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Preface

It is the advent of the Plflotograplu ... which divides the history of the world.
Roland Barthes, 1981

In no other form of society n history have there been such a concentration of images, such a (lensity of visual messages.

Jolm Berger, 1972

Tlaere seems little (loul)t tl’lat our mental images Of tl’le Past came from written (lescriPtions fOI‘ tl’le first hundred years l)ut

from frozen Pictorial (lescriPtions for the second.

Charles A Goodrum, 1974’

American civilization grows more hieroglypl’lic every clay. The cartoons of Darling, the advertisements in the back of

magazines and on the billboards in streetcars, the acres of photographs in the Sunday papers, make us into a hieroglyphic
& P grap Y pap gyp

civilization far nearer to Egypt than to Englancl.

Vachel Lindsay, 1922

Historians have yet to confront fuuy the implications of America’s
l)ecoming a “llieroglyplnic” civilization. We have been living in a new
world of visual images since the nineteenth century, with a range of
consequences at least analogous to what occurred when civilization
based on oral communication was transformed l)y the introduction of

writing and, ultimately, Pri.nting. What is clear is the fundamental role

of Photograpl'xy in our new world. Surely William M. Ivins, Jr.,

[P ints and Visual Communication (Caml)ri(jge, MA.: Harvard,
1953), p- 134’] is correct when he proposes that Photograplqy Provided

a “means to ocular awareness of tl'lings tl’lat our €yes can never see

(lirectl}r.” For him, PlnotograP}ly was a “complete revolution in the

way we use our eyes” and even more im[)onantly “in the kind of
. N B ” s

tllings our minds permit our eyes to tell us.” Such a revolution must

certainly have had social and esPecially Psyclqological consequences, but

our cultural }ﬁstorians l'lave scarcely Legun to Prol)e them.

This Point is all the more significant because the advent of Photog-

raplly and the creation of this new world of images coincide with and
are clearly related to other major cultural changes. The world of the
Photograph, for examPle, is also the world of evexyclay life—the
quoti(lian the French sociologist Henri Lefebre analyzes with such
brilliance in his Evezyda)r Life in the Modern World. For not only
is the concept of everyday life a Procluct of the nineteenth century, but
it is not unreasonable to suggest that the Photograph, able to capture
in excePtional detail the data of everyday life, made us aware of the
role of the quotidiang The lqistory of Photogra[)}ly is the history of the
revealing of the nature of every(lay life; the }ﬁstory of the tluoticlian
itself can exist only because the Listory of Photography fun(lamentally
documents it.

But the era of the Photograpl'l is also the era of our JeveloPing
consumer culture. The consumption of images (as well as the more
often-stressed images of consumPtion) is crucial to an unclerstamling of

that culture. For it is not LYPerlbole to suggest that P}lotographs may




very well be considered among the first items of “mass consumPtion‘"
The astounciing growtil in the sheer number of Professional Photogra-
P}lers (less than 1,000 i)y 1850 and more than 20,000 i)y 1890) and
the (leveloPment of large commercial firms in the business of seiling
images suggest a sPecial and important role Photograplay Playeol in the
new consumer culture. While documentary P}iotograpily functioned in
the service of government agencies (ii.lce the De[)artment of the Inte-
rior) or the new corPorations (lilse the rai.iroads), the overwllelming
number of images taken were Purcl'lase(i l)y a hungry new middle-class
consumers, marl(et. By 1860 ti’le “family ali)um” lla(l i)ecome a com-
monPIace in middle-class homes. PilotograPlrers suPPIie(l the pictures
and the albums grew over the years. There, aiongsicle the family Bible

(wl'licir often contained the family genealogy), the album became an

extension of the Bible: a family iflistory. Members of the family—
Perlaaps, esPeciaﬂy, the children—studied this important l'l.istory t]zrouglz
the Piiotograpl'is. The album Provide(i another kind of l'xistory, another
vision of (levelopment and ciflange over time.

Family life often centered on other kinds of images as well. For
Photograplmy Provicieci for the first time a vast number of diverse views
of the world outside the home. “I think there is no Parior in America
where there is not a sterescoPe,n commented one mi(l-ninetentl’l-century
German authority on PhotograPLy visiting the United States. Cer-
tainiy, i)y the time of the Civil War, P}lotograPilic studios offered and
consumers eagerly Purchased all kinds of pictures (iocumenting that
war, for examPle. It is worth (luoting at some iengtil part of an
advertisement Alex Gar(iner (wl'iose worl( as a PilotograP}ier you can
see in this i)ooi&) Piacecl in a newspaper in 1863:

P luotograpiqic Tncidents of the War

The largest and finest collection of War Views ever made.
APan from the great interest aPPertaining to them, tl'ley stand
unetlualle(i as worl&s of art. Amongst ti\e contril)utors w111 l)e
found the names of some of the most (iistinguisile(i Pl’iotogra-

Pilers in the country.

