2. Hannah Höch, ‘A Few Words on Photomontage’
Hannah Höch was an avant-garde artist associated with the Berlin Dada group. She is principally known for her pioneering photomontages, many of which splices images of women with pictures of mechanical contrivances. In this essay, she looks back on the development of photomontage, commenting on the cutting and pasting of photographs in popular culture and distinguishing between the use of the technique in advertising and what she refers to as ‘free-form photomontage’. The text was originally published in Czech. It has been translated from Czech into English by Jitka Salaguarda and is reprinted in full from Maud Lavin, Cut With the Kitchen Knife: The Weimar Photomontages of Hannah Höch, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1995, pp. 219-20. [SE]
First Photomontages
Photomontage is based on photography and has developed from photography. Photography has now been in existence for some one hundred years. Although photomontage is not as old, it is not, as is often thought, the product of the postwar era. The first instances of this form, i.e., the cutting and rejoining of photos or parts of photos, may be found sometimes in the boxes of our grandmothers, in the fading, curious pictures representing this or that great-uncle as a military uniform with a pasted-on head. In those days the head of a person was simply glued into a pre-printed musketeer. Another picture might show us a ready-made landscape, perhaps of boat on a picturesque lake bathed in moonlight, with an entire family group pasted into that scene. Jocular images for picture postcards and such were also made earlier from cutup and then re-pasted photographs. A sheet from 1880, belonging to Professor Stenger’s collection (Berlin), shows us students who appear to be sawing one of their fellow students in pieces.
Photomontage Around 1919
When, in 1919, the Dadaists grasped the possibility of forming new shapes and new works through photography and made their aggressive photomontages, it happened, strangely enough and simultaneously, in a number of quite diverse countries, in France, Germany, Russia, and Switzerland. For the most part, the art groups of these countries did not have much contact with each other. The war has just ended and contracts were limited to initial diplomatic steps. That is why I would say ‘strangely enough,’ since this does not represent a new idea of one person or an idea created by a group of people, but because in this instance photography itself revived this genre. This rebirth was due, in the first place, to the high level of quality photography has achieved; second, to film; and third, to reportage photography, which as proliferated immensely. For decades, photoreportage has used photographs cut up very modestly but quite consciously, and often pasted on parts of photographs whenever it felt a need to do so. For example, when a potentate was welcomed in Tröchtelborn, and the journalistic photo taken on the spot was not impressive enough, various groups of people from different photographs were glued to it, and the sheet was photographed again, thus creating an immense crowd of people when in reality the welcoming crowd was only a male choir.
On Today’s Photomontage
In the meantime, photomontage has proved its mettle conquering, in particular, the field of advertising. Posters, advertisements, publicity prints of all kinds demonstrate to us the multiplicity of uses. It was observed that the image impact of an article—for example, a gentleman’s collar—could produce a stronger impression if a photograph of one of them were taken, cut out, and ten such cut-out collars were artfully arranged than if ten gentleman’s collars were just laid on a table and a photograph made of them. Powerful decorative effects that would be obtained by means of photomontage were previously attainable only by draftsmen. The photographic approach had the advantage, however, that the detail would come out in the simplest manner, as naturally and clearly as one could desire. Furthermore, photomontage continues to be the best aid for photoreportage.
Finally, I come to what can be termed, in opposition to the ‘applied’ photomontage that we have been discussing up to this point, ‘free-form photomontage,’ that is, an art form that has grown out of the soil of photography. The peculiar characteristics of photography and its approaches have opened a new and immensely fantastic field for a creative human being: a new, magical territory, for the discovery of which freedom is the first prerequisite. But not lack of discipline, however. Even these newly discovered possibilities remain subject to the laws of form and color in creating an integral image surface. Whenever we want to force this ‘photomatter’ to yield new forms, we must be prepared for a journey to discovery, we must start without any preconceptions; most of all, we must be open to the beauties of fortuity. Here more than anywhere else, these beauties, wandering and extravagant, obligingly enrich our fantasy.
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