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%u have in front of you a kind of cultural history, better, Augu

sociology of the last thirty years. How to write sociology with- Face of Our Time
out writing, but presenting photographs instead, photographs of
faces and not national costumes, this is what the photographer
accomplished with his eyes, his mind, his observation, his know-
ledge and last but not least his considerable photographic ability.
Only through studying comparative anatomy can we come to an
understanding of nature and the history of the internal organs.
In the same way this photographer has practised comparative
photography and therefore found a scientific point of view
beyond the conventional photographer”
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Alfred Déblin
Faces, Images, and Their Truth

I Are Individuals True, or What is True?

During the Middle Ages, there was a notorious controversy among scholars.
It was a thousand years ago. The disputants were called the Nominalists and
the Realists. Of course, the same controversy is still continuing today,
although under a different name. It is difficult to say today in a single sen-
tence what it was all about a thousand years ago, because in the meantime
the meaning of words has changed a great deal, but I shall do my best here
to suggest what the state of play was: The Nominalists took the view that
only individual objects are genuinely real and existent. The Realists, by con-
trast, held that only generalities, universals — a biological genus, for exam-
ple, or an idea, were actually real and existent. What has all this to do with
faces and images? It will become clear shortly; for the moment, we shall dis-
cuss two kinds of levelling process: the levelling of human faces by death,
and levelling by society and its class structure. What do I mean by levelling?
Assimilation, the blurring of personal and private distinctions, the fading
away of these differences under the stamp of a greater power — and so there
are two powers here, that of death and that of human society.

II The Levelling of Faces and Images by Death

Some time ago, a young woman was pulled out of the Seine. The unknown
woman, who had probably committed suicide, was taken to the Paris mor-
tuary. She soon began to attract attention there. And T will tell you why. A
death-mask was taken from this ‘unknown woman from the Seine’ (/7ncon-
nue de la Seine). Many people now have reproductions or casts of it.

What was it that was so remarkable about the unknown young woman, and
what makes so many people look at the photographs or casts of her death-
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mask? I shall try to describe the head from a photograph. It is the face of a
young woman or a girl, perhaps 20-22 years old. She has a plain hairstyle,
the hair falling smoothly to the right and left of the parting. One cannot see
her eyes, her eyes cannot see, for the girl is dead, and the last thing her eyes
saw was the bank of the Seine, the waters of the Seine, and then her eyes
closed,®and then the short, cold shock came, and the dizziness, with suf-
focation and numbness quickly descending. But it did not stop there. I'should
like to think that the girl did not go into the Seine gladly. What followed her
initial despair and the brief horror of suffocation can now be seen from the
picture, in her face, and this is why she was not simply cast aside like hun-
dreds of others at the mortuary. ‘

The unknown woman’s mouth is slightly drawn in, her lips are almost
pursed, and then the cheeks follow, and there arises, below the peacefully
closed eyes — closed against the cold water, closed also in order to see
only an inward image — there arises, below these eyes, around this mouth,
a truly sweet smile; not a smile of rapture or delight, but a smile of approach-
ing delight, a smile of expectation, a smile that is calling or whispering
and has caught a glimpse of something intimately known. The unknown
woman is approaching something that offers happiness. And, in the face’s
appearance and the way the photograph reproduces it, there is an uncanny
element of seduction and temptation. While there is a certain soothing
quality in any thoughts of death, this face radiates something almost bewitch-
ingly tempting.