The collection consists chieﬂy of views and scenes on the battle-

fields of the first and second Bull Run, Yorlctown, Fair Oal&s,
Savage Station, Cedar Mountain, Hilton Hea(i, Fort Pulasl&i,
South Mountain, Harper's Ferry, Antictam, and Fredericks-
i)urg. Views of Warrenton, CulPePer, Fairfax, Beaufon, A(luia
Creei&, Falmoutl'i, Slmarsi)urg, Berlin, Ruins of HamPton, and

various interesting localities.

GrouPs of General Officers and Stafs. GrouPs illustrating
CamP Life. Portraits of General Officers on Horseback. A

large collection of ciistinguisire(i personages, Miiitary, Literary,
and Sdientific.

A corps of artists constantl}r in the fieid, who are a(iciing to the
collection daily.

Send for a catalog, correctecl till 1st .] une 1863.

[Quote(l mn Roixert Taft, P‘llotograpby anJ t]le Amencan Scene (New Yorl(:
1958), p: 231]

This is enouglq to suggest that the Civil War was the first great media
event in American history. The vast photographic coverage of every
aspect of the war was to frll, in 1911, ten volumes of The P, Ilotograpbic
History of the Civil War. These images were purchased individually
and in sets i)y thousands of American consumers (lurins the war itsell.
Famil}‘r' life in the new consumer society therefore devolved around
these images of the world as well as around private famiiy images. The
consequence of this fact has yet to be assessed.

Consumer culture finds its very base in the Plaenomenon of adver-

tising. In the most literal sense, Piiotograpirs-—-—ami many other of the

new visuals—serve as advertisements. For the Pl’lotograPirs do call

attention to, give notice of, admonish and instruct, inform, give or(iers,
or reguiate, or even (m the most modern usage of the term) serve as
Paid announcements. L his is no word game; ratixer, unless PiiotograPirs
are in fact examined as advertisements in the clictionary sense of the
word, a major cultural function of these images will not be revealed.
PllotograPl'ls are able to function as advertisements in our consumer
culture because tl’ley also fulfill other needs so characteristic of Ameri-
can culture in the Periocl since the middle of the nineteenth century.
Emerson once sugsesteci that Americans re(luired both dreams and
mathematics. Certainly that rings true, most esPeciauy, for the United
States Ly the turn of the century. There was always the demand for
the real, for Mu. Gradgrind,s hard facts. Social survey, emPiricai data,
statistics, fictional realism, science, solid ﬂesll, a material universe, on
the one i'lanci; fairies and fairy tales, foli(iore, ﬂigilts of fancy, extrava-
ganzas, magic transformations, dreams and nigl’ltmares, sPirituaiism, and
i(lealism, on the other. The comPiication culturau}r was not in the
conflict between two orders but the insistence on both at the same time:
dreams and matl'lematics, as Emerson suggested. So L Frani( Baum,
the great inventor of the Land of Oz, argue(l for realistic fairy stories.
Tlﬁs, in eﬁect, symi)oiizes the consumer culture in its ideal form. And
tiie Pl’lotogra[)lrr——-tlrle agency of science tlflat recor(leci i'larcl fact——was
also the vehicle of magic transformations and the unseen world. Mar-
ianne Moore once defined a poem as an “imaginary garden with real
toads in it.” But that is Precisely what a Plfxotograpll is: Cut off in
space from whatever unknown world surrounds it, frozen forever in

time, the Photograpll is set in a never-never ian(i, isolated and ﬂoating
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like any fairy tale, any dream; yet within that frame, arl)itrary or fancy~
free as it may Le, there are those “real toads,” the fundamental data,
the hard facts. Tlfius, the Photograpli itself is defined l)y those very
tensions that in most significant ways are the tensions of the culture
itself. “The age demanded an image,” the poet announced [in Fzea
Pound’s Hug]i Se]wyn Maul)er]ey] . And the 1mages that the various
ages of the era of consumer culture demanded were often most signifi-

cantly to be found in Photographs. In the very last ParagraPhs of his
monumental stuJy of some of man’s fundamental m_ytlls in The Golden

Boug]1 (1890), Sir George Frazer offered the Lope that “the dreams
of magic may one day be the waking reality of science.” That may be
a l(ey idea of the consumer culture and an important view of what many
in that culture saw P}iotograplly as achieving.

