be traced back to the complexity of ecological processes, stimu-
lates an aesthetic of involvement that includes art and nature. Halprin therefore at-
tempts to offer the same kind of experience that one has in perceiving the wildest 
states of nature; not through a process of imitation, but through a ‘transmutation’54 
of the experience of natural landscape in one that is manmade. As Halprin ar-
gued, this kind of approach ‘would leave the wilderness as a great resource, as a spe-
cial event […] This beautiful city could, in fact, preserve the wilderness by its very 
existence’.55 In this way, the urban question is enhanced with a new poetics of na-
ture that aims to promote a more harmonious growth of the metropolitan dimen-
sion, based on a recognised ecological paradigm and on a functional aesthetic that 
can impart a renewed and more effective meaning to open space, and especially in 
its very form of public space.

The insertion of a wilderness aesthetic in urban design is then joined by the 
search for a ‘fantasy environment’56 in which the theme of participation becomes 
decisive for the staging in the city of a creative process and an act of collective imag-
ination by all citizens. In this way the art of cities becomes an experience of cre-
ative assemblage or, as Halprin defines it in a broader sense, ‘a participatory envi-
ronmental art without boundaries’.57 Starting with the recognition that cities lack 
places for imagination, hiding, playing and having fun, Halprin invites us to stage 
our own fantasy urban environments, a tendency that was further highlighted by 
Reyner Banham in Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies.58 However, this 
is certainly not a reference to ‘set-piece fantasies’ or the intentional fantasyland loca-
tions such as Las Vegas, Disneyland or Coney Island, and their ability to offer ‘the 
opportunity to shuck off everyday responsibilities and, like Alice in Wonderland, to 
walk through the looking glass’.59 Halprin instead emphasises the validity of urban 
spaces and objects, parks and gardens – such as Simon Rodia’s Watts Towers in Los 
Angeles, the Tiger Balm gardens in Hong Kong or the Bomarzo gardens in Italy – 
which, through distinct and specific materials, can guarantee that our imaginations 
merge to become an important part of our daily life.

Halprin always considered the city as a series of large-scale theatrical events 
characterised by a profound creativity, and nourished by the participation and in-
volvement of all citizens. In this sense, the urban taxonomy, illustrated in the pho-
tobook format of Cities, successfully renews and strengthens the will to respond to 
an increasingly complex urban life; one that requires innovative and effective solu-
tions for the city’s time and space, starting with a more active and collective under-
standing of its past experiences.
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8
STREETSCAPES IN THE PHOTOGRAPHIC 

DISTANCE: ABSTRACT AND LIVED SPACES 
IN ED RUSCHA’S THEN & NOW

Lilyana Karadjova

Then & Now: Hollywood Boulevard, 1973–2004 is a well-known photobook by 
Еdward J. Ruscha.1 The renowned conceptual artist from Los Angeles produced 18 
small photobooks from 1963 to 1978: however, in a strange anachronic deviation, 
Then & Now only appeared much later in 2005. In the 1960s and ’70s, Ruscha’s 
works made a significant contribution to the iconography of Los Angeles, creating 
the image of a sunny city with expanding low-density suburbs, repetitive architec-
tural patterns, ample freeways and commercial signs, all of them fuelled by an accel-
erating economy. Then & Now displays a series of black-and-white and colour pan-
oramas of Hollywood Boulevard taken over 30 years. As the title implies, the focus 
is on the changes that took place during that period. Printed together, the juxta-
posed panoramas create an intriguingly multi-layered image, which challenges view-
er’s perception of space. Black-and-white and colour images have a strikingly differ-
ent impact in architectural photography, the former emphasising primary features 
as lines, shapes, volume and patterns, while the latter accentuate secondary features 
and less significant details. The ‘then’ space appears distant, dull and somewhat ab-
stract and the ‘now’ space stands out as proximate, emotional and particular.

The French Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre elaborated a conceptual triad 
to discuss the processes and dimensions of spaces produced by different societies. 
His definitions of ‘spatial practices’, ‘representation of space’ and ‘representational 
space’ indicate, respectively, the physical space perceived by senses; the space con-
ceived by architects and scientists; and the lived space experienced in human coexi-
stence.2 To put it simply, abstract space is produced when the lived space is domina-
ted by the conceived space. This framework can be applied to Then & Now in order 
to reveal perspectives on understanding the irreconcilable spaces of monochrome 
and colour photography. The concept sheds light on the impact of the book and un-
derscores its very subject: the passage of time, and urban change as an expansion of 
lived space. Furthermore, it hints why in Then & Now Ruscha departs from his de-
tached style to create a more personal record of Los Angeles.

Apart from this late artwork, Ruscha’s photobooks construct a picture of Los 
Angeles in a detached conceptual manner: a break from the traditional limited-
edition handcrafted artist’s book. They present Los Angeles as a cityscape of clean 
design without any decorative elements. The cover page, the layout and the typo-
graphic format in capital letters emphasise the quality of the book, the simplici-
ty of design mirroring that of the photographs. The camera adheres to the same 
viewpoint and scale and the straightforward photographs focus on urban patterns. 
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Not only does the city seem devoid of human presence, it emphasises the ordinary 
appearance of monotonous architecture, lacking salient features or marks of histori-
cal, social or personal significance. Ruscha’s detached style is characterised as ‘rigo-
rous purity, deadpan humour and a casual disregard’.3 Some of these works were in-
cluded in the influential exhibition New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-altered 
Landscape held at George Eastman House in 1975. The curator, William Jenkins, 
described the selected pictures as ‘stripped of any artistic frills and reduced to an es-
sentially topographic state, conveying substantial amounts of visual information, 
but eschewing entirely the aspects of beauty, emotion and opinion’.4 

The New Topographics exhibition was the culmination of years of urban explora-
tion by Ruscha. His first book, Twenty-Six Gasoline Stations (1962), is compiled of 
gas stations he photographed along Route 66, while travelling five or six times a year 
between his home town of Los Angeles and his parents’ home in Oklahoma City. So-
me Los Angeles Apartments (1965) explores the city’s architecture with an emphasis on 
repetitive structures, and Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass (1968) depicts wa-
ter basins and vast urban spaces. Thirty-four Parking Lots in Los Angeles (1967) com-
prises aerial views of empty parking areas and Real Estate Opportunities (1970) creates 
a typology of empty spaces suitable for new buildings. Although these books adhe-
re to the same objective style, some of them bear a personal connection. Kevin Hatch 
points out that Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass, was created in a period 
when Ruscha swam on a regular basis, and Records (1971) includes photographs of al-
bums from Ruscha’s collection.5 Similarly, Then & Now also reveals the artist’s long-
term personal connection with Los Angeles.

A distinctive break from the uniform layout of Ruscha’s books came with Eve-
ry Building on the Sunset Strip (1966), which encompasses the entire length of the fa-
mous Los Angeles’ street with an accordion fold-out panorama (Fig. 8.1). This pho-
tobook is Ruscha’s most discussed work.6 Using a creative pre-cinematic technique 
together with precise calculations, the photographer attached his Nikon F2 camera 
to a motor drive, mounted on a tripod 46 inches above the bed of a Datsun pickup 
truck, and set the 35mm lens to infinity. He shot a continuous strip of Ilford Fine 
Grain Panchromatic (FP3) film, and using 250 cassettes, covering the 2.4 km long di-
stance left and right of Sunset Strip.7 To show the urban fabric rather than the bustle 
of the city, the streetscape was captured in the early hours of the morning or on Sun-
day afternoons. Ruscha continued to work on the streetscape between 1965 and 2001.8

Ruscha followed the same procedure on Hollywood Boulevard, driving from 
Sunset Plaza Drive in the East, to Hillhurst Avenue in the West, which he shot four 
times: in 1973, 2002, 2003 and 2004. In July 1973, he loaded a continuous strip of Il-
ford Fine Grain (FP-4) black-and-white film into his camera and drove back and 
forth across the 19km of the street, shooting both the north and south sides. Another 
panorama was captured in 1974 on the Pacific Coast Highway. Both sequences re-
mained unpublished, probably because Ruscha intended to create an archive of the ci-
ty but possibly due to a lack of a distinctive idea for the design of another panoramic 
book. The negatives were developed, contact sheets were printed and the materials 
were placed in storage.9
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Almost 30 years later, on three different occasions, between 2002 and 2004, Ru-
scha went back to Hollywood Boulevard and used the same type of equipment to 
re-photograph it on 35mm colour-negative film. This resulted in a set of 4,500 black-
and-white and 13,000 colour images. A selection was scanned and digitally edited 
into panoramas, which were published in the photobook with juxtaposed strips on 
the top and bottom of each page. Having reshot the boulevard in colour, he came 
up with a new book design combining black-and-white and colour photography, en-
compassing not two, but four panoramas. This added a vertical element to the lay-
out, which supplemented their traditional horizontal display. 

Panoramic streetscapes
In the history of photography, panoramic streetscapes have been employed to re-

veal architectural coherence, common patterns and distinctive landmarks. Writing 
about Ruscha’s work, Matt Reynolds remarks: ‘Unlike its counterpart, the portrait, 
a genre of intimacy and detail, panoramas and landscapes encourage the viewer’s ga-
ze to roam around the image. As the eye travels over the work, the panorama’s pre-
sentation of an all-encompassing view asserts a deceptive mastery over time and spa-
ce’.10 Although Every Building on the Sunset Strip was seen as unconventional, its 
approach – representing both sides of a street by upside-down juxtaposition and 
merging multiple viewpoints – had a long history. For example, in 1824, the print-
maker John Heaviside Clark created the accordion-fold format Panorama of the 
Thames from London to Richmond, covering a 15-mile stretch between London and 
Richmond.11 The two parallel panoramas of every building on both the riverside is 
a dramatic portrayal. This panorama shows that the accordion-fold format of Ru-

FIG. 8.1 - Ed Ruscha, Every Building on Sunset Strip (1966), self-published book, printed offset
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scha’s photobooks belongs to a long historical tradition of urban views. However, 
while Clark inserted the blue river to his etchings to clarify the object of represen-
tation, Ruscha relied on viewer’s abilities to perceive the two sides of a road without 
printing a pavement in-between. In comparison with Clark’s Panorama, the layout 
of the black-and-white photography in Sunset Strip has a more abstract quality.

However, Ruscha was not the first to create such an abstract layout. Twelve ye-
ars before Sunset Strip, in 1954, the Japanese artist Shohachi Kimura created an ac-
cordion fold-out book, Ginza Kawaii / Ginza Haccho, depicting every building on 
Ginza Street, Tokyo. The two sides of the street are similarly juxtaposed on the top 
and bottom of each page, and the photographic strips are supplemented by cap-
tions. While Ruscha’s book has a number of imperfections, such as pedestrians and 
cars being frequently cut, signs and advertisements shortened and building facades 
that do not match, Kimura’s work is more precisely edited and the social aspect of 
the street is enhanced by the additional inclusion of pedestrians and cars. In Sun-
set Strip, Ruscha is more concerned with the documentary function of the medium 
and the authenticity of the paste-up montage technique than with the social appeal 
of the street. As such, his shots are a valuable visual record, important historical do-
cuments for the study of changing urban landscapes. 

‘Then and now’ in photobooks
‘Repeat photography’ is characterised by photographing a subject from the sa-

me point of view at different times. It is used to survey man-made urban changes 
as well as natural disasters. This method has been popularised by the sub-genre of 
‘then and now’ books, in which contemporary authors revisit famous locations alre-
ady captured by celebrated photographers. Among them are Paris Changing (2007), 
in which Christopher Rauschenberg re-photographed many of Eugene Atget’s ur-
ban subjects, and New York Changing (2004) by Douglas Levere, who recaptured 
114 views from Berenice Abbott’s Changing New York. In 2003, Thunder Bay Press 
published the book Hollywood Then and Now as part of the popular Then and Now 
series representing major American cities, such as New York, Chicago and Los An-
geles.12 This series is likely to have prompted Ruscha to display some of his panora-
mas of Sunset Strip and Hollywood Boulevard. 

The quintessence of repeat photography is comparison, that is to say the juxta-
position of photographs on either side of the page. This layout, on facing pages, ac-
centuates the contrasts. However, in order to compare panoramas, a different so-
lution is needed. A remarkable example is Such is One City / Two Visions (1990) 
by Mark Klett, whose shots of San Francisco’s skyline echo those by Eadweard 
Muybridge in 1877. Klett’s photobook provides a ‘then and now’ comparison show-
ing how the skyline has changed over the course of a century. However, Klett does 
not display both sets of images on the same spread, but prints them sequentially. As 
a result, the strips taken at different times are explored as separate spaces, preserving 
their autonomy but making isolating differences more demanding. 
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These examples indicate the importance of the layout as means to highlight si-
milarities and contrasts. Whereas Klett’s format worked in the portrayal of the big 
picture of San Francisco’s changing skyline, the one in Ruscha’s Then & Now was 
designed to convey transformations on a smaller scale and, thus, had to make the 
process of comparison easier. For this, he used the upside-down format used in the 
design of Every Building on the Sunset Strip, but adding significant changes, such 
as the coupling of new and old strips, and splitting the panoramas between pages. 
In the context of the mentioned ‘then and now’ photobooks, Ruscha’s work has so-
me distinctive features. Some geological surveys may combine black-and-white and 
colour images, but this is generally avoided in photobooks as colour brings distrac-
tions and confusion in the comparative process. By using both black-and-white and 
colour photography, Ed Ruscha intentionally went against the traditional norms of 
‘then and now’ books to create a more complex space. His book intertwines the pa-
noramas, reinforcing comparisons, as the impact of colour builds up relations and 
meanings which could not be achieved in the common ‘either side of the page’ lay-
out of other ‘then and now’ photobooks. 

Ruscha’s work on Los Angeles
Although Ruscha shot both panoramic streetscapes in a similar way, Hollywood 

Boulevard and Sunset Strip appeared in books whose designs were strikingly diffe-
rent. Every Building on the Sunset Strip was a low-budget self-published book, with 
an initial print run of 1,000 copies (1966) that was later augmented to 5,000 copies 
in the second edition (1971).13 The 2.4km panorama unfolds to an 8m-long strip. 
The borders of the merged frames are slightly visible, while the house numbers are 
printed underneath. As Jennifer Quick points out: ‘Lacking a sewn binding, Sun-

FIG. 8.2 - Ed Ruscha, Then & Now: Hollywood Boulevard 1973-2004 (2005) book cover
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set bears a closer resemblance to a pamphlet or brochure than to a book’.14 Indeed, 
the design could be connected to the brochures that Ruscha printed to promote his 
books. The final layout was preceded by a mock-up process of cutting out the pho-
tographs, hand pasting them on a board and printing maquettes.15 The accordion 
style had proliferated in Los Angeles in the form of souvenir booklets containing 
postcards of Hollywood from the 1940s.16 Some of them portray iconic locations on 
Sunset and Hollywood Boulevards, such as the Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. 

Apart from being a compact book, when unfolded, Every Building on the Sun-
set Strip is also an impressive art object. For this reason, the accordion fold-out was 
often shown in a case or mounted on a wall, as Leo Castelli Gallery did at an exhi-
bition in 1973.17 As Quick remarks, the display seemed to expand outwards from 
the wall, while the long page ‘took on a three-dimensional presence’.18 The ambigui-
ty of this unconventional display is overcome by the representation of Hollywood 
Boulevard in three different mediums. In an exhibition held at the Gagosian Galle-
ry in Beverly Hills (2005), the strips acquired an object-like quality. The installation 
of an uninterrupted panorama was organised in a zigzag display as an alternative to 
the accordion fold-out.

In the same year, the photographs were published under the title Then & Now: 
Hollywood Boulevard, 1973–2004, by the German master printer Gerhard Steidl, 
in a luxury limited edition of ten portfolios and in a hardback commercial book  
(Fig. 8.2).19 The smaller hardback book is folio sized with a centrefold binding in-
stead of an unfolding layout (Fig. 8.3). As in Every Building on the Sunset Strip, the 
north side of the boulevard is printed on top of each page and the south side invert-
ed and printed along the bottom. Although there are a few editing imperfections, 

FIG. 8.3 - Ed Ruscha, Then & Now: Hollywood Boulevard 1973-2004 (2005), book spread featu-
ring the Grauman’s Chinese theater
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the joints between the frames are rarely visible. In both the portfolio and book edi-
tions, the flow of the panorama is staggered over a huge number of pages. The new 
work failed to receive critical acclaim. This may have been due to its nostalgic over-
tones, since the author had revived the same technique that he had used for Sunset 
Strip. Although similar inverted images had already been used by John Heaviside 
Clark and Shohachi Kimura, Then & Now had the merit of revealing a new layer of 
Ruscha’s work. As well as conducting his extensive topological study of Los Ange-
les’ patterns, he also tracked the changes occurring over time. The complex design 
of the book reflects his sensitivity to the dynamics of urban space. The representa-
tion of space is essential to Ruscha’s work on Los Angeles, and its analysis reveals 
the impact of Then & Now and its distinctiveness from the one of Sunset Strip.

The spatial dimensions of panoramic photography
The layout of Ruscha’s photobooks discussed here relates to pre-modern Eu-

ropean principles of composition, spatial organisation and internal relations. The 
panoramic images suppress the spatial coordinates, annihilating the foreground, 
background, centre and periphery, left and right, and respectively the meaning at-
tributed to them. Objects at the edges of the frame are not diminished and the in-
verted southern side of the boulevards does not imply anything regressive or negati-
ve. However, the pre-modern principles subordinate the panoramic length of Sunset 
Strip and the multi-layered layout of Then & Now to a visual organisation based on 
verticals and horizontals. The vertical composition is the principle of visual hierar-
chy, unity and common sense and the horizontal one represents chaos, diversity and 
difference. Thus, the panoramic space illustrates the urban landscape as freely orga-
nised and abundant in peculiarities. This chaos and diversity expresses an idea of se-
parateness and fragmentation, while the reduced vertical side implies a non-hierar-
chical structure. 

The elongated and flat space suggests perceptual constancy and movement along 
the surface of the horizontal line. The reduced vertical dimension could cut out 
parts of the streetscape, but in the case of Los Angeles’ long boulevards and low-ri-
se buildings, almost all inhabited space sits within the frame. In the case of Then & 
Now, the chaotic character is reduced by the panoramas being broken into smaller 
sections. However, the view does not explore details of the vernacular and the au-
thentic, as a close-up could do. Although the inscriptions on some of the buildings 
are legible, the street numbers printed below create a linear progression and make a 
reference to industrial serial order. Despite the chaos, few places on the road seem 
unique and the ordinariness of buildings is emphasised by the inexorable rise in the 
numbers. As Sylvia Wolf notes on Sunset Strip: ‘No single enterprise is privileged 
over another. There is no hierarchy to this information’.20

While discussing his work in an interview with Wolf, Ruscha reveals his fee-
lings about going back to Sunset Boulevard. He felt as though he was pursuing a 
documentary: ‘I record it as a piece of history […] It is a very democratic, unemotio-
nal look at the world […] Everything gets judiciously photographed, not just the in-
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teresting parts of it but everything. It’s documentary in that sense. I think that may 
be its ultimate value, if there is any’.21 However, no matter how documentary Ru-
scha’s intention is and how structurally organised the panoramas may appear to be, 
this upside-down reversed strip creates what Quick calls ‘dual modes of orientation 
and mixed perceptual structure’.22 The accordion layout and the visible binding se-
ams of Sunset Strip entangle the space between the horizontal and the vertical. In 
comparison, Then & Now does not have such vertical paste-up lines, as it is per-
fectly edited and the continuous strip is substituted with pages. 

Observing the details of the two panoramas, one may conclude that geome-
trical accuracy was not an overriding principle in the latter photobook. There is a 
slight expansion of the frame on the south side of the boulevard, as Ruscha did not 
strictly observe the requirements of a topographical study. The camera had to be set 
up at the same original location, and represent the view in approximately the same 
light conditions. The first panorama of Hollywood Boulevard was taken on 8 July 
1973, a seemingly cloudy day, while the panoramas taken from 2002 to 2004 inclu-
de sunny strips with sharp shadows, which distort the architectural features. In co-
lour photography, a grey cloudy sky does little to convey the appeal of the enter-
tainment going on, on the street. Indeed, Ruscha always prioritised a sunny image 
over the technical parameters of repeat photography. Probably in line with his aim 
to emphasise Los Angeles’s climate, in some sections of the south side, he slightly 
opens the frame and enlarges the area of blue sky. With this subtle change, he sug-
gests the passage of time as a progressive expansion of human well-being. As the 
boulevard is a public space, Ruscha’s optimistic approach also tracks the prolifera-
tion of shared social activities.