Whatsort of interpretation is this? Let us return to what I mentioned above,
the levelling of the human face by death. There are books showing collec-
tions of death-masks. I have one in front of me. And when one leafs through
it — the lovely unknown woman is among them — it becomes clear that
they are all rather uniform. The faces are certainly different; Wieland’s face
could certainly not be mistaken for those of Frederick the Great or Jonathan
Swift, for Oliver Cromwell’s moustached, strong-willed face, or for Lorenzo
Medici’s broad, ample face. Some of the faces seem to be bursting with health,
while others are emaciated by long illnesses. But what they all have in com-
mon is something negative: something has been taken away from each of
these persons. They have not simply closed their eyes, and this gives them an
appearance of not being alive, or perhaps of just being asleep. The immense
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burden of momentary existence, of change and alteration, has beer.l erasefi
from these faces. Death has carried out a massive retouching operation.
And what remains after the great retouching, after the erasure? The human
face en bloc, the product of a lifetime’s work and the working of life on flesh
and bone, on the contours of the facial features, on the shape of the fore-
head, nose and lips. The remnants of faces portrayed in the deatf}—masks,
their expressions, are stones that have been rolled arouncll and polished by
the action of the sea for decades, and it is no longer a single, mome'ntary
movement that is being recorded and preserved. What lies before one is the
en bloc product. Work has now finished. What called a halt, levelled all these
faces out and made them unjform, is one and the same death. They became
individual, personal, and unique in life through two .great processes: they
were shaped by their race and the development of thexrlpersonal talents —
and by the external elements of nature and society, wblch al.ternately pro-
moted and hindered their development. But now there is nothing that either
promotes or hinders them any longer; it is right for their eyes to be Closed,
since there is nothing more that can radiate from these persons'. And, in the
presence of these dead faces, one feels that they are not only silent and en-
closed within themselves, but that they are also diminished, that they have
become objects in alien hands. They were at one time active, and thaF was
what formed their faces. Now they undergo something, they are passive, a
cast is taken from them. Death as something positive. For a time, this was
Hugo Wolf, Dante, Fox, Frederick the Great— now they are all vanquished,
assuaged, they are silent objects.

The block of life, I would say, remains. But the lovely unknown woman
from the Seine is smiling? Yes, there is an effect of some sort that emanates
from this new, nameless power. Only a few allow themselves to be borne away
from here easily. Many fall asleep, at best; or rather, at best a gentle sleep
comes over them when they enter the anonymous realm of Death. But
some do approach a kind of happiness. Individual life has only hurled them
hither and thither, has only impeded them. Now the obstacles are taken away
from them. Now that their eyes are shut to this individual existence they can
welcome with a smile another, different stage of existence, unknown to us;
they can purse their lips, full of sweet expectation, full of longing.




II The Levelling of Faces and Images by Society

Now there is another folder in front of me, one with images of living people
who have not yet fallen into the great washtub in which their personalities
and all their activities are scrubbed away from them. The water that polishes
these stones can still be seen on them. They are still rolling in the sea that
pitches us all about. And while what overwhelmingly confronts us in the
death-masks is one and the same, unaltering anonymity — we are looking
into a vast, peculiar moonscape — here we are looking at: individuals?
Strange. You would think you were looking at individuals. But suddenly —
one finds that even here one is not actually looking at individuals. Admit-
tedly it is not the vast, monotonous moonscape of death whose light is fall-
ing on all these faces; it is something else. What? We are now talking about
the astonishing levelling out of faces and images by human society, by class
distinctions, by the cultural attainments of each class. This is the second kind
of standardizing or assimilating anonymity. To use a term from the medieval
controversy mentioned at the beginning: we have effectively seen that death
is a universal, one that has proved to be a real power and force; but this does
not yet indicate what death really is, whether it is the Great Reaper or a sweet
bringer of peace. And now, in the portraits of the living, we are confronted
with asecond universal, one that proves to be equally real, effective and power-
ful: we are confronted with the collective power of human society, of class
distinctions, of the different cultural attainments of each class.

IV Details from this Group

Each of us knows a number of people, and we recognize them when we meet
by specific, entirely personal characteristics that they have. All the people we
encounter are only individuals, and each person has a name, as well as spe-
cific, unrepeatable, and characteristic tokens of identification. We need not
mention fingerprints, which are actually, as forensic scientists are aware, only
one of various facts about a specific person that enable that person to be iden-
tified. As I say, a forensic fingerprint is not necessary. In everyday life, other
qualities are sufficient, things that may not be as accurate and numerically
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exact, but which are nevertheless exact enough. A man has such and such a
height, posture, and face — an immense complex of information th‘:n we can
nevertheless take in at a single glance; there is a characteristic voice, walk,
oesture, and even a brief selection of these features is more than enough for
is to be absolutely certain of identifying the man. And to identify means to
recognize him as a unique being. His uniqueness is quite obvious to us.