The coming of Pl‘lOtOgraPl’ly was thus a major event in Listory;
Perllaps an event of sPecial import because it forced a cllange m our
tlninldng about lr)istory itself. Early authorities on Photosraplly were
certain this was the case: “P osterity, by the agency of Photograplqy,
will view the faithful image of our times; the future students, mn turning
the pages of l)istory, may at the same time look on the very sl;in, into
the very eyes, of those long since mouldered to dust, whose lives and
deeds he traces in the text.” [Lal(e Price (1858) (luotecl n Taft,
P Aotograpli)r and the American Scene, p- 137.] But a more recent
student raises the issue of l'xistory and the Pllotogra[)l) in a different and
more soPllisticatecl context. Granted, the Pl)otograpl) overcomes the
resistance to l)elieving in the past (with the Pl’lotograph “the past 15 as
certain as the Present”). But this is not because the Photograpll
succeeds simply as a representation of a previous realily. “The impor-
tant tln'.ng is that the Pl’lOtOgI‘aPll possesses an evidential force, and that
its testimony bears not on the o[)ject but on time. ... The power of
authentication exceeds the power of representation. |Roland Barthes,
Camera Lucida (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), PP- 88-89.]

Bearing Witness probes that special relationship between the past
and Photograplqy, or, Perl'xaps more signiﬁcantly, between Listory and

the P]’xotograpli. Early in our own century scholars and critics'l)egan

to examine these relationsl'lips, to analyze our culture in terms of its
more PoPular cultural artifacts, to take seriously our Photographic
lleritage. Notice has alrea(ly been taken of the ten-volume P, hoto-
grap]u’c }Iistoty of the Civil War Pul)lislled n 1gm. It was also in
this Period that the Lil)raxy of Congress itself l)egan to c[eve]oP
seriously and systematically its great collections of P]aotograplls. And it
was in these early decades of the century as well that more and more
serious effort turned to the analysis of images and their significance.
For examPIe, a new Poetics announced the centrality of “the image”:
“. .. that which presents an intellectual and emotional comPlex in an

instant of time.” In the same essay (“A Few Don’ts by an Ima iste,
Y Y g
P oetry, March 1913), Ezra Pound insisted on “direct treatment of

the ‘tl'ling,’ whether sul)jectlve or ol)jective,n and warned against “ab-
stractions.” Although Pound claimed music as his guide, much of this
sounds as if it were derived from the new world of visual images and
esPecially tl'le Plaotograplq. But as late as 194’0 stuclents of documentary
Photograplqy were still trying to find the way toward full historical use
of these “documents” and still seelcing the subtler relationsllips between
photography and history. In their article in the American Historical
Association volume The Cultural APProaclz to I‘Iistoxy, Roy Stry-
ker and Paul H. Johnstone reviewed the major Pllotograpllic sources
and urged historians to participate in their use. But what they largely
found in the Photographs were “physical details of material culture,”
“clues to social orgamization and institutional relations}lips,” and, fi-
nally, a rather vague suggestion that such Photograplls “can interPret
the human and particularly the inarticulate elements.”

The serious work of the last quarter century in P}lotograplly and
cultural lqistory has l)rouglit us to a point where we can reaﬂy l)egin to
understand the relationsl'liP between Photograpl’xy and Listory. Arrang-
ing leotograPlis carefully as Products of a culture and therefore related
to one another, the analyst can exPlore more flrmly the Psyclqological
underPinnings and the social and cultural re]ationslﬁps now revealed.
The very form (tl'le Pllotograplq) LelPs not only as a representation of
simPle material facts and documented events but also as a reflection of
the culture from which it comes, an authentication of its tensions, its
confusions, its Paradoxes, its Psyc})ological as well as social victories and
defeats, its vision of itself, its self-consciousness. History has always
l)een tlle story of tlle development of self-awareness over time; in our
era the photograph has become, for all the reasons suggested above, 2
major instrument for recor(ling that growing self-consciousness.

A few examples of a reading of this vision in Michael Lesy’s
collection are in order. Note that Lesy allows no traditional heroism
n any of his Civil War Pllotograplls. There is a sPecial haunted sense
in almost every frame. This is a war of Profound moral di.f.ficulties; the
victors fail to look victorious. Alex Gardner’s “General Caldwell and
staff on the battlefield of Antietam,” (1-11) can speak for others in the