Social approach to space in Ruscha’s photography
The concept of social space could help to reveal some of the particularities of 

and differences between the panoramas. Lefebvre notes that every society produ-
ces ‘its own space’ and its organisation reveals the economy, social relations and ac-
tivities existing within it.23 His tripartite structure, discussed above – physical space 
perceived by senses; mental space conceived by architects and scientists; and the li-
ved space of human coexistence – has been applied to Ruscha’s work by Ken Allen 
and Kristen Sharp, who argue that Ruscha emphasises the experience of represen-
tational space.24 Furthermore, these concepts could give a particular interpretation 
to the two distinctive panoramas in Then & Now. Colour photography as a tran-
sparent medium emphasises the proximity and vitality of the representational space 
(lived space). Black-and-white photography, on the other hand, has a more graphic 
and abstract quality. It merges the mental character of the representation of space 
(conceived space) and the distant realism of representational space (lived space). Ab-
stract space is produced when the lived space is dominated by conceived space.25 In-
deed, one could argue that black-and-white architectural photography inherently 
emphasises abstract space.
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Lefebvre’s Marxist critique of abstract capitalist space has been resourcefully ap-
plied to architectural photography, for example in Eugenie Shinkle’s analysis of Ga-
briele Basilico’s urban landscape in Milano: Ritratti di fabbriche (Milan: Portraits 
of Factories).26

Although Ruscha’s photographs in the New Topographics exhibition resem-
ble the abstract character of dominating conceived space, Then & Now is based on 
his long-term relationship to Los Angeles. Although the place is ruled by capitali-
st economy, the book departs from the representation of the abstract. The colour 
strips, which supplement the black-and-white ones, represent a vibrant lived spa-
ce. Furthermore, they do not let the conceived space rule over the lived one, but the 
other way around. The intensity and proximity of advancing colours dominate the 
dull receding monochromatic images and thereby highlight the lived space. Howe-
ver, whereas Basilico’s photographs create the illusion of depth guided by vanishing 
points of diagonal lines and movement inside the representational space, Ruscha’s 
frontal views create a flat image and limit the visual accessibility to the surface of 
the photograph. Basilico’s sensitivity to space emphasises the vertical dimension, 
excavating ‘layers of spatial depth’,27 while Ruscha underscores the extended hori-
zontal line, presenting a uniform plane. The former approach instils inexhaustible 
experience and the latter confines it. Instead of riskily moving inside vitalities of re-
presentational space, the panoramic view enables a safe distance from which to sur-
vey the scene. Although, by employing colour photography, Ruscha portrays the 
lived space as dominating the conceived, he does not communicate an inclusive ex-
ploration of the social space, but rather restricts viewer’s experience on the surface 
of activities.

The concept of social space is a more complex and profound expression of the li-
ved space, containing well-integrated perceived and conceived space: ‘(Social) spa-
ce is not a thing among other things, nor a product among other products: rather 
subsumes things produced, and encompasses their interrelations in their coexisten-
ce and simultaneity – their (relative) order and/or (relative) disorder’.28 Lefebvre no-
tes that places defined by social space are very different from those of natural spa-
ce, because they may be intercalated, combined, superimposed.29 Space is populated 
and full of human connections, forming many interconnected places. Lefebvre di-
scusses their meanings and structures in capitalist society: ‘In their pre-eminence, 
buildings, the homogeneous matrix of capitalistic space, successfully combine the 
object of control by power with the object of commercial exchange’.30 This approach 
defines a place as constructed by social activity and its economic environment. Sin-
ce it is constructed by people who can freely move in space, places do not have strict 
locations. They are in flux and do not have limiting boundaries.31 This idea liberates 
the idea of ‘place’ from its traditional geographical definition and redefines it accor-
ding to human activity.

The geographer Tim Cresswell, who discusses Lefebvre’s concept notes that ‘Lo-
oking at the social construction of place involves explaining the unique attribu-
tes of a place (say the Docklands of London or the Baltimore harbour) by showing 
how these places are instances of wider processes of the construction of place in ge-
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neral under conditions of capitalism, patriarchy, heterosexism, postcolonialism and 
a host of other structural conditions’.32 Following Cresswell’s example, one can con-
clude that Hollywood Boulevard is such a unique attribute of Los Angeles’ social 
space. This busy district of entertainment, with high accessibility to consumption 
goods and services, is particular to the city’s conditions of vast space and long ro-
ads. Art historian Steven Jacobs describes it as ‘a realm characterised by spatial, so-
cial and cultural fragmentation, determined by the politics of a globalised economy 
and shaped by the visual instruments of mass media’.33 The noted spatial fragmenta-
tion is subverted by the same technique and viewpoint, unifying the streetscape in-
to a total homogenous structure. Such is Hollywood Boulevard’s position as a social 
expression within the capitalistic economy: global and focused on the surface. It is 
a perfect example of what Lefebvre called ‘homogeneous matrix of capitalistic spa-
ce’.34 

Everything on the Boulevard seems equally susceptible to exploration and the 
viewing mode resembles distant oversight. Ruscha does not allow any close-ups of a 
person or a detail.35 While discussing Twenty-six Gasoline Stations, Reynolds remar-
ks, ‘Social interaction, conflict, or views of the diverse and disparate populations of 
Los Angeles are literally “behind the scenes” in his work’.36 In the case of the long 
panoramas of Then & Now, authentic vernacular urban life is reduced to the uni-
form consumerist behaviour of pedestrians crossing and crowding the busy bou-
levard. In Lefebvre’s terms ‘The true – invisible yet highly irregular – contours of 
“real” social space lying beneath its homogeneous surface’37 remain unavailable in 
Ruscha’s work.

Although the visual accessibility to the space is limited to the surface, the short 
segments of the panorama are more ‘accommodating’ to human perception and do 
not instil the disorientation described by Reynolds when discussing Sunset Strip.38 
As the eye meanders across the surface of urban fabric, human presence becomes ra-
re and social activity is signified more by objects and buildings. Thus, social places 
are represented as fixed. Rather than being in flux, as the definition implies, these 
social hubs lack an essential human characteristic – the freedom to move about in 
space. The object of surveillance is not to observe human activity, but to follow the 
urban and architectural changes. This substitution of human activity with locations 
and signs is another expression of the capitalistic space, which subverts people’s be-
haviour to a material outcome. 

Spaces of transformation in Hollywood Boulevard
By exploring the book, one understands the urban organisation of the boule-

vard, which could be divided in four segments. It begins at the green, west areas 
of Hollywood Hills, runs through a quiet residential area, heads to the busy touri-
st district and Thai Town, before ending at Sunset Boulevard in Los Feliz district. 
From the beginning of the panorama on Plaza Drive onwards, one sees luxury real 
estate with high fences, vegetation and garages. The second segment, between Lau-
rel Canyon Boulevard and La Brea Avenue, shows residential houses surrounded by 
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open green spaces with very few shops or tourist activity. The busy hustle and bustle 
is located between La Brea Avenue and El Centro Avenue. One sees different ar-
chitectural styles, big shopping chains, restaurants, movie theatres; the boulevard is 
full of traffic and crowds of pedestrians. From Gower Street until the end of the pa-
norama on Hillhurst Avenue, are open spaces, parking lots, low industrial buildings 
and occasional shops. This sequence starts with isolated private life in the luxury re-
al estates, then moves to socialised private life in the residential buildings, shared 
social life in the entertainment district and ends with services and consumption go-
ods in the industrial area. The green spaces at the beginning fill the frame leaving 
no space for the sky. The parking lots at the end are low, there are few trees, and the 
sky fills the large empty space. By following the panorama one tracks the stages of 
technological progress and moves from private to public space.

The journey along the boulevard reveals the distinctiveness of black-and-whi-
te and colour images in representing the lived space. The monochrome panorama 
outlines the abstract features of the street while the colour strips bring out its vi-
brant and diverse life. However, this impact has more complex implications, becau-
se the principal aim of the book is to draw attention to changes within a given loca-
tion. Each renewal in a place is represented as a colourful discrepancy, the margins 
of which are defined by its transformation. In the opening pages, the author omits 
some black-and-white strips. On the colour strips one understands that these spaces 
are covered in vegetation. This reveals that Ruscha’s attention was not focused on 
monotonous and inarticulate areas, but on human diversity and its salient features.

The most striking changes are visible between La Brea Avenue and El Cen-
tro Avenue. Most of this area came under the Hollywood Redevelopment Project 
(HRP) that began in 1986 with the aim of facilitating ‘the construction of mixed-
use buildings, luxury condominiums, restaurants, clubs, and retail centres’.39 Buil-
dings were demolished in order to open up space for parking lots, while small inde-
pendent shops were replaced by chains, many of which are recognisable from their 
commercial signs. This testifies to the structure of a capitalist city, where the inte-
raction between people is organised around economic means. By comparing the 
strips, one sees that in the 2000s there were fewer antique shops, photographic stu-
dios and bookstores than in the 1970s. This reveals how human interests and activi-
ties changed over time.

It was not only the HRP but also the digital revolution – the proliferation of 
digital photography and reduction of printed books – that altered the street’s ap-
pearance. Few historical buildings, such as Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, remained 
untouched. Wolf noted that the things that did not change were the ‘apartment bu-
ildings whose style has been nostalgically maintained or left unchanged through ne-
glect and businesses that provide readymade consumables, efficiency and service: 
Kentucky Fried Chicken, for example, or Pep Boys auto parts supplier’.40 Ironically, 
aside from the entertainment district, the horizontal dimension, which represents 
chaos and diversity, is populated by small-scale monotonous architecture.

In this late work photobook Ruscha, who associated himself with the West Co-
ast pop movement at the onset of his career advocates the humanistic values of pop 
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culture, representing it as sunny, diverse and exhilarating. Despite the monotonous 
passage of the camera corresponding to a ‘matrix of capitalistic space’, Ruscha ne-
ver attempts to impose a critical approach. The vast horizontal dimension is emplo-
yed to emphasise the spread of entertainment, while the reduced vertical dimension 
represents the break from the traditional hierarchical model of elite culture and its 
vertically organised social stratification. Lefebvre criticised capitalistic space for in-
troducing a spatial hierarchy inside cities, such as relegating suburban areas whi-
le emphasising the centre. Such a hierarchy does not exist on the sunny Boulevard. 
The realism of colour photography serves to convey an impression of a pleasurable 
living in the residential area, joyful bustling social life in the centre, and abundance 
of resources in the industrial zone. Hollywood Boulevard is represented as an open 
mise-en-scène, beefed up by unquestionable well-being, a swinging entertainment in-
dustry and proliferating consumerism. Moreover, the repeat photography confirms 
its longstanding status as an iconic place, where the visitors could freely touch the 
marks left by the Hollywood movie stars. 

Subjective experience of Ruscha’s streetscapes
Geographers Joan M. Schwartz and James R. Ryan claim that there is an inhe-

rent subjectivity in a photographers’ work and soon after the invention of the new 
media, they shaped the popular image of historically significant places. The authors 
note that ‘photographs create “imaginative geographies” or, in other words, pho-
tographs shape perceptions of place’.41 This assumption is particularly interesting 
when applied to Ruscha’s book, as his intention is to be highly objective and aspire 
to the strictly documentary in his work. 

As Ken Allan notes, Ruscha employs subtle means to depict ‘nondescript spa-
ces of Los Angeles’.42 ‘If we take Ruscha’s remarks literally about the way his books 
“give you the act of editing them in your own mind as you move through the pa-
ges,” then the reader can also use these otherwise unassuming books to imaginati-
vely manipulate the spaces of Los Angeles by following the subtle shifts and reconfi-
gurations that Ruscha employs’.43 In the case of Sunset Strip, the viewer can fold the 
accordion in different configurations and merge distant parts of the street. Moreo-
ver, Allan argues that ‘the actual experience of this collection of images is structu-
red by fragmentation’ and when holding the book, viewing the entire street at once 
is impossible: ‘To use the book the viewer can adopt a number of different strate-
gies, such as turning it upside down and right side up to see both sides of the stre-
et in succession or by unfolding only a small portion at a time’.44 According to Al-
lan this enforces the experience of representational space. He describes it as ‘a form 
of resistance to abstract space of capital and control’.45 

Describing this experience, Matt Reynolds employs a more expressive corpore-
al language: ‘To read the book is to handle it, unfold and refold it, walk around it, 
tilt your head, and crane your neck […] The eye “shifts up and down, moves betwe-
en the horizontal and the vertical, and turns around” the large blank area betwe-
en the panoramas’.46 Both explanations convey a dynamic experience of lived space, 
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which represent the inverted strips as hardly legible. The upside-down representa-
tion is an exaggerated juxtaposition of the sides of the streets, prioritising it over the 
viewer’s ability to fully explore the south side of the boulevard. The perceptual chal-
lenge in Sunset Strip is rendered more intricate by the paste-up imperfections of the 
mismatching facades, which distract the single viewpoint perspective. 

In comparison, the book edition of Then & Now has a less flexible layout and 
does not provide freedom to make different configurations of pages. The paste-up 
process was done digitally resulting in more precise edits, which suggested a unified, 
single-point perspective. The representation is more accurate, while the division of 
the panorama on separate pages, the inverted boulevard and the mix of black-and-
white and colour photography, all serve to create a sense of imaginative geography. 
This transition from black-and-white to colour photography is an expressive means 
commonly used in movies that brings a specific impact. Not only does it juxtapo-
se the primary and secondary features of a composition, the abstract to the particu-
lar, but it clearly denotes the distant and the proximate. It differentiates historical 
periods, memories or flashbacks, fantasies, alternative reality or an idealised plane 
of existence.47 Although Ruscha adopted the shift from black-and-white to colour 
photography as a representation of then and now, its side-effect is to imply changing 
states of reality. The phenomenal aspect of this space is one of sudden breaks in rou-
tine perception, of encountering memories, a sensation of ascending to a realm of 
ideas. Emotionally charged places have the capacity to provoke intense experiences 
of being in-place, to unfold mental geographies and uncover memories of long for-
gotten events. Such trips in memory are common when visiting a place connected 
to important, formative or extraordinary moments in life. Thus, the particularities 
of lived space and their biographical context gain importance. 

Since 1974, Ed Ruscha had been working in a studio on North Western Ave-
nue, close to Sunset and Hollywood Boulevards, remaining there over 20 years.48 
Although his intention is documentary, the photobook has an artistic streak which 
establishes a connection between his well-known detached style and his emotio-
nal experience of Los Angeles. Regardless of touristic overflow or consumerist ac-
tivities, Then & Now is the net result of Ruscha’s long-term and close personal rela-
tionship to his hometown as an ever-changing lived space. 
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9
VENICE’S TIME WARP: THE VISUAL 

METAMORPHOSIS OF A FLOATING CITY
Angelo Maggi

Venice has always occupied a place in popular imagination as an extraordinary 
visual narrative. Since photographic images first featured on the printed page, ‘La 
Serenissima’ has been the subject of numerous photobooks, spanning from the ear-
liest attempts to reproduce the city’s architectural beauty on the part of nineteenth-
century French publishers such as Noël Marie Paymal Lerebours (1807–1873), up 
until the most recent dedications to its urban spirit, masterfully captured by such 
contemporary photographers as Giuseppe ‘Bepi’ Bruno (1926–1999),1 Leonio Ber-
to (1963–2019),2 David Hamilton (1933–2016),3 Laurent Dequick (b.1961),4 Leonard 
Freed (1929–2006),5 Mark Edward Smith (b.1942),6 Andrea Pancino (b.1965),7 Luca 
Campigotto (b.1962)8 and many others. 

One can approach a photobook as a novel or a visual essay which narrates the 
metamorphosis of the lagoon-locked city. In selecting images from reportage and 
various series produced across the years, we see the recurrence of a number of the-
mes, addressed by photographers who share the same passion but deal with their 
subjects differently. Their photographs become the words of a narrative, divided in-
to episodes: a photographic library that explores social and spatial transformations, 
new forms of settlement, the city’s multidimensional character and the sometimes 
contradictory relationships that exist in its different social, political and economic 
dimensions. 

We understand the fundamental importance of photography for the cultural 
and architectural representation of the city, both as an identification tool and as a 
geographic and informational visual reference. Yet it is worth underlining how the 
photographic image also informs and inspires the way in which a place is experien-
ced. With the first technical discoveries that allowed us to mechanically fix images 
on photosensitive materials, static subjects (architecture, initially) became both the 
testing ground and the only objects that photography could effectively capture due 
to the long length of time for which the subject needed to remain completely still. 
During this early period, therefore, the way of reading a city through this new me-
dium developed in the wake of pictorial and engraving traditions, in all their va-
rious meanings. 

In Venice, the way of capturing the urban subject most favoured by the great ni-
neteenth-century ateliers can best be understood in light of the perspective vision 
of the Renaissance and the tradition of eighteenth-century picturesque views. ‘Por-
traits’ of the city are often linked to the protection of architectural heritage and 
the study of art on the one hand, and to the touristic image market on the other, 
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in a work of cataloguing the territory and its monuments that would long influen-
ce peoples’ perceptions of Venice. Photographers of the calibre of Carlo Naya (1816–
1882), Carlo Ponti (1823–1893) and Domenico Bresolin (1813–1900), to name just a 
few, were among those who presented images of Venice in photographic albums. 
These were not only souvenirs, they also became the model for numerous twentieth-
century photobooks which we will turn to shortly.

We owe the first real attempt to narrate Venice in the photographic publishing 
industry to Ferdinando Ongania (1842–1911): a talented artist and a great entre-
preneur. In addition to his extraordinary visual contribution – comprising a mo-
numental illustration of the whole of St. Mark’s Basilica9 – Ongania embraced the 
idea of undertaking a commercial project, Calli e canali in Venezia, followed by 
Calli, canali e isole della Laguna, which involved him in the production of one hun-
dred heliotype prints, published and distributed between 1890 and 1897.

Ongania’s work does not, however, constitute a photobook in the true sense of 
the word, as the volume consists of a collection of images accompanied by a very 
short introductory test by Pompeo Molmenti (1852–1928). As the historian Alberto 
Prandi (1948–2016) explained in a conference at the Istituto Veneto di Scienze Let-
tere e Arti, this collection ‘borrows substantially from the tradition of the great en-
graved volumes, albeit in a slightly evolved way’ towards what would become ‘the 
context into which photobooks would eventually fit […] composed almost exclusi-
vely from images, or in which the image is critical. Because images can now perform 
the narrative function, just as text once could’.10

The dawn of the twentieth century saw a substantial shift in the tradition of gre-
at photographic albums. Venice emerges, via periodical magazines like those publi-
shed by the Touring Club Italiano, illustrated elegantly in composite photography 
accompanied by short captions. Touring Club Italiano was founded to reveal ‘Italy 
to the Italians’, and perhaps ‘Venice to the Venetians’: a motto that implied ‘not 
only the knowledge of this still barely-known setting and landscape, but the for-
mation of a public opinion capable of supporting a new sense of patriotic pride di-
rectly linked to an attachment to the national territory’.11 Its publications are still 
not photobooks in the modern sense of the word. However, they certainly captu-
re a moment of transition in which revelatory urban reportage provided a medium 
through which to see the city, even while sitting comfortably in front of the firepla-
ce at home.

  The first real photography book dedicated to Venice, in which the pho-
tographer appears as the author on the front cover, is Venedig mit der Leica by Ru-
dolf Pestalozzi (1881–1963), published by the Munich publishing house Bruckmann 
in 1933. Pestalozzi was a Swiss photographer who arrived in Venice in the 1930s, ar-
med with a device that allowed him to visually chronicle the urban space in sequen-
ce, and in quick succession. The Leica camera was a revolution in the mass mar-
ket of portable cameras, and it ushered in a new critical method through which 
the photographer could perform the role of an even more analytical, argumentative 
and therefore authoritative observer. It was almost natural that this photographic 
project should evolve into an editorial programme. By storytelling through images, 
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Pestalozzi offers novel visual testimony of Venice. In particular, his oblique or lo-
wered orientation as an elementary but effective means of obtaining guided tension 
becomes characteristic of his photographic interpretation of the city. Beyond its ele-
gant page layout design, Venedig mit der Leica is, first and foremost, an exploration 
of Venice that renders its topography in detail. Pestalozzi’s already modern manner 
shunned the often superficial curiosity of the Grand Tour to emphasise instead the 
cognitive and informative faculties of photography.

Photobooks endowed their readers with a better understanding of the city. Pho-
tographs, unlike the written word, are not only able to reveal things in a credible 
way: they also develop a new interactive experience which engages the urban spa-
ce in all its dimensions. Literary-inspired images of Venice featured little in prin-
ted publications during the Second World War. Yet as soon as the war had ended, 
practising photographers and writers from various disciplinary fields exchanged a 
range of new approaches to creating numerous Venetian photobooks. As the pho-
tographer and historian Italo Zannier (b.1932) declared: ‘The fascination with pho-
tography, especially as an artistic language, was increasingly fermenting in the city, 
especially among the young people who were caught up in the exciting events of the 
new neo-realist cinema’.12

During these halcyon years, Venice’s photographic representation progressively 
transformed from an element of pure, simple spectacular attraction, taking on a va-
riety of functions and uses across genres of photographic publishing thanks to the 
rapid development of printing techniques. Differences between the various tenden-
cies and schools of thought found fertile ground – and became a diverse topic of di-
scussion – among photobook enthusiasts and in the pages of specialist magazines. 
Particularly profound in marking Venice’s new role in the publishing world was an 
expansive collection of photographs titled Immagini di Venezia, published in 1953 
by the local photographer Ferruccio Leiss (1890–1968).