But what can we say about an ant-heap? There may be some five hundred
ants moving across a path, coming from a root, or from a pile of stones, in
a fast and quite conspicuous movement. A hundred yards away there is an
even larger crowd of them at work. No matter how closely we observe the
insects, it is impossible for us to perceive more detail than certain general
characteristics of the species, or insignificant differences between individu-
als. It is absolutely impossible to differentiate between them. And yet there
is no doubt, or at least I should imagine so, that here, as with bees, all of
the insects recognize each other and can distinguish themselves one from
another.

What I am trying to say here is something that is widely known, although
it is seldom applied to human beings — the fact that, viewed from a certain
distance, distinctions vanish; viewed from a certain distance, individuals
cease to exist, and only universals persist. The distinction between the indi-
vidual and the collective (or the universal), then — with the wisdom of a
Solomon — becomes a matter of varying degrees of distance. As we are
human beings, we only concern ourselves with individuals — with humans.
With coloured people we already find it more difficult. If we were elephants,
we would divide humans, I mean at the zoo, into those who just walk past
and those who give us sugar; the keepers would form their own group, a par-
ticular species of human. Looking at human beings, i.e. at ourselves, in this
way, has enormous advantages. It is not necessary to take the elephant’s point
of view, the distance conferred by a scientific viewpoint or a historical view-
point, or a philosophical or economic one, would be sufficient. We suddenly
become strangers to ourselves and learn something about ourselves. It is
immensely worthwhile to learn something about oneself. Whether one can
make use of it is another question, but the knowledge itself is valuable. In
the pictures we have before us, it is a matter of expanding our field of vision,
as I shall go on to show. There is much to be learnt from it.
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V' There are Three Types of Photographer

I do not regard the photographic lens as seeing any differently from the hu-
man eye. It may be that it sees more poorly since it is not movable, but what
the lens offers us is the same as what we see ourselves. Unlike the retina of
the hufian eye, the plate behind the lens can record images, and photogra-
phers use these images in various ways, making them serve different pur-
poses. That is purely a matter for the photographers, but photographers, like
painters, can teach us to see specific things, or to see them in a specific way.

First, there are photographers who see artistically, for whom the face only

provides the subject-matter for a picture, photographers who are only look-

ing for effects of an aesthetic type. The sort of pictures they produce are called

‘very interesting’, or ‘very nice’, or ‘original’. These are values in their own

right, of course, but there is nothing to be learnt from them, either about
human beings, or for one’s own sake.

There is another type of photographer that flourishes wherever one looks.
Although there are so many of them, they mean more to us than these mas-
ters of art do. The second sort want to produce pictures that have as great a
‘likeness’ as possible to the people in front of them. The photograph should
be as ‘similar’ as possible, meaning that the personal, private, and unique
aspects of the person concerned should be recorded on the plate. Going back
a little, we recall our introductory remarks: these photographers of similar-
ity are the Nominalists, and have no knowledge of the great universals. We
would be doing these gentlemen too much honour if we said that they had
considered their position in the great controversy of the intellects and resol-
utely sided with the Nominalists. One element of realism is clearly and indis-
putably present among this group of photographers, namely the desire to
make money.

And then comes the third group. I havent counted the pages I have writ-
ten so far, or how many sentences I have spoken, but we can now raise the
flag at last — we are finally getting to the point, our photographs! By now
you can probably guess what this third type of photographer represents, and
it wasn't mentioned above for nothing. The third group of photographers —
['seem to be talking about a whole group, although there are only a few of
them, and in Germany the only one I have encountered is Sander — this
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third group are the conscious followers of Realism. They consider that the
oreat universals are effective and real, and when they take a photograph, lo
':nd behold the pictures are not likenesses in which -Mr X or Mrs Y can be
recognized clearly and easily. What one does recognize and ought to recog-

nize, I shall tell you in the next section.