group. Here the traditional staff grouping does not result in a tradi-
tional view. Virtually every face appears mad, driven insane, haunted
Ly horror. The ﬂag 1s most casually clraPeJ; there is little that sPeal;s
of God or country. The Black in the background appears almost as
an accusing gllost. But the extraor(linaty nature of this iumage—an
image that is virtually a self-conscious condemnation of the very war it
seems to celebrate—is even more apparent when comParecl to a con-
temporary Parauel PhotograPlfi such as one of Roger Fenton’s Cri-
mean War Pllotogra[)lfls (t]’ie Lil)rary of Congress also has a major
collection of these Pllotographs). Fenton’s officers and staff pose ro-
mantica]ly and heroicaﬂy. They gesture with dramatic effect. The

uniforms, the ﬂags, the tents are neat and orderly; the Lacl{grounds free




of any disorder or any t}ueatening glqosts. It is too simPle to argue that
Fenton is an “unrealistic” Photogra[)l'xer. Is he not in fact creating the
image tlxey want at home in Englaml? But what of Gar(lner, that
seller of images? ‘Who would want his mad vision and why? Does

tl'lat not tell us sometl'li.ng Profoundly true al)out tl'xe moral ancl Psycl’)o—
logical ambivalence of Americans about their Civil War?

Or the images in Black Life: How can “Romeo and Juliet”
(P' 23) ancl Frances Beniamin J ol'mston’s seated woman (P' 24’) l)oth
be said to be “rePresentative” of Black life? Of course, they represent,
ratller, two vastly different PercePtions, PercePtions that can and do
dwell side l)y side in the same American universe. History informs us
that Alfred CamPl)elrs image (“Romeo and Juliet”) is the more
tYPical as well as stereotypical, the image Perl'laPs most Americans
wished to believe. But at the same time Johnston’s images not only
inform us of Listory’s too often forgotten alternative visions but alert us
in the present to the Possil)ilities of our own options.

And Lewis Hine's incredible children? Fach precious and senti-
mental child reveals both the “real” (that is, surface image) and the
“ideal” (the angel hidden insicle). Hine sees no evil in his “sitters.”
The Photograpl'ls actually show us Perl'laPs not Wl'lat was l)ut always
exactly what Hine sees. His remains a vision of Pre~Freudian inno-
cence, no matter how the dirt and toil discolored skin and bone. The
question is not whether or not these images represent what is real but
rather what in fact the basic reality is. For Hine and many “Progres—
sives . as well, remove the dirt and toil and the basic and real goodness
does shine tl’xrougl'x.

And what of the strange intruder who interrupts the carefully Posed
and rather pompous Signal CorPs group (P‘ 67)? What reason or
rigl'xt permits the native FiliPino to pop his head in the window and
sPoil the shot? Or does that incredible juxtaposition somehow reveal
the reality of the imperial situation? And what of Frances Benjamin
Johnston’s Marine officer (P‘ 71)? Does it really give you historical
information? What data does it offer? What facts about America
There, with. all the neat and Patient comPosition, the Beauty of the
flowers in the foreground; the elegance of the Perfectly clraPe(l ﬂag; the
Precision of the tent; the care of the framing; the taﬂ, immaculately
dressed and handsome officer—and yet somehow c%eeP within the
picture itself some awful mystery, some hidden horror? There is a
seemingly enormous black spot, a hole of darkness without end at the
very center of the picture. How many dark spots are there at the very
heart of these American pictures Lesy Presents? What does that tell
us about America as the century turned? This seems esPeciaHy the
case when this picture is Placed beside the several sentimental stereos or
any of the other “soft-Pom” stereos on pp. 72 and 73. The arrange-
ment of images, the forced comParison that Pl’lotograplrls not only make

POSSil)lC, Lecause Of t}xe overw}lelming al)undance Of images (a cl'larac-

teristic of an age of al)un(lance, a consumer culture), but insist upon.
Tmages tumble one upon the others a kind of montage oceuss in which
the conflict among images suddenly reveals a cultural conflict behind
all the images and more serious than any si.ngle image can portray.
O the “Farm woman feeding her pullets” (p. 99) who wears one
of 1’1er Sunday dresses to unclexta]&e a clflore s}xe would Prol)al)ly never
do in that particular dress. Undoubtedly, she does it because she vwas
l)eing Pl’lotograPl'lecl and was clearly delighte(i with that fact. So we
immecliately are reminded that the fact of PhotograPhing means not
only a conscious perspective on the part of the Pl’lotograleer but also
one on the part of his sul)ject-——a kind of double Heisenl)erg effect.
Yet, while that fact casts doubt on some historical accuracy (tllat dress
for feeding pullets), it tells us at the same time another important fact:

A farm woman in 1927 has a sPecial sense of Pride and wants to be

seen m her best dress—a Psyc}lological and sociological truth of some

importance. And how much we learn from a comparison of dress
between family members. “Farmer and his family” (P' 104) appears a
simPle enouglq fami.ly group, but a careful examination of differences in
clotl'ling styles (esPecially in the generations of women) appears to
reveal other significant differences as well, both Psychological and
moral.