The task of coordinating Leiss’s magnificent photobook was taken up by the 
editor Daria Guarnati (1891–1965) with the help of Milanese architect Gio Pon-
ti (1891–1979), who organised the sequence of its 95 images (Fig. 9.1b). Its two short 
introductions were entrusted to the poet Jean Cocteau (1889–1963) and paint-
er Filippo de Pisis (1896–1956), who were the respective authors of L’autre face de 
Venice, ou Venice la gaie and Venezia, o la consolazione della pietra. Both writers 
highlight the sheer weight of Venice’s luminosity: ‘A light both glorious and piti-
ful, cheerful and funerary’ in a city described as a ‘palace of dreams, a happy land 
that rises towards the heavens’.13 The sunlight that glorifies the city’s shared spac-
es and architecture is the same ‘silver light of Venice’ that feeds Leiss’s photographs 
to ‘draw’ doors, stairs, porticos and wells. For the photographer, the capriciousness 
of the water on which the whole city stands is one of the fundamental elements for 
shooting his images. Nocturnal photographs with artificial lighting and Venetian 
atmospheres often feature fog. The rhythm of the photobook seems to follow the 
slow glide of the boats. Indeed it falls to the photographer himself, at the end of the 
book, to suggest that letting oneself be transported into an environmental (rather 
than documentary) dimension is how the reader should approach his images.
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Photography, more than any other medium, lends itself best to establishing and portraying those 
aspects of Venice that pass by unobserved and underappreciated. In other viewings, the movement of wa-
ter, while not the primary theme, constitutes an important accessory to complete the composition, provide 
the tone and render the environmental character. The reader will have instinctively understood the preemi-
nence of the true photographer over his documentary […] Indeed, the documentary illustrates – or, rather, 
reproduces – the subject with mechanical coldness, which can be useful to the scholar or to the amateur 
who is already familiar with Venice. Thus they see it again, in all its details, setting the scene in their mind’s 
eye through memory and imagination. Yet whoever is not possessed of such personal abilities, or whoever 
is entirely or partially unaware of Venice’s charm, can extract nothing from a simple, banal documentary. 
But through the clear, expressive images of real photography, they can experience the same sensations as the 
photographer feels about his environment.14

Leiss’s eloquent observation of poetic documentation evokes the expressive re-
search of another photographer, Fulvio Roiter (1926–2018), whose masterly vi-
sual lucidity earned him distinction in Venice during the early 1950s. For Roiter, 
Venice is a place of lyric realism. He was among the first to systematically appro-
ach photographic investigation as both poetic expression and visual narration with 
a strong documentary impact. Without the excessive self-indulgence of amateur 
photographers, and with a well-defined editorial programme, such as his reporta-
ge on Venice, Roiter produced Venice à fleur d’eau (1954), which was printed by Eu-
rope’s most prestigious publishing house of the day, Guilde du Livre in Lausanne  
(Fig. 9.2b). This memorable photobook brought Roiter to prominence, and he be-
came among the first Italian photographers to break into the international circuit 

FIGS. 9.1a / 9.1b - Gotthard Schuh, Tage in Venedig (1965) on the left and Ferruccio Leiss, Im-
magini di Venezia (1953) on the right
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of photographic publishing. Giuseppe Turroni (b.1930), the foremost authority on 
Italian photography during those years, underlines that: ‘Venice à fleur d’eau was a 
photobook of considerable importance. Published one year after Vittorini and Cro-
cenzi’s Conversazioni in Sicilia, and one year before Strand’s Un paese, it constitutes 
a clear demonstration of the wonderful essence of good lyric documentary photo-
graphy when entrusted to an instinctive temperament like that of Roiter. Venice is 
not seen with the spirit of Monti, but lives with real sweetness and mysterious lan-
guor in the vision of a young man guided by a fervid and intense imagination’.15

More than any other photographer of the twentieth century, it was Roiter who 
contributed most to spreading the myth of Venice around the world, portraying 
it as a picture-perfect city and tapping into a rich vein of publishing that remai-
ned inexhaustible for years. His photobook Essere Venezia (Edizioni Magnus, Udi-
ne 1978) was an unsurpassed global bestseller with print runs of a million copies, in 
every language. Between continuous departures from – and returns to – the city, 
the true scope of his photographic projects was to freeze Venice’s beauty in time: its 
canals, tides and carnival; its palaces and people. What interested him was compo-
sing books, publishing and thoroughly telling the story of an idea and a place. 

Another significant author of a photography book about Venice was the Swiss 
photographer Gotthard Schuh (1897–1969). From the mid 1930s, Schuh spent much 
time in the city with his Leica camera. But it would not be until almost 30 years la-
ter, when he was already succumbing to illness, that he decided to complete his bo-
ok Tage in Venedig, which was published in 1965 with texts by the journalist Hel-
bing Hanno (1930–2005).16 Something that emerges from the volume is Schuh’s 
energetic sociological commitment as a photojournalist, which tends towards the 
emblematic rather than the descriptive. The photographs, taken in a documentary 
style, narrate a Venice that is simultaneously demythologised and charged with the 
powerful allure of its history. Running through the book is a whole strand of rese-
arch into photography translated into a typographic image in all its various forms. 
One can make out fragments of canals and surfaces according to a rigidly geome-
tric structure and lit in dramatic chiaroscuro. The photobook dust jacket is an es-
sential creative image of Venice experimenting with pigeons at St. Mark’s Square in 
the style of the Subjektive Fotografie of the late 1940s. The true subject of this pho-
tograph is not movement, but the location of pure energy and the shape of motion’s 
underlying dynamic, which Schuh believed to be an essential property of reality. 
Covers like this, whose effects exceed what visual imagery alone can express and 
what can properly reside in the mind’s eye, are like visual fields of abstract space in 
which conceptual play is as important as visible fact or pictorial structure (Fig. 9.1a).

The year that Schuh’s book was published was the same in which Venis des 
Saisons, the debut photobook by the adopted Venetian photographer Gianni Beren-
go Gardin (b.1930), first came into print, published by Guilde du Livre (Fig. 9.2a). 
Five years previously, in 1960, Berengo Gardin had worked for Bruno Zevi (1918–
2000), taking architectural shots for an exhibition and catalogue dedicated to the 
Ferrarese architect Biagio Rossetti (1447–1516). Although this was a commissioned 
work dedicated to Ferrara’s Renaissance architecture, the numerous photographs 
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never took the shape of a photobook in which the photographer had autonomy in 
selecting the images. We see the same with the photographs for the volume Le Case 
Fondaco sul Canal Grande (1961) where Berengo Gardin’s entire visual apparatus 
becomes just a vehicle for the study of Venetian civil architecture from the ninth to 
thirteenth century. The volume features texts by Giorgia Scattolin, but we can say 
that these works, together with other minor commissions, led the photographer to 
mature his own language for interpreting the city in his editorial masterpiece. ‘Un-
predictable and torturous’ was how photography historian Peter Galassi (b.1951) 
defined the journey linked to the inception of Venis des Saisons17. ‘Everything was 
as envisaged and imagined’ writes Mario Soldati (1906–1999) in the introduc-
tion to the volume that was to proclaim the success that had marked the photog-
rapher’s career, with 10,000 copies bound for subscribers of Guilde du Livre and 
some printed copies by Éditions Clairfontaine destined for general sale. Berengo 
Gardin’s publication presents an image of Venice in which the protagonists begin 
to be no longer the monuments nor the city in its own form but perhaps the peo-
ple, with a truly surprising synchronicity. According to Zannier, Venis des Saisons 
is ‘a book made up of diachronic photographs, thereby summarising a long enter-
prise, with which the author attains definitive international recognition. Upon a 
second reading of the images, the volume appears extremely transgressive in its tra-
ditional iconography and is by far the most actively engaged photobook about Ven-
ice. Its circulation around Italy was, however, limited, despite a later splendid edi-
tion by Massimo Baldini in 1981, but the volume was published in France, Germany 

FIGS. 9.2a / 9.2b - Gianni Berengo Gardin, Venis des Saisons (1965) on the left and Fulvio Roiter, 
Venice à fleur d’eau (1954) on the right
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and Switzerland’.18 Venis des Saisons evocatively summarises Berengo Gardin’s style 
while echoing and paying homage to the grandmasters of photobooks from the 
twentieth century, including Édouard Boubat (1923–1999), Izis Bidermanas (1911–
1980), Brassaï (1899–1984), Henri Cartier-Bresson (1908–2004) and William Klein 
(1926–2022).

Over the last fifty years, Berengo Gardin has, on average, published four or five 
books each year, reaching a remarkable total of more than 200 photobooks. Galassi 
suggests that no comparable figures exist in Italy, among the world of photography 
from the second half of the twentieth century, whose photographic work is so deep-
ly rooted in photobooks or who have produced them in such numbers.19 Venezia e 
la sua laguna (1964), Immagine di Venezia (1970), Tempo veneziano (1974), Vene-
zia: Una storia d’amore (1981), which was designed by Massimo Vignelli (1931–2014) 
with a series of diptychs that the photographer himself describes as extraordina-
ry, Giardini segreti a Venezia (1988), Le isole della Laguna di Venezia, Un univer-
so inesplorato (1988), Gianni Berengo Gardin: Gli anni di Venezia (1994), Venezia-
ni (2002), Venezia (2006), Caffè Florian (2013), Venezia e le Grandi Navi (2015), are 
the eleven photobooks that Berengo Gardin dedicated to Venice in the wake of Ve-
nis des Saisons’ success. His latest printed volume, published by Contrasto, caused 
a stir for the photographer’s denunciation of the imposing presence of large cruise 
ships, which would pass along the canal of Venice’s Giudecca in the pre-Covid era, 
obscuring the urban scenery and upsetting the city’s fragile and precarious equilib-
rium. The architect Vittorio Gregotti (1927–2020), who writes the preface of this 

FIG. 9.3 - Leonio Berto, Venice cruise in the waters near St.Marks’s Square, mignon, 2016.
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photobook, calls them ‘the huge maritime condos of modern cruise ships, with 
their menacing extraneousness, an almost extraterrestrial presence, dwarfing Ven-
ice’s historic centre and the noble presence of its history’.20

The photographic medium furnishes both the images and the instruments to 
enlarge, reduce, manipulate, cut out and combine photographs with other graphic 
elements, including text. In journals, these instruments cause the independent voi-
ce of photographers to dissipate in what Peter Galassi defines as the ‘collective ra-
cket’ of mass communication.21 Books, by contrast, provide a space to shelter from 
that racket – a semi-autonomous reality in which the photographer and a restricted 
number of collaborators can carry out their creative experiments. This is certainly 
the case of the colossal volume Invito a Venezia, published by Ugo Mursia in 1962. 

The photographer that accompanies the reader with his 125 monochrome and 
35 colour photographs is Ugo Mulas (1928–1973). He explores the city in a comple-
tely unprecedented manner, creating a hybrid visual narrative of the city and its art 
tout court. Venice is photographed through its surfaces, as is evident from the cover 
image: St. Mark’s basin and its gondolas together with the outline of the Palladian 
church of San Giorgio in Isola which is filtered through the architectural detail of 
the Palazzo Ducale’s loggia. Starting out in what we might define as a neorealistic 
territory, with a peculiar vivid colour image occupying the cover and a tarry black 
and white tone within the text, Mulas assumes the identity of a conceptual arti-
st. Venice is portrayed within its own spaces. Mulas does not depart substantially 
from a penetrating exploration of the city, entering its monuments with atmosphe-
ric photographs which are interspersed with alluring details from works of art. Fun-
damentally, Mulas’s itinerary blends the wealth of urban gazes with the fine magni-
ficence of Venetian sculpture and painting, extending an irresistible invitation to 
intimately uncover the city.

The photographer Franco Fontana (b.1933) also took on Venice’s sublime lan-
dscape in a series entitled Presenze Veneziane.22 In 1980, he produced a volume for 
the Milanese editor Maurizio Rossi in which colour was no longer taken as objec-
tive fact but was blended into an energetic chiaroscuro, hitherto unheard of in 
this kind of photography and photobook. As far as colour photography manuals 
are concerned, Fontana’s is the definitive transcript, dictating that only soft light 
should be considered, without contrasts that exceed the relationship between light 
and dark. Fontana captures chromatic differences as if they were black and whi-
te, obtaining a kind of watercolour image that is at once delicate and controlled. 
As Achille Bonito Oliva (b.1939) has observed: ‘Presenze Veneziane has the qualities 
of a tale told through images which, rather than indulge in cliché, seeks an appro-
ach that oscillates between documentation and abstraction. Fontana’s photographic 
textuality is constructed in such a way that Venice appears to have been traversed 
by a net area’s use of colour and the transmutation of its water’.23 Building on the 
themes of the water’s transmutation and Venice’s fluctuating surfaces, we cannot 
but reflect on Lord Snowdon’s contribution of a bilingual volume in landscape for-
mat Una Immagine a Venezia / A View of Venice (1972) designed by Germano Facet-
ti (1926–2006) and published by Olivetti. Lord Snowdon, Antony Charles Robert 
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Armstrong-Jones (1930–2017), never completed his course on architecture, and at 21 
took up photography as a career, setting up a studio of his own in London. He la-
ter became the photographer for The Sunday Times, Vogue, and The Telegraph Ma-
gazine. His Venice photobook is a profusely illustrated volume featuring full-colour 
photographs of Venice and its denizens (Fig. 9.4). It is an attractively produced bo-
ok and an important social document, and was originally given as a corporate gift 
in very small quantities.

The beautiful photographs that make up the present volume have caught some of the aspects of Veni-
ce — a city with a unique geographical setting, rich in visible testimony to a glorious past, abounding in 
the heritage of great eras in the history of art, yet devoid of present purpose so that, with the civilised and 
gentle patience of its inhabitants, its mode of daily life is utterly different from that of any other city and 
any other place. All Venice becomes a ghetto, a vast convent: a closed circle, that is, where life goes on in 
its own special way, with its own rules. Snowdon’s photographs capture this special life of small, everyday 
occurrences set against a background of great monuments, or against that type of Venetian architecture 
which is called ‘lesser’ because, to be really critical, it is not in itself monumental, but which is essential to 
Venice and indeed is Venice, since Venice is not only a city of many monuments or whole quarters that are 
monumental, but is a single monument in its entirety.24

Photography is almost always assigned the task of visualising the appearance of 
Venice in order to fix its image before it undergoes change. The photobooks that 
have featured up to this point not only play a role as instruments of information, 
they are also read as a conditioning element of the cultural system insofar as our ve-
ry idea of Venice undergoes systematic transformation precisely through these pho-
tobooks. Thus, for all these photographers who worked to see their efforts in print, 
the preferred medium of the photobook reaches a wider audience, and it becomes 
the principal form of their individual communication.

Venice serves as the scene of a decisive evolution in the history of its photo-
books. In 1982, the need was felt to transform photography into a narrative act ac-

FIG. 9.4 - Lord Snowdon, Una Immagine di Venezia / A View of Venice (1972) design Germano 
Facetti and published by Olivetti
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cording to a reading that entails contemplating the city, revealing its changing con-
tours and commenting on its urban development. This leads us to the town planner 
Edoardo Salzano (1930–2019) who was given charge of drafting Venice’s urban de-
velopment plan from 1981 to 1985. His idea inspired a photographic campaign to 
produce a 1:500 scale colour plan of Venice’s historic centre. This static precursor 
to Google Earth’s online mapping was never intended to be usable for an audience 
of readers (or rather of photobook readers). It would fall to the Venetian publish-
ing house Marsilio to draw up an editorial project, with an intersection of Jacopo 
de’ Barbari’s sixteenth-century bird’s-eye view and the evolutionary interpretation 
of cartography through its publication of the Atlanti series, starting from the aeri-
al photograph of the city itself. Atlases are made to imagine worlds, dream of hori-
zons or perceive an unknown elsewhere. Atlante di Venezia (Atlas of Venice, 1982) 
was the first of a long and successful series which glorified this scientific approach 
and the supremacy of aerial photography. This photobook (if we can call it that) 
has drawn interest not only among academics, architects and town planners but al-
so citizens, travellers and visitors as a tool that provides an immediate reading of the 
constructed city. It encompasses built up areas as well as relational spaces; monu-
ments as well as minor buildings; public spaces, canals and hidden, remote places: 
reconstructing a unitary, completed image of the city. Visually absorbing a city, ob-
serving it from on high and discovering its most recondite corners evokes a special 
pleasure, a sense of subtle intoxication imbued by the unveiling of its most intimate 

FIG. 9.5 - Angelo Maggi, Re-Visioning Venice 1893-2013 Ongania/Romagnosi (2013), design Gior-
gio Camuffo, cover first edition on the left and cover second edition on the right
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and unknown secrets that only the immediacy of the image can offer. This is all the 
more accentuated in the case of Venice, a special place par excellence whose founda-
tion is immersed in mythical history. Atlante di Venezia therefore becomes simulta-
neously a photograph open to interpretation and an instrument of technical knowl-
edge, as well as a faithful reflection of an often secret reality, well hidden from 
casual inquiry. It preserves Venice’s urban form and dimensions in scale, just like a 
traditional map. Yet it does not do so to the exclusion of dynamic subjects and fleet-
ing flashes of real life. 

We devote our final thought to the reprographic survey of Ongania’s Calli e ca-
nali in Venezia by the contemporary photographer Giampaolo Romagnosi (b.1966), 
published as a photobook entitled Re-Visioning Venice 1893–2013. Romagnosi reco-
vers the sense of time by means of facing pairs of images. The two editions of the 
volume present an obsessive search for the exact camera angle with which Ongania 
immortalised Venice (Fig. 9.5). The project takes place in the physical space, just as 
Ongania’s had. However Romagnosi’s journey through time in search of the points 
of view of the Venetian places favoured by the nineteenth-century photographer 
was much more demanding and interesting. Throughout the course of his work, 
Romagnosi became stylistically more audacious; during his search for missing pla-
ces he decided to entrust recognition to two large format cameras: a Lupa Fantuz 
10x12 (65 and 47 mm) and a Hasselblad 503 (80 and 40 mm). Each place was pho-
tographed two to five times in the different formats. His commendable work fin-
ds confirmation in the pages of an extraordinary book designed by Giorgio Ca-
muffo Lab for Lineadacqua editions. As the photographer of the modern images 
points out: ‘all shots of St Mark’s Square, the Doge’s Palace and the Grand Canal 
were omitted by choice’. The most stereotypical views for a ‘re-photographic survey’ 
are certainly also the least attractive from a communicative point of view. So Ro-
magnosi concentrated his search on the scenes most difficult to identify, leaving a 
map of the 191 camera angles shown in Calli e canali in Venezia. We read about the 
absence of one unidentified pictures, but history can alter and erase places. Even the 
most adamant of photographers cannot dig up the image of a vera da pozzo (well 
head) or a square that has been swept away by time. All that remains, as Romagnosi 
himself points out, is to identify the genius loci of cities like a ‘diachronic flâneur, in 
the style of Walter Benjamin, capable of studying the past in the present, of recon-
structing and safeguarding the memory linked to places’.25

The informative value of Re-Visioning Venice 1893–2013 evokes all the examples 
by Pestalozzi, Leiss, Roiter, Berengo Gardin, Fontana and Lord Snowdon introdu-
ced and analysed above. The sequences of photos dialectically linked to one ano-
ther, page after page, bring out both the permanence and the changes of the lagoon 
city which would pass by unobserved and underappreciated were it not for the vi-
sual documentation of those who made Venice their subject.
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10
CITIES AND ARCHITECTURE IN LATIN AMERICA: 
THE IMMERSIVE CARTOGRAPHY OF LEONARDO 

FINOTTI’S PHOTOBOOKS
Maria Pia Fontana and Miguel Mayorga

In the midst of the digital age, there has been increased interest in the study of 
photography and, paradoxically, an interest in the revision and revaluation of the 
printed photobook as a physical object. Though it is difficult to give a clear defini-
tion of the photobook, we can suppose that it is an editorial product that emerged 
thanks to the technological evolution of the first illustrated publications that were 
developed by the historical avant-gardes in such a way that the book format is con-
ceived as physical support that together with the photographs forms a single, com-
pact and harmonious entity.1 The history of photography has already been dealt 
with but comparatively less attention has been paid to the photobook phenomenon 
which, for many photographers and architects, has become the most appropriate 
vehicle to make their work visible and to establish more elaborated forms of com-
munication than photographs alone. The photobook can be aimed at a wider au-
dience and with greater impact.

