USES OF PHOTOGRAPHY

The Suit and the Photograph

What did August Sander tell his sitters before he took their
pictures? And how did he say it so that they all believed him
in the same way?

They each look at the camera with the same expression in
their eyes. Insofar as there are differences, these are the
results of the sitter’s experience and character — the priest
has lived a different life from the paper-hanger; but to all of
them Sander’s camera represents the same thing.

Did he simply say that their photographs were going to be
a recorded part of history? And did he refer to history in such
a way that their vanity and shyness dropped away, so that
they looked into the lens telling themselves, using a strange
historical tense: [ looked like this. We cannot know. We simply
have to recognise the uniqueness of his work, which he
planned with the overall title of ‘“Man of the 20th Century.”’

His full aim was to find, around Cologne in the area in
which he was born in 1876, archetypes to represent every
possible type, social class, sub-class, job, vocation, privilege.
He hoped to take, in all, 600 portraits. His project was cut
short by Hitler’s Third Reich.

His son Erich, a socialist and anti-nazi was sent to a
concentration camp where he died. The father hid his
archives in the countryside. What remains today is an
extraordinary social and human document. No other
photographer, taking portraits of his own countrymen, has
ever been so translucently documentary.

Walter Benjamin wrote in 1931 about Sander’s work:

‘It was not as a scholar, advised by race theorists or social
researchers, that the author [Sander] undertook his
enormous task, but, in the publisher’s words, ‘as the result
of immediate observation.” It is indeed unprejudiced
observation, bold and at the same time delicate, very much
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