Many of the Pl’lotograPhs iﬂustrating the Depression end up even
more imPressively clemonstrating icleological difficulties in coping with
the victims of the DePression. For years, I have exPerimente(l with
Farm Security A dministration Photographs in classes. If the class
knows not]:ling about the New Deal and the aims and purposes of the
FSA, and if the Photographs are Presenteol without their captions, I
can usuaHy anticipate one response; when the captions are revealed, the
response almost always clqanges. For many of these quotographers
found themselves both attracted to their sul)jects and yet anxious to
dramatize their Plight. ne}r sougllt to make them victims and heroes
at the same time. Lhe captions often say what the Pl’lotograpll itself
cannot reveal. Rothstein’s Missouri “Fuvicted sLarecroPPer and his
child” (P‘ 115) certain.ly shows a concerned father and his child. But
there is a strength, a Leauty, a determination in the father’s face, a sense
of protectiveness toward the child that gives no clue to his troubles.
He is heroic rather than beaten. Both of Dorothea Lange’s pictures
(PP' 108 and 109) are caPtionecl “An agecl cotton farmer who inherited
his lands, which are heavily mortgagecl now.  This caption gives us
information unavailable in the Pl’lotograPlls themselves; yet, do the
pictures in fact tell us the same thing? Once again, the point is not
that the Pluotographs do not give a true or a real picture. Rather, many
of these pictures reveal other Psychological “facts”” or other “sociolog-
ical” truths. Any stu(ly, for examPle, of the FSA PllotograPhs reveals
a goocl deal about 1930s i(leology and ideals, about 1930s visions and
world view. Russell Lee shows us a “Migrant family saying grace
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before their noon-day meal l)y the side of the road” (P‘ 111). His
caption tell us so. And every word of the caption is important. This is
not simP]y a family picmc (altl'lousl'x it certain]y migl'lt have l)een).
That very contrast is important: It tells us how the official New Deal
wanted others to see and feel the world. These are significant advertise-
ments as are all great pictures created for the consumption of Ameri-
cans. Overall, the whole series of Photograp]*ns suggests an astound'mg
juxtaposition of images of al;unclance, achievement, and wealth, which
one expects to discover in a consumer culture, with images of death,
clecay, clisruPtion. Are tl’lese, too, characteristics of a consumer culture?

One last comment on these Particular images Lesy has selected and
arrange(l. His own vision of America’s vision has led him to stress
images of the wounded, the (lesPairing, the damaged, and the confused.
Many of these images are Painful; some even horrible. Terror haunts

this work as it haunted those Civil War Participants, esPeciaHy the

terror of war and the organization of war. Often, Lesy appears a kind
of Goya sllowing us ironicaﬂy not his own visions of war but our own
(tllose we consume regularly througl’lout our history). There is sPecial
warrant for these images in our tradition. As far back as 1756 Edmund

Burl(e, staunch and conservative rationalist that he was, wrote A

P Ai[osopl‘lical Inquity into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime
and the Beautiful His vision of the sublime—a l(ey idea in modern
caPitalist culture—is an imPortant one to consider when viewing the

images to which I have referred.

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and
c[anger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terril)le, or is
conversant about terrible ol)jects, or operates in a manner analo-
gous to terror, is a source of the sul)lime; that is, 1t 1s Productive

of the strongest emotion which the mind is caPal)le of feeling.

This is important to Burke because he wants all to seek their own
self-[)reservation. He is convinced that the sul)lime, because of the
strength of that emotion, will, t}uoug}l terror, Produce that desired end.
And 50, too, Michael Lesy. He has given us a moral tale in his
lﬁstory. He has warned us against ourselves, using our own images,
those images our age clemanded, arranging them to form a new critical
vision. From the images he has selected he has in fact constructed a
History, always Probing the relationslliP between our llistory and the
images themselves. In the process, he has not only Provi(lecl us with a
vision of our past but forced us to clarify the issue of our own
relationsl'lip to the images that have made our past. T]qus, he has not
only tried to illuminate the past that historians study but also tried to
cl'xange our past that l{eePs unfolding througlfl the present and into the
future. Lesy is thus in a great tradition. He believes that a critical
awareness of History can alter l'xistory itself. He has ordered our way
t}lrougl'l the new world of images, llelping make sense of our “hiero-
glyplfﬁc” civilization in the l’lOPe that our new self-awareness can make

us demand far different images and therefore live far different lives.

Warren I. Susman