We should refer here to the three-volume work by Martin Parr and Gerry Bad-
ger, The Photobook: A History in which the authors provide an overview of the de-
velopment of the photobook from its inception to the dawn of photography in the 
early nineteenth century.2 They reveal a lesser-known network of influences and in-
terrelationships between photographers and photographic movements around the 
world. The photographs and images of the photobooks are accompanied by texts 
that contextualise the most significant examples from an artistic and cultural point 
of view. The covers and the posters are also researched as complementary products 
to understand the message of the books. In addition, it is essential to mention the 
work of Horacio Fernández, whose research publications on photobooks include 
Public Photography (1999), The Latin American Photobook (2011), and the exhibi-
tion ‘Photos and Books: Spain 1905–1977’ (2015) which brought together a selection 
of photographic books from the collection of the Museo Reina Sofía. Fernández 
was also a member of the international curator team for the exceptional exhibition 
‘Photobook Phenomenon’3 held in Barcelona. There they offer new perspectives on 
the importance and impact that the photobook has had on the visual culture of our 
time, tracing a journey from its beginnings to major contemporary productions.

Joan Fontcuberta has also emphasised the importance of the photobook stating 
that ‘photography makes more sense in a book than in an exhibition’, and that ‘ve-
ry few photographs are taken to be exhibited in galleries and museums, and in es-
sence, their museification is an act against its nature’.4 These provocative assertions 
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open up a space for discussion and debate proper to the field of architecture and ur-
ban planning because they focus on a different way of communicating and disse-
minating information about the buildings and urban spaces of cities. As for the 
photographic documentation of cities and architecture, there is an ample and va-
ried group of referenced authors, architectural photographers, and architects with 
a camera who have compiled a whole heritage of visual data. These images not only 
show places, spaces, and buildings from different moments but also display diffe-
rent perspectives by which we can identify different methods and ways of seeing. 
They are approaches in which we can intersect the circumstances of time and pla-
ce, as well as the conditions or requirements of the client, depending on the type of 
commission assigned. City and architecture photographers worldwide have made 
key contributions to shaping the visual universe of reference in contemporary socie-
ty. The relationship between city, architecture and photography is becoming a field 
of research related to visual culture as a result and as a process.

It is worth remembering that the link between modern reflective looking and 
the city marked the careers of representative visual artists of modern European and 
American photography and cinema: the Paris of Atget, Brassaï, Krull and Ker-
tész; Walther Ruttmann’s Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927); Stieglitz, Strand 
and Abbott’s New York. In Latin America, the same happened with leading pho-
tographers who portrayed modern cities and their architecture: Horacio Coppola’s 
Buenos Aires, the Bogotá of Paul Beer or Saúl Orduz, Marcel Gautherot’s Brasilia, 
Rene Combeau’s Santiago de Chile, Guillermo Zamora’s Mexico City, Paolo Ga-
sparini’s Caracas, among many others.5 The correlations and influences between ar-
chitecture and photography establish close associations and mutual repercussions in 
their diffusion and knowledge: ‘The architecture of Le Corbusier, Neutra or Mies 
Van der Rohe is inseparable from the eye of Lucien Hervé, Julius Shulman and Ezra 
Stoller, among others, photographers who have produced images capable of initia-
ting a new architectural visual culture’.6

In his introduction to the book dedicated to Julius Shulman, one of the most 
influential architectural photographers of the twentieth century, Pierluigi Serrai-
no explains that architectural memory strategies depend on three fundamental fac-
tors: architectural photographers, whose eye becomes an ‘interpretive act’ of the rea-
lity of a building; editorial policies, as a means of selecting and filtering images; and 
media coverage, which becomes a tool for guaranteeing diffusion and access to eve-
ry kind of audiences.7Although urban photography had its own evolution in Euro-
pean and North American cities, gaining greater recognition, in the case of Latin 
America it is important to highlight the parallel development of urban transforma-
tions under the precepts of modern architecture and its close relationship with pho-
tography. ‘Modernity implied a new way of looking. [...] Latin American architectu-
re opened up horizons in Europe and North America, and their photographers were 
key agents in its development, and influenced the horizon of what a whole genera-
tion could long for. The history of photography published so far omits the extensive 
and valuable Latin American landscape, a shortcoming that needs to be remedied’.8
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In The Latin American Photobook, Horacio Fernández proposes a new vision of 
the relationship between the photobook and the city through ‘hundred of works of 
great value and complexity, which reveal the enormous contribution of Latin Ame-
rica to the history of the photobook and some of the best-kept secrets in the history 
of photography’.9 He does so through the study of the production in eleven countri-
es (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Peru and Venezuela) from 1920 to the present. Fernández highlights the value of 
the work of great authors such as Horacio Coppola, Claudia Andujar, Boris Kossoy, 
Paz Errázuriz, Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Miguel Rio Branco or Paolo Gasparini, and 
publisher/designers such as Massao Ohno, Wesley Duke Lee, Alvaro Sotillo or Vi-
cente Rojo, bringing to light some of the most significant urban photobooks of the 
last hundred years, largely unknown to the general public. The selected photobooks 
show Latin American cities from different points of view, offering a vision of archi-
tecture, streets, city life and people as a single, indivisible urban entity.

Photography, photobooks, exhibitions
All of these premises frame and explain some of the reasons for our interest in 

the work of the Brazilian architectural photographer Leonardo Finotti. He shows a 
renewed look at modern and contemporary Latin American architecture, as well as 
the construction processes of the formal and informal city. A look at Latin America 
from a Latin American perspective could be a good way to describe Finotti’s work. 
His work can be considered as a continuous exploration and immersion in architec-
tural landscape and urban Latin American context in which personal interests, ex-
periences and issues are considered as well as the professional concerns and inno-
vations in the techniques and methods used. It is an approach to the relationship 
between architecture and photography as visual arts linked to each other, to show 
how their mutual impact and influence develop and evolve, evidencing new percep-
tions of the reality that surrounds us.

Finotti’s work shows a complex view of architecture and the city, as a continua-
tion of the photobook tradition in Latin America to which Fernández refers. The 
photography and the graphic narrative associated with it are forms of representa-
tion that promote the communication and diffusion of architecture and the ci-
ty through ‘multiple points of view and interpretations to build a museum image-
ry with new cartographies’.10 Finotti recounts his beginnings as a photographer of 
Latin American architecture, when he was commissioned to produce the exhibi-
tion ‘100 years, 100 photos, 100 Oscar Niemeyer works’ curated by M.J. De Castro 
in 2007: ‘I was living in Portugal, but I knew that doing research about Niemeyer 
would necessarily lead me to Brazil. I highlight this as the first important aspect: 
it was a way of reconnecting with the architecture of my country, with the climate 
and geography that are so special in Brazil. It was also my first encounter with mo-
dern architecture in Latin America, which would then be one of the central lines of 
my work’.11
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That first work on Niemeyer led Finotti to explore an unknown terrain, becau-
se in his own words ‘South America does not have a great culture in terms of docu-
mentation, and with respect to architecture, Latin American modernism has been 
underestimated’.12 This turns him into a cultural activist who portrays Latin Ame-
rica from a new and different perspective, showing architecture, places, and spaces 
from more austere and unprecedented angles, linking the modern architectural tra-
dition with an urban and contemporary dimension. Jorge Gambini explains:

It is undeniable that architectural photography mixes with other visual practices from the world of 
art, science, advertising, journalism and, currently, renderings and even video games. Extra-architectural 
influences drive its development from the outside, affecting the balance of its conventions and expanding 
its scope and vocabulary. Ultimately, there is always the pulse of the photographer that maintains the va-
lidity of that specific relationship between the object and the eye that is the photographic image and the 
photography of precision.13

According to Finotti, ‘The problem of Latin American architecture, in general, 
is one of evaluation and care’.14 Through his own work, he exercises a brand of cul-
tural activism that is based on the need to document and construct a contempora-
ry Latin American workable visual history, capable of transmitting a contrasted rea-
lity that combines modernity, contemporaneity, informality and natural landscape. 
‘Finotti details through colour the contemporary circumstances of modern buil-
dings in Brazil, and he does so through the composition of almost hieratic frames. 
He adopts a frontal approach that treats photography almost as an extension of ar-
chitectural design, favouring a frontal approach to the building that highlights the 
two-dimensionality of the image and, therefore, its character as a representative ar-
tifice, as opposed to editorial image clippings, highlighting the geometric rigor in 
the construction of his compositions, tributaries of a concrete discipline. The search 
for the exact framing is a constant, evident in the coincidence of the lines of the 
image with the vertices of its edges’.15 All of these aspects define its pulse and brand: 
the construction of new imaginaries on Latin America and the precision, rigour 
and accuracy of the images produced.

Through photographs, photobooks, exhibitions and posters Finotti creates a 
unique and personal point of view. However, it is important to consider that his 
creative process includes various strategies, products and different composition stra-
tegies. It is an interesting fusion that he calls ‘expographies’ in which architecture, 
cities and places are shown through his particular way of framing reality.

Three approaches towards architecture and the city
In this section, we present three approaches adopted by Finotti in the construc-

tion of his visual narratives of cities: the trilogy Uma Coleção di Architettura Mo-
derno na América Latina 2016–2019; the pair of photobooks Rio Enquadrado (2016) 
and Rio Reenquadrado (2018), and the photobook Futebol: Urban Euphoria in Bra-
zil (2014). Through these photobooks, the author deploys a complex, dynamic and 
multifaceted creative process to develop a visual map of Latin American cities. It hi-

Copyright © 2024 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835157724



151

ghlights – through convergences, divergences and contrasts – authors, projects and 
urban spaces, well-known and less-known within the architectural and urban reali-
ty of different countries or cities.

In 2015, the Museum of Modern Art in New York organised the exhibition ‘La-
tin America in Construction: Architecture 1955–1980’, the third in a series dedica-
ted to modern Latin American architecture. After G. E. Kidder Smith in 1943 and 
R. McKenna in 1955, Leonardo Finotti was the photographer in charge of making a 
photographic report to show modern buildings, with a marked urban character, in 
various Latin American cities. The aim of this project has its origin in the photo-
grapher’s own reflection, which starts from the opportunity to provide a new look 
at Brazil, his own country, and then extends to the entire region. By way of personal 
research, Finotti carries on with the work he began with MoMA and continues his 
photographic journey portraying buildings in different cities in Latin America with 
the aim of offering a renewed and current vision of them.

Latinitudes is a photographic project by the artist conceived in São Paulo in 
2015. The photographer establishes a first linear narrative through the digital publi-
cation of a photobook, in which he shows nine cities: Havana (Cuba), Mexico Ci-

FIG. 10.1 – Leonardo Finotti, A Collection of Latin American Modern Architecture (2016, 2019) 
cover and book spread
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ty (Mexico), Caracas (Venezuela), Bogotá (Colombia), São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro 
(Brazil), Valparaíso (Chile), Buenos Aires (Argentina) and Montevideo (Uruguay). 
The book can be opened from the front or from the back, and the cities are orde-
red according to two criteria: those that are coloured according to their latitude, 
from west to east; and those in black and white, from south to north, thus breaking 
the typical north-south approach. Latinitudes, a word that can be translated as ‘La-
tinities’, or a mixture of ‘latitude’ and ‘Latinity’, represents an identity that vindica-
tes a necessarily broad vision of the territory of the continent. It is structured throu-
gh different realities in a new visual construction of the Latin American city and its 
architecture. Geographically distant works, conceived and built in different periods, 
appear ordered by the eye of the photographer into a new imaginary and real map; 
a cartography in which the cities are arranged in such a way as to once again express 
Finotti’s nonconformity with typical approaches to Latin American cities and ar-
chitecture as seen from Europe or America.

The Latinitudes project has been exhibited and shown in various contexts with 
variations. The first printed publication of the trilogy in the form of a photobook 
by Lars Müller is an important effort to revalue this architecture. By showing it as a 
phenomenon that transcends the cities and borders of Latin America, the mapping 
process continues to develop as Finotti’s research project through photography, ex-
pography and editorial production. In this case, eight cities are depicted (Montevi-
deo, Buenos Aires, São Paulo, Bogotá, Caracas, Mexico City and Havana) in colour 
photographs and ordered from south to north. In line with Finotti’s other photo-
books, each piece of architecture has its own character: looking at buildings in se-
quence stimulates a dialogue between the pages, the cities, the architects, the ele-
ments, the materials and the urban realities, proposing a new interpretation of what 
architecture and the modern city has been and what it can continue to be (Fig. 10.1).

The Rio Enquadrado project was born as a catalogue of an exhibition curated by 
M.J. De Castro, held in the Casa do Brasil Museum (MCB), an institution of the 
Ministry of Culture of the State of São Paulo. Eighty unpublished photographs of 
the city of Rio de Janeiro were exhibited. The desire to pay tribute to Rio de Janei-
ro arose during the celebration of the city’s 450th anniversary in 2015, with a selec-
tion of projects. Here Finotti highlights the relationships between the public and 
the private, the interior and the exterior, and the city and the landscape, expressing 
the city’s unique relationship with nature through the interventions of man, mainly 
by means of architecture.

A further interpretation of the city of Rio was recently achieved through a se-
lection of 20 of the 80 photographs entitled Rio de Janeiro en 20 mirades curated 
by M.P. Fontana and J.M. Torra, held in Girona, Spain. Unlike the usual format 
used by Finotti, based on a 2:3 ratio and in colour, the photographs in this exhibi-
tion are all black-and-white and square, 80cm x 80cm. This forced framing cut esta-
blishes a new working hypothesis and relationship between Finotti and his existing 
archive of images of Rio de Janeiro (started in 2007 and made up of approxima-
tely 5,000 photographs). This interpretation of his work, a kind of photography of 
existing photographs, through new frames, has made him reveal not only different 
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aspects of those images and of the city through a sophisticated eye but also repre-
sents a work of recomposition and correlation between the selection in an existing 
collection, the creation of an exhibition with a specific format and the edition and 
graphic design of a photobook. A complex and articulated process that shows the 
cross-cutting vision of the photographer and the expressive and creative possibilities 
of the same material (Fig. 10.2).

Subsequently, with the 2016 photobook Río Reenquadrado, the artist once again 
played with his photographs of the architectural landscapes of Rio de Janeiro ba-
sed on his previous work Río Enquadrado. This time his work revises its predeces-
sor and the creative process continues. Along with Mariutti and A. Viggiani, Finot-
ti was responsible for the design of the photobook as an art object. His first artist’s 
book, as he likes to call it, in which the challenge of visual storytelling consists of 
using the photographs within a new compositional exploration based on the design 
of an ordered sequence of images arranged like a pop-up book that allows combi-
nations and compositions of new images, a sort of ‘exquisite corpse’ created throu-
gh the rigorous images of modern architecture, urban spaces but also anonymous or 
informal places in Rio.

FIG. 10.2 – Leonardo Finotti, Río Enquadrado (2016) cover and book spread 
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Through the physical design of the book, the readers have the possibility of ma-
king associations, collages, superimpositions and graphic intersections of images, al-
lowing them to personalise their narratives and thus develop an active and opera-
tive view in the construction of the multiple and multifaceted image of the city in 
which the ambivalent relationship between nature, the urban landscape and archi-
tecture predominates, are shown, depending on the observer’s look, as projects of 
artificial landscapes or architectures in the landscape (Fig. 10.3).

The point of view is undoubtedly one of the most important aspects of Finotti’s 
urban narratives. From 2007 until the publication of the photobook Futebol: Ur-
ban Euphoria in Brazil, he made several helicopter flights that allowed him to con-
template the city of São Paulo from above. These allowed him to complete the re-
cord of various ongoing projects carried out by the municipality, which led him to 
discover the importance of football fields as crucial public spaces in the configura-
tion of Brazilian cities. In the editor’s notes, we can read the following:

FIG. 10.3 – Leonardo Finotti, Río Reenquadrado (2018) cover, back cover, book spread, design 
by Julio Mariutti and Alice Viggiani
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… in Brazil, football is more than a sport. It is the hope of a better future, a distraction from everyday 
life, a creator of identity and community. If there is no ball nearby, people kick fruit or cans; when there is 
no field, they make one. Football marks the soul of the Brazilian people, as well as the image of the city and 
the landscape. Any land that is a bit flat and has not grown too much has become a football field. Although 
there is a lack of meeting places, parks or town centres, there is always a campo de pelada, a bare field.16

Through his first photobook project on football fields and their relationship 
with the city, Finotti created an inventory of 80 photographs that he published in 
2013 under the title Sacred Fields. In this photobook, he showed a wide variety of 
temporary and ‘real’ football fields, with their surroundings, contours and rela-
tionship with the building fabric or with the empty space of the suburbs, in diffe-
rent neighborhoods, rich and poor, in industrial zones and in urban outskirts. As 
an evolution of this first panoramic record, he later contributed to the exhibition 
and photobook Futebol: Urban Euphoria in Brazil (2014) together with the photo-
grapher Ed Viggiani. In this collaborative project, curated by the architectural desi-
gner Michelle Jean De Castro with the collaboration of Lars Müller, Finotti shows 
the space of the field from an urban point of view and Viggiani from the point of 
view of social relations and the movements of the players.

The layout of the photos on the gallery wall responds to one of the different 
combinatorial possibilities of the players in an imaginary and abstract football field 
that exists through the relationship between the images. In Finotti’s aerial shots, 
different physical realities overlap and intersect, showing the contrast between the 
natural space, the buildings, the public spaces, the streets and the people, with the 
vast and geometrically ordered football field paradoxically becoming a large square 
and the only urban element capable of ordering the surrounding space.

The work of photographers and the diffusion in specialised architecture publications, the production, 
and publication of photographic reports of representative urban spaces and buildings, reveal a descriptive 
view, which intentionally enunciates and formalises a criticism, which is decisive in the construction of 
new urban images associated with a building.17 

Finotti takes a new approach to Latin American architecture and manages to 
place us in a new critical position, breaking many stereotypes and clichés.

A contemporary look at Latin American cities
The common denominator of the three specific cases analysed is Finotti’s focus on 

the look towards Latin America, which reveals the importance of photobooks in his 
production as privileged tools of dissemination and diffusion. The first aspect is that, 
as a photographer specialising in architecture, Finotti has a defined and recognisa-
ble style as confirmed by the display of his work on his personal website. On the occa-
sion of the 2019 exhibition organised at COAC (College of Architects of Catalonia) 
in collaboration with the University of Girona, the photographer referred to some in-
variants in his approach to photography: his preference for frontal perspectives; the 
reference to a grid and a central axis to order the space; the use of the 2:3 ratio in the 
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format of the photos; the search for a plane without making any cutbacks, are some 
of the aspects that characterise his vision of the city and the landscape.18

A second aspect has to do with the variety of Finotti’s visual production and the 
importance of interdisciplinarity: the photographs (taken with a camera or drone), 
the setting up of exhibitions that he defines as ‘expographies’, created in close colla-
boration with de Castro, is another way of narrating the reality that surrounds us. 
The new relationship between the images and the design of his photobooks, show 
great complexity in his approach to visual storytelling.

In the three cases presented, it is important to refer to the aim of the books and 
to the underlying group work: the experience of the photobooks related to Latin 
America in Construction and Latinitudes proposes the interpretation of several La-
tin American cities. They are ordered according to a new geographical criterion, 
which breaks the north-south logic, and published through sequences of urban ar-
chitecture.

The double experiment Rio Enquadrado and Rio Reenquadrado, carried out in 
collaboration with Michelle de Castro, Julio Mariutti and Alice Viggiani, proposes 
an ambitious photographic interpretation of a city, through a selection of projects 
and urban spaces, shown through images based on duality: nature/construction, 
building/context; fullness/emptiness; opacity/transparency; interior/exterior. All of 
this is done through a single frame, the square format, which defines the character 
of the city as an artificial landscape.

The city of São Paulo appears in the photobook Futebol: Urban Euphoria in 
Brazil, in which the football field is shown as the urban space par excellence. He-
re the photographer chooses a privileged point of view: the bird’s-eye view. The fo-
otball field seen from above seems to acquire a new urban role becoming a ‘sacred 
space’ capable of restoring identity, order and life to the city whether central or pe-
ripheral. Publishing a project in which once more the participation of the publisher 
Lars Müller takes on importance.