VI What One Should Recognize Here

Somehow the description I am giving here is turning out like a giggntic bal-
loon that only has a very small basket hanging from it. But I have really onl‘y
oot a little more still to say. The truth has been made ready, and now a phl’—
lcosopher follows. The photographs you are to see here are this phll(.)soph.ers
expressions; each one speaks for itself, and altogether,. in the way in which
they are arranged, they are more eloquent than anything I coqld say. What
you have before you is a kind of cultural history, or rather socmlog)f, of thf:
iast thirty years. With his vision, his mind, his faculty of‘observatlon, his
knowledge, and last but not least his immense photographic tale_nt, Sander
has succeeded in writing sociology not by writing, but by producing photo-
graphs — photographs of faces and not mere costumes. Just as one can only
achieve an understanding of nature or of the history of the phyS{cal organs
by studying comparative anatomy, so this photographer has pr‘actlsed akind
of comparative photography and achieved a scientific viewpoint abo've and
beyond that of the photographer of detail. We are free to 1nt.erpret his pho-
tographs in any way we wish, and taken as a whole, they prov1de. superb ma-
terial for the cultural, class, and economic history of the last thirty years.
One of the types one sees is that of the country people, who are probab‘ly
stable because the form of the peasant smallholding has long had a Certa'ln
stability. This group has therefore neither dissolved or vanished, altl?(?ugh its
significance may be declining. Among them one sees complete families, and
even without seeing their ploughs and fields one can see that t.he work they
do is rough, hard, and monotonous. It is work that makes their faces tough
and weather-beaten. One can see, too, how they change under new condi-
tions, how their faces are softened by wealth and easier forms of activity.
We move on to the type seen in the small town, and then to the closely
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related varieties of city craftsman, and compare them to the modern indus-
trialists. And we move on to the photographs of today’s city proletariat. The
sequence provides a quick overview of economic development during recent
decades. To grasp the nature of this continuing development, one should not
omit the conclusion to it that is reached in the figures from the workers’
councily the anarchists and revolutionaries.

People are shaped by what they eat, by the air and light in which they move,
by the work they do or do not do, and also by the peculiar ideology of their
class. One can learn more about these ideologies — perhaps more than could
be learnt from long-winded reports or accusing comments — merely by
glancing at the pictures in group 3, those of the wealthy middle class and
their children. The tensions of our time become clear when we compare the
photograph of the working students with that of the professor and his so
peaceful family, nestling contentedly and still unsuspecting.

A rapid change in moral attitudes has taken place during recent decades, a
progression of these attitudes. In group 4, we have the Lutheran clergyman,
a magnificent photograph in which he is surrounded by his pupils, although
they already have faces that no longer match the expression on the face of
their teacher or his gown. The village schoolmaster is still walking about in
the country with his long beard and spectacles, strict and sober, an idealist
and a brooder. The member of the student duelling society wears his little
cap, has scars across his face, and senses the splendour of his sash. The quiet
wholesale merchant and his wife belong to this group; these are pictures from
Gustav Freytag’s novel Debit and Credit, not of modern tycoons. But advan-
cing behind them, other, newer types can already be seen. Society is in the
midst of a revolution, the cities have grown to gigantic proportions, and while
occasional original figures remain, new types are already developing. This is
how today’s young merchant looks, this is today’s grammar-school pupil —
who would have thought it possible twenty years ago, the way the character-
istics of age have mingled, the way youth is marching on. And this pupil from
a girls’ grammar school dressed up like one of today’s young ladies is already
the perfect young woman. The way in which the distinctions between youth
and adulthood have dissolved becomes palpable — the way in which young
people have come to be dominant, an urge for rejuvenation and renewal that
even has biological effects.
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Entire stories could be told about many of these photographs, they are ask-
ne for it, they are raw material for writers, material that is more stimulat-

ing and more productive than many a newspaper report. '

These are my comments. Those who know how to look will learn more
quickly than they could from lectures or theories; they will learn from these
cllear and powerful photographs, and will discover more about themselves

and more about others ...
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