To conclude, it seems important to highlight one last aspect, the role of Finot-
ti as an activist, and artist involved in cultural, architectural, and urban production, 
that allows the knowledge and dissemination of modern and contemporary archi-
tecture, and also the understanding of the urban phenomenon of Latin American 
cities. As heir to the tradition of publishing photographic books on cities, he has 
become an essential reference for discovering Latin America, a great narrator capa-
ble of proposing a contemporary perspective that breaks stereotypes and builds new 
visual cartography of architecture, spaces and places.
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11
ARCHIVING THE ITALIAN CITY: 

THREE PHOTOBOOKS BY GABRIELE BASILICO
Alexandra Tommasini

Throughout his working life, Gabriele Basilico (1944–2013) was repeatedly com-
missioned by public and private entities to photograph Italy’s urban fabric. Of-
ten, these projects resulted in an accompanying photobook or exhibition catalogue. 
From Milan to Bari, Brescia to Rome, Naples to Palermo, examples of Basilico’s far-
reaching photographic gaze on Italian cityscapes have been published in numerous 
volumes. More than just methods of display or a means to provide a narrative struc-
ture to a collection of photographs, such volumes are, arguably, charged with re-
newing, re-evaluating and promoting Italian civic narratives. This chapter analyses, 
in reverse chronological order, a selection of three commissions on the Italian urban 
landscape with resulting photobook publications that demonstrate the breadth of 
Basilico’s engagement during the 1990s and 2000s: a commission for the city of Ba-
ri in 2007; a project on the requalification of urban areas in Italy’s Emilia Romagna 
region in 2001; and a collaboration with architect Stefano Boeri for the sixth Veni-
ce Architecture Biennale in 1996, Italy: Cross Sections of a Country.

The examination of these books raises critical questions: What agendas were 
these documentary photobooks asked to promote? In what ways do these volumes 
represent the implied promises, politics, mythologising effects and enduring lega-
cies of the commissioning bodies? How can the documentary mode be understood 
as engendering a ‘progressive citizenship’? As archives that record a disappearing 
landscape, can Basilico’s photobooks be interpreted as stabilisers of cultural mem-
ory? How can the systematic coherence of the photobook define the often contest-
ed and indeterminate spaces Basilico photographed? By analysing these three com-
missions and their resulting photobooks, this chapter assembles evidence to answer 
these questions. The discussion also explores the wider Italian impulse to use pho-
tography as a means to archive the changing landscape.

Forging a civic identity
In 2007, Basilico was commissioned as part of a cultural initiative sponsored by 

the Province of Bari called La generazione ritrovata (The Generation Found). This 
project, as the title suggests, was an attempt to respond to wider national concerns 
about Italy’s ‘invisible generation’ – a term describing Italian young adults blighted 
by unemployment and disenchanted with public institutions.1 Vittorino Curci, the 
city’s councillor of culture at the time, explained the intention of the project: to cre-
ate a programme of events led by this younger generation to help restore their sen-
se of regional identity. The Basilico commission was one part of a year-long calendar 
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of events dedicated to the theme, including concerts, exhibitions and conferences. 
A drive to forge a civic identity through documentary photography was one of its 
key features. 

A curator and photographer based in the region of Puglia, Cosmo Laera, was re-
sponsible for proposing Basilico as the ideal candidate for the commission.2 The ho-
pe was that the project would highlight Bari’s importance in Italy’s photographic 
tradition. In the 1980s, the city’s painting gallery (Pinacoteca) had acquired a large 
archive of 14,000 photographs; from 1981–1984 the Spazio Immagine gallery, loca-
ted in the historic centre, was among the first in Italy to exhibit photography. In ad-
dition, noted photographer Mario Cresci, one of Basilico’s fellow so-called ‘masters’ 
of the Italian ‘school of landscape photography’, lived and worked in Matera, in the 
neighbouring region of Basilicata.3 And most significantly, Bari was the location of 
the seminal exhibition Viaggio in Italia (Journey to Italy), organised by Luigi Ghir-
ri and held at the city’s Pinacoteca in 1984. Curci described the intent of the photo-
graphic commission in his annual proposal for the 2007 programme:

To organise for the first time in Bari a large photographic exhibition of international scale that pro-
poses a personal reading by Gabriele Basilico of Puglia’s county seat – one of the Mediterranean’s lesser 
known cities for its positioning ‘apparatus’ and in a certain sense her ‘abnormality’; to continue the discus-
sion already established in the volume […] with the intent of bringing Bari to the table, as it were, in an 
international debate not solely on a strictly artistic but, above all, [on an] urban planning level.4 

As Curci’s text makes clear, Basilico’s international reputation was key to the 
city’s interest in his involvement on the project. Basilico took photographs of all 
aspects of the city’s urban fabric, including boardwalk areas, historic city-centre zo-
nes, the central train station, the periphery and the city’s stadium. Nocturnal and 
daytime scenes were all shot in black-and-white. The views were mainly taken at 
street level, with some aerial shots. The photographs cover the range of Basilico’s 
usual urban scenes, including large panoramic shots of the city, street scenes with 
diminishing perspective points, and some frontal images of buildings. 

An exhibition of the work was held at the Province of Bari’s painting gallery 
(Pinacoteca Provinciale di Bari) between 13 October 2007 and 2 March 2008. The 
exhibition catalogue Basilico: Bari0607 is a large, well-crafted book with glossy pag-
es and French binding and contains an interview with Basilico, three essays on the 
city of Bari by different authors, and 104 photographs (Fig. 11.1). Each photograph 
fills an entire page and is enclosed in a slim white frame, mostly landscape format. 
There are no captions or titles, and no list of images can be found at the back of the 
volume. Instead, just above each page number there is a code that corresponds to 
each photograph’s negative. 

As the aim of the commission implies, Basilico’s images were an attempt at re-
newing and promoting Bari’s identity. Therefore, the photographs can be interpre-
ted as forming part of an institutional imperative to create a refreshed and endu-
ring civic legacy. Even the polished exhibition catalogue, entirely printed on matte, 
UV-varnished paper with high-quality binding, seems to some extent to demonstra-
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te a desire to promote a more appealing image of the city, and the regional logo con-
spicuously placed in the lower right corner of the cover makes it seem like an exten-
ded tourist brochure. Given the premise of the project and the culture minister’s 
words, the documentary photography project for Bari is arguably an attempt to ac-
tivate what John Grierson describes, in his argument about the power of the gen-
re of documentary, as ‘progressive citizenship’.5 Basilico’s photographs were indeed 
charged, as Grierson states, with bringing ‘alive to the citizen the terms of the world 
in which he lives’.6 

An agent of change
In the spring of 2001, Basilico was commissioned by another body: the Artis-

tic and Natural Culture Heritage Institute of Emilia-Romagna (Istituto Beni Artis-
tici Culturali e Naturali della Regione Emilia-Romagna), this time to document the 
region’s redeveloped urban areas. The project, Gabriele Basilico: L.R. 19/98 Riquali-
ficazione delle aree urbane in Emilia-Romagna (Redevelopment of Urban Areas in 
the Emilia-Romagna Region), covered roughly 70 urban zones and 27 city coun-
cils in the region. The title of the project derives from an Act (19/98), passed in 1998, 
concerning urban redevelopment projects. A description of the law, which can be 
found in the project’s exhibition catalogue, states that it seeks to ‘promote and fos-
ter the redevelopment of the city, in order to assure the construction of new living 
spaces through the urban renewal of degraded areas and the reutilisation of disused 
spaces’.7

FIG. 11.1 - Gabriele Basilico, Basilico. Bari. 0607 (2007)
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Emilia-Romagna’s urban areas comprise over 800 acres of industrial zones, as 
well as former hospitals, defunct train depots, and old neighbourhoods of reclaimed 
public housing projects. For the project, Basilico shot some 700 photographs betwe-
en 9 April and 19 June 2001. The photographs capture images of army barracks, di-
stilleries, food industry factories, chemical plants, hospitals, cinemas and theatres, 
among other types of sites. Basilico plotted a geographic course through the region, 
visiting 12 cities including Bologna, Ravenna, Modena and Parma. He spent betwe-
en two and four days photographing each urban landscape. The locations in Basi-
lico’s photographs lie mainly along the peripheries of these historic centres. These 
spaces mark the borderlines where, at the end of the 1900s, the first urban periphe-
ries in this region were formed. The buildings themselves date from between rou-
ghly the second half of the nineteenth century until the end of the twentieth.8 Piero 
Orlandi, then manager of Regional Services and Building Programmes for the Cul-
tural Heritage Institute, stated in the exhibition catalogue that the project was ‘a te-
stimony to the social, architectural, productive, and urban planning history of the 
city space and laid bare the reality of the region’s urban transformation’.9

Given the timing of the project and the councillor’s words, the project arguably 
functioned as an appeal for public support in the regeneration of Emilia-Romagna’s 
urban landscape: ‘It is in everyone’s interest that the city’s transformation project 
is more secure, beautiful, and responsive to the needs of its citizens’.10 According to 
the archival documentation of the re-qualified areas under Act 19, Basilico’s imag-
es were meant to ‘illustrate in a concrete and visible way the effects of a regional law 
like 19/98, which must translate into intentional concrete action’.11 Furthermore, the 

FIG. 11.2 - Gabriele Basilico, Gabriele Basilico: L.R. 19/98 Riqualificazione delle aree urbane in 
Emilia-Romagna (2001)

Copyright © 2024 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835157724



165

text by the Superintendent of Fine Arts and Cultural activities of Emilia-Romagna 
described the photographs themselves as ‘armour’ against the loss of the memory of 
the spaces pictured.12

The primary exhibition was held from 8 December 2001 to 20 January 2002 in 
Bologna at the deconsecrated church of San Mattia. It then travelled throughout 
the region, to Rimini, Cesena, Forli, Modena, Reggio Emilia, Parma, Ferrara and 
Ravenna. In 2004, images from the project were displayed along with work from 
Basilico’s photobook Bord de mer (Sea side) at the MIT Museum in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. An accompanying exhibition catalogue was published in 2001. Laid 
out in landscape format, this oblong-shaped volume includes a series of 147 photo-
graphs shot using black-and-white film. Most of the views were taken frontally at 
street level (Fig. 11.2). The photographic plates are printed with full bleeds and the 
name of the city where each shot was taken printed along the inner border. Each 
photograph depicts the regional spaces before the urban requalification work was 
eventually carried out in 2002. 

Reappropriating a vision
The third project, Italy: Cross Sections of a Country, can be located somewhe-

re between commission and private research, to a place in which a spirit of inve-
stigation and documentary mission is dictated directly by Basilico to demonstrate 
a more deliberate engagement with the urban fabric without the watchful eye of a 
commissioning body looking on. It was conceived for the sixth Venice Architectu-
re Biennale, in 1996. The Rector of the Università Iuav di Venezia at that time, Ma-
rino Folin, was asked to curate the Italian entry for the Biennale. He decided to in-
vite a group of young Italian architects to exhibit their work. In order to make his 
selection, Folin journeyed throughout Italy visiting the sites of these architects’ 
projects. He recorded, ‘It was certainly a landscape of abuse, but it was also a place 
in which every sort of experimentation was possible, and to which the works I had 
chosen also, in a way, belonged, although unlike the other buildings, they questio-
ned themselves and their relationship with the context and history’.13 

The journey was fundamental to Folin’s experience, and he felt that it should be 
captured photographically and displayed as part of the exhibition. He asked Basili-
co to make an accompanying visual journey for the Biennale that mirrored his ex-
perience. Basilico agreed, but, as he himself said, he ‘raised the stakes’ and ‘obtained 
carte blanche’, enlisting the help of architect Stefano Boeri and his staff. Together 
they identified six critical areas of Italy’s landscape to focus on: two in the centre, 
two in the north, and two in the south. The zones measured about 50 km long by 
10 km wide and included territories from Milan to Como, Venice-Mestre to Tre-
viso, Florence to Pistoia, Rimini-Riccione to Montefeltro, Naples to Caserta, and 
Gioia Tauro to Siderno. The strict focus gave the comparisons of the areas a for-
mal quality and characterised the project’s documentary rigour. Though each of the 
six territories differed markedly from the next, they did share some significant cha-
racteristics, as Boeri confirmed:
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All six comprise densely populated suburban zones at the outer reaches of a consolidated urban area; 
all are influenced by a significant orography; all are crossed by at least one large thoroughfare; and all show 
signs of recent and intense transformation of the inhabited space.14 

To capture these places, Basilico used black-and-white film and generally shot 
at street level. He travelled by car to each area, looking almost exclusively at the pe-
ripheries of the cities – the places where recent construction had transformed the 
landscape, creating incongruous zones in the built environment. For Basilico, the 
investigation of the landscape was like examining the ‘country’s DNA’.15 In the 
project’s photobook, Boeri argues that the traditional imaging devices and techni-
ques used to represent urban space – such as aerial mapping, satellite pictures, or to-
pographical maps – are ‘not capable of decoding the large amorphous and variable 
densities which have spread out from the principal cities of Italy and Europe’.16 The 
interdisciplinary and experimental nature of the project offered an alternative way 
of investigating the multiplicity and complexity of the peninsula’s mutating spa-
ces and exemplified the thrust of the research in urban studies being undertaken in 
Italy during the 1990s.

The exhibition was held in the first room of the Italian Pavilion of the 1996 Ve-
nice Biennale.17 It was curated by Boeri and the exhibition design was by BoeriStu-
dio and Basilico. The design included an enlarged satellite image of the geophysics 
of the six territories included in the photographic journey. Boeri described the exhi-
bition as follows:

FIG. 11.3 - Gabriele Basilico, Italy. Cross Sections of a Country (1998)
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The installation consisted of a large satellite picture of the peninsula on the floor out of which emerged 
(like extrusions) Plexiglas and magnesium models and the six sections of landscape within which the six 
sequences of photographs had been taken. The images entirely covered the walls of the room, surrounding 
the viewers and prompting them to look for connections and to move about within three different ‘repre-
sentations’ of the inhabited space.18

The accompanying gift-book size exhibition catalogue Italia: Sezioni del paesag-
gio Italiano (Italy: Cross Sections of a Country) shows a comprehensive engagement 
with the urban landscape (Fig. 11.3).19 The bilingual book includes 108 duo-toned 
photographs by Basilico divided into the regional sections mentioned above. Each 
photograph is laid out on the page using a full-bleed format. Images of empty mo-
torways and endless strip malls recount the development of contemporary Italian 
lifestyles. One photograph in particular stands out: the black-and-white image Na-
poli-Caserta (1996) depicts an abandoned and half-constructed motorway flyover 
on the road between Naples and Caserta (Fig. 11.4). This conspicuously unfinished 
structure lies centre-stage in a composition that is at once ordinary in its deadpan 
view and extraordinary in the incongruity of its incompleteness. The physical sus-
pension present in the central image of the photograph seems to speak to the rup-
ture and strain on the competing local political and planning bodies which would 
have created such an unfinished reality.

The images included in the book lay bare the impact of the prioritisation of 
commercial profit and poor planning regulations on the landscape. Both the vir-

FIG. 11.4 - Gabriele Basilico, ‘Napoli – Caserta’, 1996, example photograph from Gabriele Basili-
co, Italy: Cross Sections of a Country (1998)
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tues and vices of contemporary Italian culture are on full display. As a collabora-
tion between architect and photographer, this project succeeded in moving beyond 
the narrow boundaries of the civic commissions explored in the previous projects to 
communicate to a wider audience a clearer and better researched position on the ur-
ban world that it depicted. 

Commissioning enduring legacies
Each of the three projects outlined are examples of the way in which Italian in-

stitutions, municipalities and provinces had, since the 1960s, increasingly delegated 
responsibility for depicting the land to photographers.20 The origins of the contem-
porary Italian photographic documentary impulse can be traced back to photogra-
pher Paolo Monti and his rereading of the historical centres of many of the Emil-
ia-Romagna region’s cities. Commissioned by the local heritage and preservation 
institute (Istituto dei Beni Culturali della Regione Emilia-Romagna), Monti was 
invited to document the civic centre spaces of many of the region’s urban areas. 
Monti’s photographs reveal an interest in vernacular post-war architecture, fre-
quently juxtaposing new constructions with those of the historic city.21 

Much of this kind of photography commissioning continued in Italy on a regio-
nal level over the subsequent decades. The interest in photographing the urban and 
natural landscape was strong, as a profound disassociation with place provoked a 
disparate group of photographers, which included Basilico, to direct their gaze to-
ward the nation’s natural and urban topography during the 1970s. In addition to 
the pan-European factors (such as the reorganisation of territorial boundaries due 
to large-scale immigration, post-industrialisation, and the resulting environmental 
and ecological problems), Italian photographers were motivated by a set of local cir-
cumstances that included the oil crisis of the 1970s and its repercussions, the renew-
ed economic prosperity of the 1980s and its resulting decadence, and political scan-
dals such as Tangentopoli (‘Bribesville’) in the 1990s.22 The effects of these events 
were written into the fabric of the nation’s landscape, leaving it vulnerable to abu-
ses, including the expansion of suburban areas, dramatic and uncontrolled con-
struction development, weak and shifting land bylaws, and the effects of mass touri-
sm on the peninsula’s natural treasures, such as the coastline. 

The investigations made by these landscape photographers marked a deliberate 
and self-reflexive moment in Italy’s photographic history, heralding a new chapter 
in the nation’s photographic tradition. Similar to the wider European trend, Italian 
photographers tended to move away from the small format and quick rhythms of 
social reportage that had previously dominated. This new visual orientation sought 
to contrast the legacy of, for example, the Alinari Brothers’ photography firm, 
which was most well known for producing photographic images of Italy inspired 
by Renaissance perspective and demonstrating archival rigour.23 This new trend ser-
ved as a counterpoint to prominent television, advertisement and travel campaigns 
at the time, such as Touring Club Italia, which perpetuated the myth of the Italian 
landscape as the bel paese, or ‘beautiful country’.24 Instead, Basilico and other pho-
tographers of his generation looked at ‘the complex reality of the historical centres, 
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the urbanised and industrialised areas, the lesser things, the provinces, the periphe-
ries, and the changing signs’.25 For example, Italy: Cross Sections of a Country points 
to the anti-Alinari Brother and anti-Touring Club Italia aesthetic promoted by the 
Italian ‘school’ of landscape photography. In this way, the images produced by these 
practitioners attempted to deconstruct the ‘bel paese’ narrative. 

Each of the three projects examined highlight the ways in which Basilico’s ima-
ges were used by the commissioners to further their individual civic agendas. In 
both the Bari and Emilia-Romagna projects, the image is charged with an exter-
nal political or cultural consciousness and a mixture of strategic attitudes and as-
sumptions dictated by the commissioners. In the introductory texts of both volu-
mes, the commissioners exaggerate the social and political function of Basilico’s 
photography, whereas in Italy: Cross Sections of a Country, the specific strategic aims 
of the commissioning agent seem to linger only in the subtexts of the project.

Yet, overall, the fact that the photographs taken for the three projects are ‘do-
cumentary’, and represent a ‘purchase on the real’, means that they provided a rich 
seam for the commissioning bodies to exploit.26 Each of the different commissio-
ners shared the sense that the documentary mode could serve to further a progressi-
ve understanding of their particular social and political situations. This attitude of 
the commissions’ supporters seems to fall in line with the kind of humanitarian re-
formist ideals indicative of other such projects, such as the FSA photography cam-
paign carried out in the US during the 1930s. These commissions demonstrate that 
the documentary mode is very much alive in the Italian context, following a wider 
trend towards a renewed appreciation for this format.

Furthermore, it has been observed that working on commission suited Basilico. 
Indeed, he was a trained architect, and this is how most professionals in that field 
work. Basilico’s commissions largely controlled the ways in which his photographs 
were viewed and disseminated. In a 1999 interview, curator Filippo Maggia asked 
Basilico: ‘How do you evaluate today the many experiences stemming from institu-
tional campaigns, and how do you think this relationship will develop?’27 Basilico 
offered the following reply:

Another aspect to consider in these projects is the diversity of relationships between client and in-
stitution and between photographer and author. For some, strict documentation of the subject matter 
(streets, places, buildings, monuments) was obligatory, while others gave the photographer full freedom 
of interpretation. It should be added that [...] public clients have been faced with a deep awareness of 
the cultural environment surrounding photography and its potentiality. This has had the result of some 
commissions not always being appropriately planned, transforming maximum freedom of language into 
an ambiguous instrument of disintegration. In other cases, however, a spontaneous dialect has sprung up, 
inducing at times a state of crisis between the institutional role of the client and the professional stance 
of the photographer. This has consequentially introduced a new kind of open and honest relationship, in 
which the capacity for dialogue may lead to a game of educational and erudite exchanges.28
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Basilico’s remarks demonstrate his awareness of the dynamics involved in the 
commissioning practice, such as the need to be flexible and the ability to respond to 
a commissioner’s concerns and needs. Equally significantly, the critic Roberta Val-
torta made the following statement about Basilico’s commissioning practice: 

When considering Basilico’s work and style, it is fundamental to be reminded about the theme of 
commissions. All of the photographic work and expressivity of this photographer (who is also an archi-
tect) is entwined in commissions. Therefore, for Basilico photography is an expressive form that finds 
natural application, it is a job; or it is a job that becomes an expressive form.29

Valtorta’s suggestion that Basilico viewed his work – much as an architect might 
– as a ‘job’, and therefore part of an economic exchange, is an interesting one, given 
the wider perception of the role of the photographer in Italy. In a culture where it is 
easier for the public to name an important Italian writer or journalist than a pho-
tographer, Basilico’s attitude and way of working sent a clear message to the public 
about the medium’s legitimacy.30 

Furthermore, it is worth noting the peculiarity of Basilico’s visual language: ta-
ken at face value, the banal and everyday subject matter coupled with the aesthe-
tic quality of Basilico’s photographs arguably made him an ideal candidate in the 
promotion of civic or governmental platforms. Yet at the same time he pushed the 
boundaries of what could be achieved by exploring otherwise unappreciated or 
disjointed Italian cityscapes.31 Given the number of commissions that he received 
from Italian civic and regional bodies, Basilico certainly made a name for himself 
as one of the preferred visual architects of contemporary Italy’s changing urban lan-
dscape.32 But the large, black-and-white panoramic views framed within the tradi-
tional documentary projects could also be attractive to those looking for memora-
ble, highly visible – perhaps iconic – images of a city or region.33

On a formal level, Basilico’s photographs recall the tradition of the Alina-
ri Brothers, and make use of some of the conventions of the ‘school of landsca-
pe’ and other more traditional photographers of his generation. But in their choi-
ce of subject they often sought to counter this formal tradition, seeing beauty in the 
otherwise neglected parts of the city. On an ideological level, Basilico remained ali-
gned with the ‘school’, but his architect/planner’s gaze on the city always showed 
great appreciation for the often disjointed spaces that he depicted.

Conclusion
Basilico’s strong and commanding aesthetic, developed over his career in the 

form of high-profile commissions, exhibitions and publications (especially within 
Italy), lent itself to the demands of projects that generally involved large-scale, seem-
ingly objective and eloquently composed urban views such as those bound within 
the pages of the three photobooks outlined in this chapter. Archived within each 
of these documentary volumes, Basilico’s photographs aestheticise the complexi-
ties and ambiguities of Italy’s contemporary landscape. Equally significantly, the 
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three publications and others like them by Basilico demonstrate not only a certain 
measure of success but also the wide dissemination of his work. Basilico published 
books with many large international publishing houses, such as Thames & Hud-
son and Phaidon, as well as with Italian publishers. So prolific was his output that 
in 2006 an exhibition dedicated to his volumes was held in Milan, Gabriele Basili-
co: Photo Books 1978–2005. For Basilico, books were integral to his practice and rep-
resented a ‘point of arrival, the shape in print and on paper of a project’.34 

Furthermore, the three photobook projects can arguably be said to have contri-
buted to the growing professional status of photographers in Italy.35 The profession 
of photographer has for the most part had an ambiguous place in Italy, and argua-
bly this continues to the present day. Basilico’s relentless archiving, his photobook 
publications and his commissions, have in part functioned to counter this reality. 
It must be acknowledged that Basilico’s photography commissions on Italy’s urban 
landscape (and those of his peers who are counted among the members of the Ita-
lian photographic ‘school of landscape’) played a significant role in raising the cul-
tural status of the medium. The resultant photobooks must be valued within the 
history of contemporary Italian photography for this reason. Additionally, by of-
ten achieving institutional support and backing, his photography, and therefore 
the medium of photography in general, became esteemed in a way that it might not 
otherwise have been. Arguably, this served to help elevate the value of photography 
as an art form in the eyes of the Italian public. The large number of Basilico publi-
cations can also be understood as having contributed to strengthening the market 
for such publications within Italy. 

Another equally significant measure of the value of these three photobooks lies 
in their function as personal records of contemporary Italy’s myriad civic realities. 
The form of the photobook, its portability, its often affordable price and its intima-
te format, make repeatedly returning to the subject within the reader’s grasp. Books 
add rhythm and pacing to the subject and therefore represent a form of taxonomy. 
Even in the digital age, the tangibility of the object of the book is still important, as 
‘people still need to experience the feel of this object and the ritual of experiencing 
– slowly and in their own space – photographs in a narrative form’.36 A book has 
the capacity to create a subtle yet binding intimacy between reader and narrator.

In the economy of display, Basilico’s three photobooks on the Italian cityscapes 
have, as this chapter has explored, the ability to advocate a specific mode of narra-
tion, concealing, highlighting, or privileging one form of storytelling over another, 
acting as key archival documents. By binding the histories and memories of the spa-
ces between two covers, these photobooks give shape to and secure the memori-
es of the indeterminate spaces they present. Basilico’s photobooks take the photo-
graph off the wall and place it into the hands of the reader, in their private space. In 
this way, Basilico’s photobooks encourage interested city dwellers and residents of 
these urban areas to take part in and dig deeper into the changing urban landscape 
around them. They can consider the transformation of their own landscape via this 
flickable, comfortable to handle, undemanding format.

.
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12
RECLAIMING THE VERTICAL CITY: 

PLAY AND POLITICS IN LONDON RISING
Davide Deriu

Urban explorations
As a pervasive form of urban representation, the photobook has contributed 

since the early twentieth century to define the imaginary of vertical cities. The re-
cent revival of this genre is bound up with the spread of vertical urbanism, which 
has become an increasingly global phenomenon since the turn of the millennium. 
While skyscrapers have been shaping the skylines of rising cities, particularly in the 
Middle East and in Southeast Asia, high-rise construction has also had an impact 
on Western metropolises that were historically averse to vertical growth. This trend 
is not limited to the design of iconic architecture but extends to many buildings, 
including residential and mixed-use towers, that have recently sprung up in urban 
landscapes the world over, including downtown America where the skyscraper age 
dawned. To an ever-greater extent, our urban age is marked by a race to densify ci-
ties through the colonisation of their skies.1

Against this background, a three-dimensional understanding of cities has emer-
ged in an attempt to overcome the flattened geographic imaginations that were tra-
ditionally mediated by cartography. In the 2010s, the so-called ‘vertical turn’, or ‘vo-
lumetric turn’, in the social sciences opened up an alternative way of thinking about 
cities that has proved widely influential. In his book, Vertical: The City from Satelli-
tes to Bunkers, urban scholar Stephen Graham brought this fundamental yet oft-ne-
glected dimension into relief, probing the politics that underpins high-rise urban 
environments as well as the underground spaces that form their less visible counter-
part.2 However, as the geographer Andrew Harris points out, a clear-cut opposition 
between verticality as expression of power and privilege, and horizontality as the di-
mension of everyday life, is problematic insofar as these dimensions ‘are mutually 
implicated and produced’.3 This critical debate has brought about not only a deeper 
understanding of social and political aspects of contemporary urbanism, but also a 
recognition of the ‘counter-politics of verticality’ that have materialised in respon-
se to it.4

A notable case of this counter-politics is the Urban Exploration movement that 
cropped up in the noughties, drawing on the legacy of urban sub-cultures that deve-
loped in Europe and North America during the 1970s. This networked community 
(abbreviated as Urb-Ex or simply UE) set about reclaiming the increasingly priva-
tised spaces of Western cities.5 Although urban explorers are animated by different 
motives, they are often united by a similar intent to infiltrate spaces that are aban-
doned, derelict or simply out of bounds to ordinary people. By activating new sen-
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sory encounters with the city, ‘expedition crews’ surreptitiously assert the values of 
free play and adventure that are denied by the spatial logic of capitalism. Their tar-
gets range widely, from underground tunnels to skyscraper rooftops; tall buildings 
being favoured sites of exploration since towers – as well as cranes installed on buil-
ding sites – can yield urban vistas that are inaccessible to most of us. While vertical 
construction affects the shape and scale of the built environment, at the same time 
it opens up new vantage points as well as potential fields of experience.

In his first book, Explore Everything: Place-Hacking the City, geographer-cum-
explorer Bradley Garrett suggested that this transient reappropriation of space 
amounts to a veritable ‘cultural renaissance’.6 Garrett’s unique position as the self-
styled ‘scribe for the tribe’ offers at once an insider’s perspective on the movement 
and a critical reflection on its methods and practices. His ethnographic research re-
veals a diversity of approaches among urban explorers, some of whom are politi-
cally driven while others are primarily motivated by a sense of adventure, fuelled 
by the exhilaration of illicit endeavours fraught with danger.7 In all cases, the ele-
ment of play underlies their various attempts to reterritorialise cities by pushing the 
boundaries of what is socially perceived to be accessible.8 Turning the act of trespas-
sing into a symbolic reclamation of space, their tactics reinvigorate the spirit of ho-
mo ludens that was dear to the situationists and other avant-garde movements of the 
post-war period.

As the cultural historian Johan Huizinga observed, all manifestations of the 
play instinct occur in a particular sphere akin to a sacred place, in which the norms 
and customs of everyday life are suspended. Every place that is defined as a play-
ground is governed by its own special rules: ‘All are temporary worlds within the 
ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart’.9 Through its diver-
se rituals and manifestations, human play can therefore be regarded as a state of 
mind as much as an activity: ‘It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time 
and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner. It promotes the for-
mation of social groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to 
stress their difference from the common world by disguise or other means’.10 This 
definition applies well to the endeavours of urban explorers who turn the built en-
vironment into a playing field – a ludic and often hazardous pursuit that is fraught 
with consequences. Benefiting from the cover of darkness to hack urban places, lat-
ter-day explorers update the practice of scaling buildings (also known as ‘builde-
ring’ or ‘stegophily’) that was pioneered in Britain at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, then developed into a nocturnal activity by a group of Cambridge students in 
the interwar period.11

The means of documenting those expeditions vary as much as the motivations 
behind them. Since the early 2010s, image-sharing online platforms such as Flickr, 
Instagram and YouTube have provided a popular means of communicating place-
hacking campaigns through photographs and videos. This trend was boosted by the 
development of participatory social media based on user-generated content (the so-
called ‘Web 2.0’) along with the diffusion of consumer digital cameras and camera 
phones which further boosted the popularity of amateur photography. The rise of 
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modern urban exploration cannot be understood without considering the techno-
logical revolution which has vastly expanded the field of possibilities for recording 
and disseminating the images of daily actions. Within this new media landscape, 
self-imaging practices reflect increasing social tendencies towards ‘self-objectifica-
tion’ and ‘self-voyeurism’, as the ubiquitous ‘selfie’ has become emblematic of the 
symbolic exchanges mediated by the camera.12

In parallel, the boom of vertical construction has multiplied the range of oppor-
tunities for exploration, feeding a desire to access tall buildings and to record uni-
que views of cities from above. A recurring trope of rooftopping imagery is the pre-
sence of human figures on the edge of tall structures. By depicting their own or 
their fellow explorers’ bodies in the act of scaling urban heights, rooftoppers pro-
duce visual records of their feats that can be assimilated to performative acts. Whi-
le this practice was embraced by scores of so-called ‘adrenaline junkies’ intent 
on displaying their heroics on the web, at its sharper edge it disclosed a space of 
transgression that challenges the logic of capitalist development. By reclaiming this 
liminal space, rooftoppers assert a fleeting mastery over the city while also revealing 
the power structures that preside over the production of space.13 Yet the rapid diffu-
sion of sensational images through online media inevitably raised questions about 
the politics of urban exploration. If one overt aim of place-hacking is to sabotage 
the culture of passive consumption through the active reappropriation of space, it 
is nevertheless inseparable from the allure of self-representation and its spectacular 
effects.14 Conscious of this dilemma, Garrett suggested that the ‘hero shots’ posted 
on the web might ‘just create a different kind of spectacle’, one that allows viewers 
to connect with the rooftoppers’ actions: by documenting places that are not other-
wise accessible, these pictures ‘have the effect of dissipating privileged scopic po-
wer’.15

This approach informs two photobooks on London produced by Garrett and 
fellow explorers during the 2010s, when the image culture emerging from the UE 
movement began to spread from online platforms to the realm of exhibitions and 
publications. The first, Subterranean London: Cracking the Capital (2014), inclu-
des the work of a dozen photographers who share a fascination with underground 
tunnels and shed light onto a hidden aspect of the vertical city.16 A visual narrati-
ve unfolds through a series of expeditions into the chthonic spaces of the city, in-
cluding deep-level tunnels that were accessed via roped or free climbs. Garrett cap-
tures their driving force in a provocative statement: ‘In our dreams we may all be 
anarchists, but in our actions, for the vast majority of the time, we’re the most ri-
gid of conformists’.17 Two years later, he published another photobook, London Ri-
sing: Illicit Photos from the City’s Heights (2016), which, along with his works men-
tioned above, constitutes a trilogy on urban exploration. Garrett teamed up with 
co-authors Alexander Moss and Scott Cadman, along with sixteen other explorers, 
to document a decade of expeditions through a metropolis that was being reshaped 
by vertical construction.18 
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Three heights of London Rising
Following the visual journey into the city’s underground, London Rising con-

templates the city from above as a means of reflecting on the process of urban tran-
sformation. The photobook is at once a homage to the fast-changing capital and a 
critique of the ideology underpinning its rampant growth. In the foreword, me-
dia theorist McKenzie Wark likens the explorers to ‘vertical situationists’ engaging 
in acts of détournement that reveal the ludic-constructive potential of built envi-
ronments.19 Comprising 158 views, mostly taken from high vantage points, London 
Rising demonstrates the significance of a class of images which, in Garrett’s words, 
‘contain a kernel of power inversion’.20 The drive to ascend tall structures draws its 
strength from the acts of trespass that make such images possible in the first place. 
Hence the photobook becomes a site where spatial practice and visual representa-
tion are intertwined.

Taking London as their terrain of operations, Cadman, Garrett and Moss pro-
duced three photo essays focusing on distinct aspects of this fast-changing city. Fol-
lowing a loose taxonomy, the first chapter depicts its infrastructural heights. As 
Moss points out, the crew share an admiration for the ‘architectural splendour’ of 
industrial features, mainly dating to the Victorian era, which are threatened by 
unbridled urban development. Invoking the psychoanalytic concept of jouissance, 
they seek out the thrill of scaling pylons, gas holders and freestanding masts in or-
der to behold the views from and onto them. In Lacanian theory jouissance refers 
to the ‘deadly enjoyment’ we derive from the impulse to live out our desires in spi-
te of their potentially harmful consequences.21 Echoing twentieth-century situatio-
nists, London’s explorers enact this drive and bring it to bear on the conquest of ur-
ban heights.

Their ludic impulse is combined with an attention to the capital’s industrial he-
ritage whose historical value is endangered by the pressure of real estate markets. As 
Moss writes, ‘Bearing witness to all this, our night-time adventures were increasin-
gly motivated by real indignation at what we saw happening to the city where we li-
ved and which we’d loved, as well as melancholy for the seeming inevitability of its 
loss’.22 And recalling the encounters with historical structures slated for demolition, 
he adds: ‘we were perpetually conscious that we were cresting a wave of historical 
oblivion’.23 This metaphorical crest materialised in the upper ridge of abandoned gas 
holders, which opened up elevated vistas across the cityscape either side of the River 
Thames. The explorers scaled the remnants of the coal gas industry scattered around 
town by using the service ladders that run along their lattice works, bringing into 
view their cylindrical forms and construction details. Set against the background 
of coloured city lights, the gasometers provided unlikely vantage points from which 
to observe layers of London’s history while contemplating what the authors call the 
‘municipal Sublime’.24 In hindsight, these constructions might also be regarded as 
traces of a momentous change in the development of the imperial capital, embed-
ded as they were in the growth of a city that required ever greater energy supplies to 
sustain its population as well as its industrial activities: their awe-inspiring structu-
res are inseparable from the rise of the Anthropocene.
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A series of variations on infrastructural heights makes it possible to appreciate 
the structures of gas holders and their differences in size and location, ranging from 
Battersea to Bethnal Green and from Greenwich to Hornsey. The forlorn beauty of 
these abandoned structures is emphasised through an assortment of points of views 
that reveal their unfamiliar spaces anew: from the crown of a holder at East Gre-
enwich whose neat geometric lines stand out against a night sky, to the one at Ni-
ne Elms, which the caption compares to ‘an enormous cathedral to the age of co-
al gas’.25 The latter refers to the Battersea No. 7 gas holder (already demolished by 
the time London Rising was published), which is photographed from the outer do-
me but also from within the majestic, and rather sci-fi like, isolation chamber. Here 
the juxtaposition of wide-angle views from the top, interior shots and close-up de-
tails captures the visual narrative of the book, which relies on a multiplicity of van-
tage points to conjure up the authors’ embodied experiences. The latter is also an 
instance of how captions are integral to the narrative itself: embedded in the frames 
of the photographs, they punctuate the sequence by highlighting specific subjects or 
by conveying the authors’ reflections on what they saw.

Gas holder No. 7 also provided an exceptional vantage point from which to con-
template Battersea Power Station, directly next to it (Fig. 12.1). At the time of the 
crew’s expedition, this monument of interwar architecture was in a state of derelic-
tion that encapsulated the contested nature of industrial heritage in Britain. Built 

FIG. 12.1 - View from gas holder No. 7 in Battersea, from London Rising: Illicit Photos from the 
City’s Heights (2016), courtesy of the authors
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in the 1930s to Giles Gilbert Scott’s design, and expanded through successive pha-
ses until the mid-1950s, the coal-fired station was later decommissioned and final-
ly closed down in 1983 – after half a century of service – as the production of energy 
switched to oil, gas and nuclear sources. The demise of the station came to symbo-
lise the post-industrial decline of London amidst the deregulation of the British 
economy that was administered by prime minister Margaret Thatcher during the 
1980s. Uniquely crowned by four white chimneys, the massive brick-clad building 
remains an unmistakable feature of London’s cityscape and is recognised as one 
of its ‘most loved’ yet also ‘most contentious’ buildings.26 Its mythical aura was re-
flected in a number of art and architectural projects, ranging from the cover of Pink 
Floyd’s 1977 album, Animals (in which an inflatable pig floats between the chim-
neys), to Cedric Price’s 1984 proposal to suspend the four chimneys and overhead 
masonry on a steel structure. 

Following its closure, Battersea Power Station was the subject of various reuse 
projects. Proposals for real estate development and amusement functions were shel-
ved after strenuous opposition by local community groups, and so were plans for its 
conversion to public use as an industrial heritage park. After the site changed han-
ds from one developer to another, in 2012 a Malaysian consortium adopted the ma-
sterplan drawn by Rafael Viñoly architects for the wider Nine Elms area, a former 
brownfield site that was turned into the largest developer-led regeneration zone in 
London. Surrounded by exclusive residential blocks designed by architects such as 
Frank Gehry and Foster + Partners, the power station was reopened in 2022 as a 
mixed-use complex including retail shops, cafes, restaurants, office and event spa-
ces, as well as 254 luxury apartments on the upper levels, with exclusive access to ro-
oftop gardens. Departing from one of the former turbine halls, a special lift carries 
paying visitors through the northwest chimney for a panoramic view from the top: 
the tourist attraction, called ‘Lift 109’ from the height of the chimney itself (in me-
tres), was branded ‘London’s epic new elevator experience’. This transformation is 
all the more striking if compared with that of another power station from the same 
period, the Tate Modern on Bankside, whose adaptive reuse into an art gallery ma-
de it one of the most popular cultural venues in London.

Prior to the redevelopment of Nine Elms, several place-hacking crews visited 
Battersea Power Station in a state of abandonment, witnessing a key passage in the 
relentless privatisation of the public realm. Climbing its chimneys on ropes, the ur-
ban explorers attempted to assert, albeit transiently, the right to repossess the in-
dustrial relic and embrace the views from its top, savouring the last throes of a pla-
ce threatened by ‘the insane fantasies of philistine architects and planners’.27 Their 
contemplative gaze makes one imagine the place as an industrial ruin, freezing its 
condition before it would yield to the imperatives of neoliberal urbanism.28 Throu-
gh the pages of London Rising, panoramic views of the cityscape alternate with pic-
tures of the station’s empty shell and closer-up shots that capture the authors’ bo-
dies balancing on its edges. Here, as well as elsewhere, their images attest to an 
intimate and often visceral connection with places. Whether standing on the rim of 
a chimney, climbing a transmission mast, or sitting on the dome of a gas holder to 
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contemplate the view, their embodied actions are integral to the narrative of infra-
structural heights.

In the second part of the book, this approach is brought to bear on the explora-
tion of social heights. Here the authors tackle an assortment of ‘social housing, lin-
gering brutalist builds, monuments, hotels and squats’ from which they enjoyed 
free views across the city.29 Gaining access to the tops of tower blocks is an enterpri-
se that carries political relevance, particularly at a time when vertical construction 
is all but monopolised by corporate office towers and luxury flats: that is to say, the 
exclusive high places produced by ‘rooftop capitalism’.30 Following the post-war de-
cades when the local authorities that governed the capital (first the London County 
Council then the Greater London Council) oversaw a large-scale programme of so-
cial housing, the 1980s marked a reversal of policy that led to the effective disman-
tling of the public house-building policy by the British government. A further shift 
occurred in the 2010s, when the private sector was called upon to solve the chronic 
housing crisis. As a consequence of market-driven policies promoted by mayor Boris 
Johnson, many London boroughs were led to demolish existing council estates and 
sell the land to property developers in what architectural critic Owen Hatherley de-
scribed as a ‘social purge’.31

It was against this background that urban explorers conducted their place-ha-
cking missions across London. Their actions carry an even greater resonance sin-
ce, in 2012, squatting became a criminal offence in Britain, ending a long period in 
which the occupation of vacant properties was an integral part of the social and cul-
tural landscape. This shift only exacerbated the housing shortage in a city where the 
property market is inflated by sky-high investments of foreign capital. To the verti-
cal situationists, social housing blocks disclosed a realm of communal spaces that 
are seldom seen and even more rarely represented. Armed with cameras, they con-
veyed the nocturnal atmospheres of rooftops while observing with curiosity the si-
gns of life on the city’s margins: from rare falcon’s nests to the aerials for pirate 
radio stations that enabled the diffusion of grime music in the noughties. The au-
thors’ avowed goal was to observe a part of London they felt was ‘underappreciated’, 
hence their photographs bring to light hidden aspects of the metropolis while re-
fraining from an explicit social critique.32 

Spanning an array of places, the photobook suggests that social heights form the 
nodes of a widespread urban web whose geography is largely invisible. It produces a re-
cord of unfamiliar sights that are often lit by the cold hues of lights coming from in-
teriors, streets and traffic. Some of these images are reminiscent of the eerie nocturnal 
views depicted in the 1990s by the photographer Rut Blees Luxemburg, whose ga-
ze upon the city evoked a realm of premonitions and possibilities that was called the 
‘commonsensual’.33 The images published in her 1997 photobook, London: A Modern 
Project, eschew human presence to capture a general mood emphasised by titles such as 
‘Vertiginous Exhilaration’ and ‘A Towering Inferno’.34 By contrast, the photographers 
of London Rising framed their own embodied experience captured during illicit expe-
ditions: their use of different optics and points of view is not so much an attempt to 
develop a distinct visual language as to represent their encounters with edge spaces. 
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The chapter on social heights joins together views of and from anonymous resi-
dential towers in the suburbs as well as the inner city. In addition, it affords glim-
pses of post-war architectural landmarks that, with varying fortunes, promoted 
radical experiments in social living such as the Barbican Estate in the City of Lon-
don; Robin Hood Gardens in Poplar; the Alton Estate in Richmond; and Dawson 
Heights in Dulwich. A double-page spread of the Cranbrook Estate in Bethnal 
Green – designed in the early 1960s by Francis Skinner and Douglas Bailey with 
Berthold Lubetkin – shows the view from a tower’s rooftop next to a picture of two 
explorers looking over the edge (Fig. 12.2). Despite the apparent time lag that sepa-
rates them (the former shot in daylight and the latter at night), the juxtaposition 
emphasises the authors’ embodied positions in space, while the captions reflect the 
trials and tribulations involved in their acts.

Throughout the book, the pointed silhouette of the Shard looms large on the 
horizon as an inescapable sign of London’s vertical growth. The glass skyscraper is 
also depicted in close-up from the rooftop of the adjacent public hospital, showing 
that even the tallest building can be contemplated without the privileged view from 
a high-rise cocktail bar. Socio-economic inequality is the focus of the last chapter 
of the photobook, dedicated to corporate heights. Besides the cluster of towers that 
dot the City, an inescapable sight is that of Canary Wharf, the business district that 
epitomises the triumph of neoliberal economics aided and abetted by the Conserva-
tive governments of the 1980s and 1990s. The development of this area at the heart 

FIG. 12.2 - Views of and from the Cranbrook estate in Bethnal Green, book spread from Lon-
don Rising: Illicit Photos from the City’s Heights (2016), courtesy of the authors
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of the Docklands saw the wholesale import of skyscraper architecture. Since the ap-
pearance of American-style office towers in the 1920s, high-rises remained a relati-
vely minor phenomenon in London, largely limited to a cluster of blocks erected in 
the City during the post-war decades. It was after the deregulation of the financial 
markets following the ‘Big Bang’ of 1986 that this building type became an index of 
the power structures underlying the city’s economy, as well as that of the state itself. 
Various critics have pointed out that Canary Wharf epitomises a model of urban 
regeneration based on privatisation, surveillance and social segregation.35

In the noughties, London witnessed a tall-building boom that brought about a 
spate of corporate towers in the central districts, but also hundreds of residential hi-
gh-rises scattered around the city as densification became a driver of urban deve-
lopment. As Günter Gassner argues, ‘The new London skyline is a key site for be-
lieving in limitless economic growth without showing the cost and ruinous effects 
that this growth brings with it’.36 Through their photographs, Garrett and his fel-
low explorers brought some of those effects to light. To scale what they call ‘super-
tall and iconic starchitecture’ amounts to an affirmation of individual freedom over 
the corporate city: the photobook validates the possibility of dwelling on rooftops 
that have colonised the urban sky. Repossessing them is a playful act of transgres-
sion that relies on tactical manoeuvres in order to overcome obstacles and bypass se-
curity. 

A variety of props such as ladders and elevated walkways feature in London Ri-
sing along with cranes and other devices the explorers use to access building sites. 
But ultimately the fulcrum of their images are their own bodies (Fig. 12.3). Cap-
tured during nocturnal missions, their presence draws attention to the hazardous 
spaces they negotiated, often at considerable risk. It is as though the human figu-
res in the frames condense the energy of a practice that allows them to take tempo-
rary ownership of places and to record the views from the top. Such an attitude is 
summed up by Garrett himself: ‘In scaling these scrapers on our own terms, before 
the bored security guard takes up his post at the base of the erection, we make de-
ad spaces alive, animate them, by bringing to the building a popular narrative that 
becomes indelibly latticed into the fabric of the space’.37 Reclaiming the vantage 
points of the neoliberal city, therefore, becomes an act of ‘counter-surveillance’ that 
reverses the power dynamic of the gaze from above.

The right to the (vertical) city
Reaching the top of high-rise buildings reflects an active engagement with the 

city’s fabric. In this respect, the playful nature of urban exploration is closely related 
to the situationist practice of psychogeography, which has gained a large following 
in Britain. Echoing the writings of Iain Sinclair and Will Self, but also the essay 
films of Patrick Keiller, London Rising narrates a journey of discovery in which the 
city is traversed, dissected and reimagined through a distinct set of criteria that di-
srupt its conventional space-time geography. Wandering through urban heights, 
mostly at night, yields moments of illumination as well as critical reflections on a 
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fast-changing landscape that can hardly be apprehended at a glance. In the photo-
book, the visual narrative asserts the use value of edge spaces over their exchange 
value, as rooftops are reconfigured as units of ambience in which new spatial con-
figurations appear. The plunging views make the experience of heights all the more 
vivid, and their vertiginous effects are accentuated in places by the use of wide-an-
gle lenses that distort the perspective (Fig. 12.4).

Urban exploration draws out the potentiality of the body as an agent of alterna-
tive subjectivities. Andrea Mubi Brighenti and Andrea Pavoni have aptly suggested 
that scaling urban buildings entails a ‘deeply sensuous engagement’ with the envi-
ronment that is inherently political, insofar as it rejects the passive forms of con-
sumption associated with commodity capitalism: ‘By pushing control to its limits, 
urban climbing questions the false security of comfort and the false freedom of the 
consumer’.38 Hence, through considering the specific relations between body and 
space that are constituted by vertical urbanism, it becomes possible to reimagine the 
power structures that are involved in the production of space and probe its regimes 
of property and use. In Henri Lefebvre’s words, urban heights present themselves as 
‘places of the possible’.39

This notion harks back to the revolutionary juncture of the late 1960s, when the 
French philosopher placed the urban at the heart of his critique of everyday life. Le-
febvre’s writings on the right to the city have gained renewed currency over recent 

FIG. 12.3 - Night views of Tower 42, aka NatWest Tower (left) and 30 St Mary Axe, aka the 
Gherkin (right), book spread from London Rising: Illicit Photos from the City’s Heights (2016), 
courtesy of the authors
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decades, as a growing movement for spatial justice fuelled new claims for human 
rights, the formulation of citizen charters and other incremental reforms within li-
beral democracies. However, as Mark Purcell points out, for Lefebvre the right to 
the city was a far more radical idea: it was originally aimed towards a collective self-
government of society (autogestion) that would wrench political power away from 
both capitalism and the state.40 Activism and art practices were deemed to be in-
tegral to the development of new policies that would enable the participation of 
all members of society in ‘urgent utopias’; not merely an abstract vision of a better 
world but rather a concrete project underpinned by scientific research.

Key to this revolutionary politics was ‘the urban’, which Lefebvre described as a 
condition that ‘remains in a state of dispersed and alienated actuality, as kernel and 
virtuality’.41 Accordingly, the use value of urban space would be reaffirmed over its 
exchange value dictated by capitalism through fleeting moments of social connec-
tion and interaction. This vision relies on a sharp critique of the industrial city as 
‘an urban world reduced to its economic elements’, a realm where the regime of pro-
perty rights based on the separation of functions alienates its citizens from the basic 
human act of inhabiting space. By contrast, reclaiming the urban means to engage 
with those active and meaningful forms of participation that have been suppres-
sed by capitalism. For Lefebvre, ‘The right to the city […] can only be formulated as 
a transformed and renewed right to urban life’.42 Hence, only a ‘revolutionary ima-

FIG. 12.4 - Views from and of the Strata Tower, book spread from London Rising: Illicit Photos 
from the City’s Heights (2016), courtesy of the authors
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gination’ could truly realise the potential of urban society; and, as he later posited, 
the re-appropriation of one’s body is essential for the re-appropriation of space.43

Although the urban exploration movement is marked by a diversity of motives 
that eschew a unified approach or a single strategy, some of its practices clearly reso-
nate with the radical claims underpinning the right to the city. Throughout London 
Rising, urban heights are reconfigured as places of the possible that can be inhabi-
ted, albeit transiently, so as to break free from the paradigm of neoliberal urbani-
sm. Reclaiming the vertical, then, means to infiltrate the cracks in the edifice of ca-
pitalism by treading on the edge of legal as well as spatial boundaries. In a culture 
saturated with screen images, Cadman, Garrett and Moss did not reject the chan-
nels of mainstream communication but chose to engage with a time-honoured gen-
re – the photobook – that historically plays a distinct role in the representation of 
urban landscapes.

Ever since the pictorialist views published by Alvin Langdon Coburn in the 
early 1900s, and the street scenes portrayed in the interwar period by social photo-
graphers such as Bill Brandt, the modern metropolis has provided the subjects for 
a variety of visual narratives that have shaped its perception. With its focus on ver-
ticality, London Rising alludes in particular to the work of interwar photographers 
associated with the New Vision. Echoes of Berenice Abbott’s ‘roof ’s-eye views’ of 
the 1930s – popularised by her now-classic photobook, Changing New York – rever-
berate through the explorers’ survey of London’s heights: their concerns with pla-
ces that are bound to change dramatically or disappear altogether reflect a critique 
of rampant urban development.44 An underlying sense of wonder is manifested, in 
both cases, through the framing of views from elevated vantage points. While Ab-
bott herself had troubles with heights, though, Garrett and fellow explorers revel in 
exploring tall structures that open up new vistas on the cityscape.

A closer reference can be found in another photobook, realised by the late Ita-
lian photographer Gabriele Basilico in 2008, Vertiginous Moscow, which appeared 
when the UE movement was in full swing.45 Driven by the rapid change of the Rus-
sian capital after the collapse of the Soviet Union, this project is centred on the mo-
numental towers built under Stalin which provide unique vantage points onto the 
cityscape. The resulting series is the outcome of a patient research which brought 
Basilico to confront the vertical as a constitutive aspect of the cityscape.46 While 
this photobook was meticulously designed and edited in the smallest detail, in ke-
eping with his authorial voice, by contrast London Rising has the raw quality of an 
activist project: the sequence of images never attributed to their individual photo-
graphers proceeds by leaps and bounds, reproducing the explorers’ swift urban tac-
tics and framing the bodily gestures that constitute their raison d’être.

The body is not only the vector of spatial practices enacted by these climbers-
cum-photographers but also an agent of their visual narratives. What unfolds 
through the photobook is a conscious play on the self-portrait aesthetic that proli-
ferated over the 2010s, when the desire to immortalise oneself in the most unusual 
and sensational places gained new indexical status. As digital media fostered a bo-
om of amateur photography, the selfie came to validate those experiences, from tou-
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rism to extreme sports, which signify adventurous lifestyles. Feeding off this image 
culture, urban explorers depict their bodies-at-heights against landscapes of flicke-
ring lights, reclaiming their place in the picture as well as in the city. Upon clo-
se scrutiny, these photographs have a twofold agency: on the surface, they are vi-
sual documents that record fleeting moments of détournement in the vertical city; 
at a deeper level though, they may also be regarded as witnesses to a process of so-
cio-spatial mutation that is inscribed in the built environment. Although the au-
thors were conscious of these layers of meaning, they did not seek to over-theorise 
their practice nor to make their narrative cohere more than the images themselves. 
If Cadman denies any provocative intent to find fault with the city itself, for instan-
ce, Garrett is adamant in his belief that images can persuade ‘those in power, the 
media and the public to rethink the boundaries between bodies and infrastructure, 
bodies and power’.47

After the heyday of urban exploration, from the mid-2000s to the mid-2010s, 
the movement began to show signs of fatigue. By the time London Rising was pu-
blished, the authors already felt that ‘a particular era of rooftopping may be coming 
to a close’.48 As the practice of hacking places became gradually normalised, and its 
imagery co-opted for commercial purposes, the spirit that animated the rise of ro-
oftopping began to wane. Nevertheless, London Rising highlights the critical role of 
the photobook as an enduring tool of urban representation. Driven by a mix of in-
dignation and melancholy, this work embodies the paradox of a practice that seeks 
to challenge the society of spectacle, yet is itself in thrall to the spectacle of the ci-
ty. We might read through its curated sequence of photographs an attempt to que-
stion the spatial logic of capitalism, one that does not reject visual media but embra-
ces them in order to convey a visceral experience. Turning London’s heights into a 
play-ground, these explorers managed to re-enchant the city as a field of possibili-
ties: a place where a nostalgic fascination with the traces of the industrial past blen-
ds with the contemplation of the latest skyscrapers.

While the skyline mutates at rapid pace, their work intimates that photography 
can still provide a critical and creative tool for reimagining the cityscape. At a ti-
me when digital images proliferate at unprecedented rates via social media, the pho-
tobook provides a safe refuge in which the records of illicit expeditions can be laid 
out and contemplated in print form. Therefore, this publication arguably serves a 
dual purpose. On the one hand, it frames a series of place-hacking exploits as a con-
sistent project, weaving together the pictures of disparate places with the explorers’ 
own musings and observations. On the other, it aligns this project with a publi-
shing genre that, however wide-ranging in scope and content, draws its lasting po-
wer on the ability to produce a visual narrative that is carefully observed, composed 
and edited. 

Unlike an online picture gallery, the photobook defines a specific mode of spec-
tatorship based on an imaginary journey through space and time. Arguably, its li-
nearity is what guarantees a trajectory as well as manifold digressions. This format 
enables a series of encounters to take place across the pages, but also incongruities 
and surprises that invite reflections on the subjects depicted and on the embodied 
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actions that are inseparable from them. As the overexposure of rooftopping images 
on the Internet led critical explorers to shun a sensationalism that is associated with 
extreme sports, London Rising signals an attempt to salvage the ethos of this prac-
tice by aligning it with a time-honoured, pre-digital form of urban representation. 
With all its inherent paradoxes, the book captures some of the most blatant yet lar-
gely unseen aspects of vertical urbanism, inviting us to consider its implications 
beyond the shiny surface of buildings.
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13
‘DETROIT. MOVE HERE. MOVE THE WORLD’: 
CONSTRUCTING DETROIT IN PHOTOBOOKS

Wes Aelbrecht

On 19 October 2017, the Detroit Amazon Bid Committee publicly released the 
pitch video ‘Detroit. Move Here. Move the World’ as part of a confidential propo-
sal to become Amazon’s second headquarters (Amazon HQ2).1 The high-energy se-
quence of images of lush Art Deco interiors, fancy freeway junctions, glimmering 
Renaissance Center silos and technological innovations led viewers to believe that 
‘Detroit is the starting line of the world’s imagination’ and urged them to be part 
of it. According to the producer Stephen McGee the ad ‘made them [the residents] 
proud to live here, while others who have left, tell him (sic) it makes them want to 
move back’.2 As such, the video follows closely the opportunity rhetoric of Detroit’s 
newest marketing campaign ‘Opportunity Detroit’ (2013) produced by Dan Gil-
bert’s company Rock Ventures.3 In these ad campaigns an image of the city is con-
structed as a place filled with opportunities where empty sites and abandoned buil-
dings are reimagined as sites of possibility to counter the predominant narratives of 
the city’s ruination. More recently, in response to the loss of the Amazon bid, Gil-
bert repeated his claim that Detroit’s reputation as a ruined city continues to in-
fluence its future.4 ‘We have to do better’, he claimed following the much criticised 
and short-lived ad ‘See Detroit like we do’.5

The British photographer Marcus Lyon’s new limited-edition art photobook, 
i.Detroit: A Human Atlas of the Contemporary City (2020), is such an attempt to 
‘do better’ in order to construct an image that lies closer to Detroit’s so-called reali-
ty (as opposed to the ruins depicted in some photobooks).6 To see and believe in the 
rising excitement and opportunity, Lyon was guided by a curatorial committee and 
a group of local leaders who nominated the participants for his ‘human atlas’. The 
100 ‘unsung heroes’ included in the atlas who carry city’s faith on their shoulders 
(in reference to the mythological Greek Titan, Atlas) are all in some way trying to 
change the city from the bottom up. They are people normally absent from Gilbert’s 
exhilarating ad campaigns. Shot in front of a white background devoid of any spe-
cific urban context , these photographic portraits are an attempt to remove barriers 
and stage an encounter with the other and the self (Fig. 13.1a, Fig. 13.1b).7

Lyon was one of the first outsiders to be praised for his efforts to be ‘the voi-
ce of Detroit’: someone who ‘“gets” Detroit and its achievers’, as the Fisher Group 
CEO Mark Davidoff put it.8 However i.Detroit is not the first photographic project 
to focus on the people of Detroit rather that its ruins. The book is part of a largely 
unknown and little discussed collection of photobooks produced over the past few 
decades that are setting up a dialogue with the city’s redevelopment. These comprise 
a variety of self-published photobooks: exhibition, artist’s, reportage, archival, pro-
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paganda and protest photobooks among others. Given that so many books, with or 
without Detroit’s ruins, have been published since the 1960s, with a visible growth 
in photobooks from the 1990s onwards, it’s surprising that more work has not been 
done on the photobook as an alternative site for constructing, exhibiting and que-
stioning Detroit’s image and politics.

The absence of debate around these publications is even more surprising consi-
dering the rising popularity of the photobook triggered by recent surveys such as 
Martin Parr and Gerry Badger’s three-volume The Photobook: A History.9 In fact, 
these surveys sparked a new scholarship around the photobook as an object to stu-
dy as important, if not more important, than the photography exhibition. However, 
practically none of Detroit’s recent publications have been included in them. The-
re is no comprehensive study on Detroit photobooks to date, and none on the rela-
tionship between such books and urban development processes such as urban rene-
wal and downtown renaissance. This lack of knowledge together with the positive 
reception of i.Detroit and the identified shift from ruins to human portraits war-
rants a closer inspection of the relationship between the city and its photobooks. 
Hence, this chapter seeks to analyse what the book format, image sequence and lay-
out can contribute to the debate around Detroit’s image, and how and what type of 
relation this sets up between the reader, the city and its redevelopment. Can a pho-
tobook question, redirect and potentially reimagine the city’s future? By contextua-
lising and analysing a series of selected photobooks from the 1980s and the 2010s, I 

FIG. 13.1a - Marcus Lyon, i.Detroit: A Human Atlas of the Contemporary City (2020)
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discuss a shift in approach identified in photographic practices from urban activism 
to social advertisement.

Keep Sending Eye-opening Photographs, 1980s
On November 22, 1981, Detroit’s largest daily newspaper the Detroit Free Press 

(DFP) published Struggling for Life: A Picture Story, a critical piece of photojourna-
lism on the state- and city-sponsored demolition of Poletown (located in east 
Detroit).10 Like most promotional images for popular movies, the cover image of 
the pull-out issue reveals some of the drama and active resistance that unfolds du-
ring Poletown’s decline and disappearance. We are witness to the arrest of Josephi-
ne Jacubowski on 14 July 1981, for example. She was one of the main leaders of an 
elderly activist group in the neighbourhood and we see her smiling and looking 
from behind the shoulders of a Detroit police officer in the hopes that one of the 
photojournalists on the scene would recognise her plight. Jacubowski’s arrest si-
gnalled the end of the residents’ fight against the demolition of Poletown’s Imma-
culate Conception Church and hence the disappearance of the neighbourhood. 
Moments after her arrest, the wrecking ball hit the church facade.

The pull-out issue included in the popular Sunday edition was the outcome of 
13 months of intensive work between three Pulitzer Prize-winning photojournalists 
(Craig Porter, David C. Turnley and Taro Yamasaki) and the few remaining and 
actively resisting local residents. It signalled the start of a decade-long campaign by 

FIG. 13.1b - Marcus Lyon, i.Detroit: A Human Atlas of the Contemporary City (2020)
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the DFP to expose the fraught urban policies of Coleman Young (mayor of Detroit 
from 1974 to 1994) and his administration, which led to a culture of abandonment, 
neglect and demolition, all in the name of job creation.11

Fifteen carefully edited chapters guide readers with words and images throu-
gh the highly contested erasure of 465 acres – including homes, schools, churches, 
retail stores, small producers and a hospital – and the displacement of 4,200 resi-
dents using the principle of ‘eminent domain’ in order to make way for a new Gene-
ral Motors assembly plant.12 Using the same compositional frame, each double-page 
spread is presented as an encounter with a long-time resident active in the commu-
nity. While one can read each as an independent photo-story and combine it at ran-
dom with other sections in a non-chronological order, the issue has a strong narrati-
ve element, akin to that of popular movies. One DFP reader wrote in to say: ‘When 
I started reading, I could not quit [...] the complete picture emerged so clearly’.13

Young considered the construction of GM’s new assembly plant ‘the most im-
portant thing he could accomplish as mayor’.14 He was so convinced about his plans 
and its impact on the economy of the city that he did not understand or even try to 
comprehend the disappointment and anger among the remaining residents. Brin-
ging GM back to the city at a moment when most manufacturing plants in the na-
tion were relocating to the suburbs was celebrated as a victory rather than as a loss 
or betrayal. In fact, he used the on-going economic recession to justify his plans and 
controversial fiscal support programmes to meet GM’s demands.15 Combined with 
the impact of deindustrialisation, the downward spiral set of the physical integrity 
of Poletown since the 1950s made it possible and even acceptable for Young to por-
tray Poletown as a blighted area not worth preserving or protecting.16 These injusti-
ces and lack of recognition of the cultural and social value of a place like Poletown, 
together with the use of the ‘eminent domain’ precept, explains why these photo-
graphers undertook the work they did.

As the Marxist geographer David Harvey pointed out in the late 1980s, in the 
constant search for investment and urban economic development, Poletown demon-
strates that Young and his administration focused primarily on ‘the political econo-
my of place rather than [ameliorating the living and working conditions of a partic-
ular] territory’.17 The public sector no longer merely managed the provision of social 
services but adopted a mode of urban governance defined by Harvey as entrepre-
neurial.18 In other words, the city council adopted characteristics from the private 
sector such as ‘risk-taking, inventiveness, promotion and profit motivation’.19 As the 
urban planner Peter Hall puts it, in the 1970s planning was no longer going to be 
used, as it had during the 1950s and 1960s, ‘as a means of guiding and controlling ex-
plosive physical growth’, but rather to stimulate economic growth (Fig. 13.2).20

No flashy renaissance Detroit images feature in Struggling for Life to lure resi-
dents or future consumers to return to the city. Instead, it adopts storytelling tropes 
from the language of narrative film. The pull-out issue follows the four-part narra-
tive structure identified by James E. Cutting in relation to movies : setup, compli-
cating action, development and climax.21 These were applied by the DFP editors to 
grab and hold the reader’s attention and as such encourage viewers to identify with 
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the characters in the story, their struggle and resistance. It follows from what Cut-
ting writes about the use of narrative formulae that it is a ‘highly effective format 
that allows rapid processing of complex narratives’ (in this case eminent domain) 
and by extension humanising and making this piece of legislation tangible.22

The first part of the four-part story, entitled ‘The Neighborhood: Modest ho-
mes, rich lives in the core of the metropolis’, borrows a much-used concept from ci-
nema: the oblique view. This is an establishing shot designed to illustrate the pla-
ce where the story of loss, acceptance and resistance takes place. At its centre stands 
the Immaculate Conception Church, surrounded by suburban houses with the re-
cognisable profile of the Renaissance Center (RenCen) on Detroit’s riverfront in 
the distance. This unique and tight-knit community is further explored on the fol-
lowing five spreads where particular focus is placed on the various and diverse social 
spaces of Poletown. Behind these photographic encounters looms the question of 
what will happen to the community once it loses the social spaces that have shaped 
its identity and that of the people who live there 

In keeping with a real drama, the story shifts when ‘the dismantling begins’ 
with views of an empty, mostly derelict and partly demolished Dodge Main plant. 
The caption reads: ‘Dodge Main: For so long its great muscle made its passing uni-
maginable’. Following Cutting’s narrative formula, this marks the ‘turning point’ 
where we move into a different phase of ‘complicating action’. We are given a clo-
ser look at the circumstances forced upon the residents still living in Poletown 

FIG. 13.2 - Tony Spina, ‘Mayor Coleman Young stands atop the Riverfront Apartments’, 1989
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and struggling with the newly emerging reality. During the set-up stage, demoli-
tion looms in the background; here it moves centre stage both in image as well as 
in subject matter. We can also observe that the rhythm and pace of the storytelling 
shifts, something Cutting also mentions as a technique to separate the different sta-
ges of the story.

At a moment when all seems lost, the narrative shifts again. We see glimmers of 
hope, resistance and community action around the church where residents gather. 
This phase is called ‘development’ and it is the part in the story where, as Cutting 
says, ‘the story typically broadens, often as subsidiary characters play a greater role 
and while the protagonist struggles but remains fully committed to her goal’.23 In 
this instance, we see over two double-page spreads Josephine Jacubowski, Father Joe 
and Ralph Nader each in their own way gathering a resistance. The final chapters 
‘The Church is no more’ and ‘Stella Borowski moves out’ signify the end of Pole-
town’s story, the ‘climax phase’ in the narrative. In contrast to the celebration of the 
ethnic diversity and social dynamics of a ‘proud neighbourhood’ we are confront-
ed in the final chapter with a ‘barren land’, an oblique view of Poletown in October 
1981. Instead of children smiling and playing in the streets, we meet again the va-
rious residents from the opening chapters, now ‘orphaned by their city’.

The narrative construction of Struggling for Life allows readers to witness the 
major psychological ramifications caused by large displacements. Writing of the ur-
ban upheavals of the 1960s, psychologist  Marc Fried suggests that the removal of 
social and economic structures causes ‘grief ’ or ‘intense personal suffering’ which 
might in time increase ‘social and psychological “pathologies”’.24 This is borne out 
in some of the letters to the DFP praising the Poletown photo-essay. Some readers 
referred to the essay’s emotional impact saying that it made them realise, often for 
the first time, ‘the devastating consequences of eminent domain’, and ‘the pain of 
progress’. Others said they were ‘deeply touched by the pictures [which moved them 
to tears]’ and felt that they had been given a real opportunity ‘to meet some won-
derful people [who were the] backbone of any community’ and to ‘feel the empti-
ness and despair of the many displaced people of Poletown’.25

Curating Detroit’s ruined images
Most of the photojournalists that feature in Struggling for Life seem to follow 

the argument made by sociologist Mark Fishman in Manufacturing the News (1980) 
that if journalists, or in this case photographers, were to employ different methods 
of news gathering, another reality would emerge that would challenge the status 
quo.26 In other words, by choosing not to rely on the images or suggestions from the 
city’s Public Information Department, citizens would develop another urban ima-
ginary. Like Fishman, urban policy analyst Peter Dreier argued that news reporting 
whereby ‘beat reporters’ with in-depth knowledge and familiarity with the commu-
nity are assigned to specific neighbourhoods has the ability to shift the dominant 
narrative of blight, violence and crime.27 This way of news gathering, as sociologi-
st Herbert Gans points out, increases the appearance of ‘ordinary people’ and the 
unknown or neglected places that hardly ever feature in the news.28
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In photography, we can witness similar developments in the 1970s and 1980s 
to those mentioned by Fishman, Dreier and Gans, which may help to explain why 
these narrative elements were followed in photobooks. In that sense, it’s not only 
about shifting the gaze that allows new facts and stories to emerge. Following the 
1980s ‘turn to culture’ theorised by Victor Burgin and others, it is also about reco-
gnising photography as a signifying practice, one that contributes to the production 
and dissemination of meaning and knowledge (what Michel Foucault calls a ‘di-
scourse’).29 As a meaning-making practice, what is important is to focus on its ef-
fects, rather than analyse how it stands in relation to the ‘real’ – as the photo edi-
tors at DFP fully understood.
Further evidence of these 1980s practices can be observed in the use of a set of nar-
rative strategies that build on the classic repertoire in art photography in the book 
Detroit Images: Photographs of the Renaissance City (1989), and the photography ex-
hibition ‘Demolished by Neglect’ (1986).30 In line with the argument proposed by 
Susana Martins and Anne Reverseau in Paper Cities, these Detroit photobooks pro-
duce ‘new sort of visual urban cartographies – new ways of mapping the city’ while 
they function at the same time ‘beyond its aesthetic value as a powerful ideological 
and political tool’.31 They fully embraced the critique of photography’s ideological 
ends and follow what Blake Stimson later theorised as photography’s ‘sociality’. The 
photographic index, according to Stimson, thus moved from ‘scientific guarantee to 
social promise to myth, now finds its calling as a secular ritual form’.32 The idea of 
the photographic index as a secular ritual form comes fully to the surface in the fol-
lowing section.

Your Town Tomorrow, 2010s
Following an argument made by the linguist Biljana Scott on a series of photo 

campaigns set up ‘to quell racism and sell multiculturalism’ after 9/11, I propose to 
read the most recent photobooks as a form of ‘public diplomacy’.33 Like Scott’s photo 
campaigns, these photobooks can be seen as a form of social advertisement, whereby 
concepts instead of commodities are sold. Adopting strategies from the world of ad-
vertisement, Detroit is not just pictured but rather associated with and connected to 
a particular way of living and working. As a form of branding the city, one of the pri-
mary intentions of these books was to suppress the dominant imagery of a city in ru-
ins but to show, as one local photographer put it, that ‘not everyone in Detroit is an 
abandoned building’.34 And even though these new attempts appropriate the strate-
gies of commercial ad campaigns, I want to argue that they present us with a form of 
the American dream and city far removed from rhetoric of Detroit’s rebirth espoused 
by Gilbert and his associates.35 The American dream we can see in these photobooks 
aligns well to the conclusions of Samuel J. Abrams who wrote in a New York Times 
survey that ‘Americans would be well served to focus less intently on […] the material 
temptations of our consumer culture, and to focus more on the communities they are 
part of ’.36 These photobooks emphasise the importance of social capital, and the col-
laborative nature in these photographic practices offers further reflections on the new 
type of city-making and city politics that the communities represented stand for.37
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One of the first photobooks in which the idea of a community is not only pre-
sented as a form of evidence (as it was in Struggling for Life) but where the actual 
production of the book reinforces the building and maintenance of a community is 
Thanks for the View, Mr Mies (2012).38 Produced and edited by Clanada, a collective 
of three graphic designers Danielle Aubert, Lana Cavar and Natasha Chandani, the 
book is the result of a collaboration with the residents of Lafayette Park, a collec-
tion of three high-rises, 24 single-story courthouses and 162 two-story town houses 
designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe in the early 1960s in the centre of Detroit. 
During the book’s launch at the Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit (MO-
CAD) urban historian Robert Fishman pointed out a general assumption that ‘you 
cannot have a community unless you have this kind of old-fashioned neighbou-
rhood’.39 The lack of interest in and representation of Lafayette Park until now, the 
editors write, ‘may have to do with the fact that it doesn’t fit the popular national 
image of Detroit as a crime-ridden, cash-strapped city struggling to fulfil basic ser-
vices’.40

Like Poletown, Thanks for the View is not a standard photobook one encounters 
in Parr’s or other photobook collections. None of the editors are professional (art) 
photographers nor do they pretend to be: they designed essentially a platform to ga-
ther together the distinct voices (in words and images) from inside Mies’s buildings. 
The narrative structures and strategies identified and discussed in the 1980s photo-
books do not determine the book’s main focus. Instead, it is the architectural and 
urban setting that structures the movement: from the townhouses across the nei-
ghbourhood to the tower blocks. In each section, we encounter different communi-
ties in Lafayette Park, portraits constructed using a variety of sources: written and 
photographic essays, interviews, archival images of the construction, newsletters 
and miscellaneous items.

The ten black-and-white archival photo spreads of Lafayette Park under con-
struction appear at different points in the book, disrupting any attempt to deve-
lop a chronological narrative. What they do instead, is to pull readers out of the 
present in order to question and reflect on the controversial 1950s urban renewal 
project mentioned by Marsha Music, a contributor and resident, in one of the first 
essays in the book. At the same time, these encounters with the past challenge the 
idea that buildings are complete when they are built. Indeed, buildings merely deli-
ver the contours for human inhabitation. A good example of this can be seen in the 
sequence of images that run from Corine Vermeulen’s portraits of the townhouse 
residents to the archival image ‘May 1958 Pavilion under construction’, leading the 
viewer from the diverse displays of domestic life to the empty and lifeless steel ske-
leton. We can also see such play with juxtapositions in the treatment of the relation 
between the landscape, the residents, and the buildings.

The book is also interspersed with entries from the ‘LP Sporadic’ newsletter, a 
new incarnation of the original newsletter from the early 1960s. Like the original, it 
also covers all sorts of social events and meetings among residents. All sixteen news-
letters are spread out in the book in between the photo-essays and interviews, each 
laid out in the same way with photographs accompanied by a caption. The photos 
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are mostly taken by one of the editors and, in terms of aesthetics, have a ‘snapshot’ 
quality to them.

Among the pages, there are also what I call the miscellaneous items: collages of 
various experiences and stories brought together on a double-page spread from dif-
ferent places using small-framed photographs with captions often provided with the 
support of the residents. In these sections, the editors present events that might ap-
pear banal or even gossipy at first but turn out to be an important part of the resi-
dents’ lives. These pages also allow us behind-the-scenes glimpse of the book’s pro-
duction because the editors have included their communication with the residents.

The collaborative nature of the book can be further witnessed in the photo-es-
says, and photographs used to illustrate the essays and interviews. Archival docu-
ments and pictures are shared by the residents. Guided tours of Lafayette Park are 
organised and illustrated. Residents are used as photographers alongside Corine 
Vermeulen. And finally, the editors include a chapter on their own experience while 
living in the building during the production of the book. These diverse encounters 
and engagements with the residents steered and ultimately determined the outcome 
of the book and its final shape. It is the playful, surprising, and often funny presen-
tation of the book that leads to different emotions and multiple readings with dif-
ferent narratives intertwining. It is a book that lies between gossip and art – and 
that is its appeal, making it far more accessible to audiences unfamiliar with read-
ing art photographs.

In between those cracks: Our Town Tomorrow
The word play in the title of Vermeulen’s self-published photobook Your Town 

Tomorrow exemplifies the aims and objectives of many recently published photobo-
oks. Not only does the title convey the idea of the rise of a (new) community in De-
troit and a rekindling of the American dream, it also wants to provoke envy, such 
that we may adopt similar social values. The gaps in the typography render ‘Your 
Town’ ‘Our Town’ or even ‘Our own’, inviting the reader to view ‘Our Own To-
morrow’ as a place shaped by the partnerships between humans and nature. Like 
many art photobooks about cities or landscapes the book is organised as a journey 
through the city’s landscape whereby the human portraits act as encounters betwe-
en us (or the photographer herself), the landscape and the residents photographed 
in their home environment. This dialogue enables us to relate to and even imagina-
tively join the subjects in their environment. These intimate and beautiful portraits 
and landscape settings help our coming together in a dialogue.

We rarely feel this intimacy in our previous readings of Struggling for Life (1981) 
or Detroit Images (1989). In the former, we are sucked into the narrative as we ob-
serve and experience all of the different emotions as though we were watching a 
movie drama. This turbulent journey enables us to identify with the protagonists, 
and to understand the impact and injustice of ‘eminent domain’. In Detroit Imag-
es this strategy is taken to another level by suggesting tools and tactics to reading 
and deconstructing the renaissance processes with a critical eye. From the making 
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of a critical eye, we move to an enviable eye, that is to the recent books branding the 
city as a place where one can organise life outside the dominant renaissance narra-
tive evolving around material consumption and individual success. Where the 1980s 
books expose the fraught policies of Mayor Young’s urban governance, more recent 
photobooks present us with a new vision of the American dream. The collaborative 
nature in these photographic practices offers a reflection on the new type of city-
making and city politics these communities stand for and, by extension, the new 
form of American dream they embody. This change in the dialogue between photo-
books and urban redevelopment is similar to the shift the art historian Claire Bish-
op identified in art practices from the 1990s onwards, where terms like ‘collabora-
tion’ and ‘empowerment’ came to dominate the discourse.41

The photobook i.Detroit works differently, but one can see how the working 
methods and intention to give the people of Detroit a voice aligns with the more re-
cent discourses. Many photographers and collectives have been developing catalo-
gues of human portraits. Between 2009 and 2019, Vermeulen for example set up 
multiple walk-in portrait studios, the first of which was organised in 2009 in a fo-
reclosed house in the neighbourhood where she lives.42 Other photographers initia-
ted similar projects: Noah Stephens in 2010 with The People of Detroit Portraitu-
re Project, Dawoud Bey, Dave Jordano, Detroit’s public radio station WDET-FM, 
Darkroom Detroit, and the photographer’s collective Facing Change: Documenting 
America.

Even though we will have to wait to see how Lyon and others will use the lim-
ited-edition art photobook i.Detroit, the recent ad ‘Detroit Kneaded us. We knead 
Detroit’ shows some of the limitations of such social projects and how easily they 
can slide from social to commercial advertisement whereby products are brand-
ed instead of different forms of living together.43 It is no coincidence that the own-
er and founder of Avalon Bakery features in Lyon’s human atlas and that many of 
the portraits in i.Detroit return in the ad campaign. Only this time instead of a 
white background the subjects are framed through the bakery’s window. The ‘De-
troit Kneaded Us’ campaign was developed and set up by the marketing company 
Seeds that explicitly states that it ‘opened our [their] doors in 2008 with one simple 
mission: To help brands grow’.44 Gilbert also became aware of the strengths of these 
campaigns and as a consequence began to fund similar projects through his compa-
ny Bedrock who also leads the ‘Opportunity Detroit’ campaign.

While the blurring of the line between social and commercial advertisement 
should concern us all, on the positive side there is an ‘opportunity’ to blur the 
boundaries between architecture, urban planning and design and photography. In 
a move similar to the one described by Juan Herreros in his prologue to Jesús Vas-
sallo’s book Seamless, this would mean that we reverse ‘the usual relation between 
architecture [planning] and photography [… meaning] that in its relation with 
photography, the architectural project has undergone a highly significant transmu-
tation of roles’.45 Photography in that sense is no longer instrumentalised by a plan-
ning discourse for ideological and rhetorical purposes. Instead, as these photo-
books demonstrate, photography can play a role as the supplier of new publics, sites 
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and forms of engagement. As such, it avoids the oversimplification and the celebra-
tion of a cultural diversity in the pages of the photobook which ultimately serves to 
brand the selling of Detroit as a great place to shop and play, as opposed to improve 
and invest in the local people, and hence change the economic model which re-
mains at present based on the idea that accumulating wealth in the city’s centre will 
cause a ripple effect. We have already been waiting for fifty years and haven’t seen 
the ripples yet. It is time to change the planning system and these photobooks show 
us how we can press the reset button.
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What is a photobook? And how can we assess its historical and cultural re-
levance for the representation of cities? The terms ‘photographic book’ and 
‘picture book’ refer to various illustrated publications, with or without text, 
in which photographic images play a key role. Often resulting from the col-
laboration between photographers, editors and graphic designers, they are 
intended to build visual narratives on specific places or subjects. Throughout 
its history, this versatile form of publication has allowed photographers to 
depict urban environments in widely different ways. Although the photobo-
ok has been integral to the construction of urban narratives since the early-
twentieth century, its significance for the experience and perception of cities 
has so far been rarely investigated. Picturing Cities addresses this gap by 
mapping the shifting nature and function of photobooks onto the history of 
urban representation. This collection of essays from Europe and the Ameri-
cas illustrates a broad range of aesthetic attitudes as well as analytical ap-
proaches to Western cities expressed through photobooks. The anthology, 
stemming from a conference session chaired by the editors, focuses on the 
photobook as a form of urban narrative: a tool that has been deployed to 
read, analyse and interpret cities through curated sequences of images, of-
ten in conjunction with literary or critical texts. It opens up a multidisciplinary 
field of research with the potential to expand into further geographical and 
cultural areas.
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