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1 SergeiEisenstein,“Dickens,GriffithandFilmToday,”inFilm Form: Essays in Film 

 Theory,ed.andtrans.JayLeyda(NewYork:Harcourt,Brace&World,1949),195.
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Thekettlebeganit....

CHARLES DICKENS, QUOTED BY SERGEI E ISENS TEIN1

foRmaliSm

In1921,PaulStrandputdownhisstillcameraandbeganworkonhis

firstfilm,Manhatta.Producedincollaborationwiththepainterand

photographerCharlesSheeler,thefilmrunsjustundertenminutes.It

runsfromdawntodusk,followingadayinthelifeofNewYorkCity,

thefilm’sprotagonist.Thefilm’smain“players”includetheironand

marblefacadesofthecity’ssoaringarchitecture,theHudsonRiver,and

smoke.Itsmainfocusismovement.Openingwithalongshotofthe

NewYorkskyline,Manhattaquicklyturnsourperspectiveonthecity

ninetydegrees.High-angleshotssurveythechangingshapesofclouds

andsteam,suitedmenandwomenhurryingoffaferryandstreaming

acrossLowerManhattan,andwater.In1921,StrandandSheelerput

downtheirstillcamerasinordertomaketheircitymove.

StrandandSheeler’smovingimagerestagedseveralofStrand’s

stillphotographs.ThemostrecognizableisStrand’siconicshotof

suitedNewYorkerswalkingtoworkinfrontoftheominousblack
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windowsoftheMorganTrustCompanyBuilding.Strand’sphotograph

ofthehomeofNewYorkfinancehadbeenreproducedin1916inthe

penultimateissueofAlfredStieglitz’sCamera Work.Shotfromabove

andatanobliqueangletotheMorganTrust’sfacade,Strand’ssimply

titledNew Yorkreappearedinthefilmasamorehurriedanddynamic

studyofthejarringjuxtapositionofmanandmachine.In1924,Strand

likewisestilledmovingimagesfromthefilm.HisCourtrestagedthe

aerialviewofthespacesbetweentowerscaughtinManhatta.2IfStrand

putasidehisstillcamerain1921,hedidnotforgohisinvestigationof

photography.Strandturnedtofilminordertoinvestigatethestillpho-

tographanditslimits.Photography,asAndréBazinonceputit,“em-

balmstime.”3Stillphotographsdonotmove.

Strand’sdecisiontopullfromandreusehisarchivepromptssev-

eralquestions:WhatistherelationshipbetweenStrand’sfilmicand

Paul Strand and Charles Sheeler, directors. Manhatta, 1921. Frame.

2 Sheeleralsomadestillphotographsfromthefilm.SeeJan-ChristopherHorak,“Paul

StrandandCharlesSheeler’sManhatta,”inLovers of Cinema: The First American Film 

Avant-Garde, 1919–1945,ed.Jan-ChristopherHorak(Madison:UniversityofWisconsin

Press,1995),273–74.

3 AndréBazin,“TheOntologyofthePhotographicImage,”inWhat Is Cinema?,vol.1,ed.

andtrans.HughGray(Berkeley:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,1967),14.
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photographicpractice?Shouldwestudythesemediaseparately?Or,

moretothepoint,whatkindsofhistoriesnecessitatethedistinction

betweenfilmandphotography?4Perhapsitisthehistoryofphotography

thatStrandofferedusin1917.Asheexplainedthatyearinatwo-page

screedpublishedinthelittlemagazineSeven Arts,“Photography,which

isthefirstandonlyimportantcontribution,thusfar,ofsciencetothe

arts,findsitsraison d’être,likeallmedia,inacompleteuniquenessof

means.”5Unabashedlypitchedagainstthosephotographerswhomud-

diedphotographywith“handwork”—dyes,daubsofpaint,andetch-

ing—Stranddefinedphotography’suniquenessofmeansas“an

unqualifiedobjectivity.”6Hehistoricizedphotographyagainstart’s

“deadthings”andbrandedhimselfaformalist.7Thisisahistoryof

photography,which,ascountlesscriticsofStrandandformalismhave

argued,convenientlydisassociatestheimagemakerfromthesocial

embeddednessoftheimage.“Pure”or“straight”photography,likethe

stillphotographsrestagedinandreproducedfromManhatta,amounted

towhattheartcriticCliveBellcalled“significantform.”8Form,asBell

definedit,existspriortoitsembodimentinmatter,and“uniquenessof

means”istherebyabstractedfromanyinvestigationofthemeansof

production.9Strand’sinvestigationofphotographythroughfilmhas

beenconvenientlyeclipsed.Hisphotographyisthoughtthrough(or

against)paintingandStrand’sfascinationwithpureform.

Yet,Strand’sexaminationofphotographythroughfilmwasnota

passingfad.Inhissecondmajorfilm,RedesorThe Wave,hecontinued

toinvestigatetherelationshipbetweenstasisandmovement.Shotin

1934undertheauspicesofMexico’sSecretariatofPublicEducation,

The WavebearslittleresemblancetoManhatta.Itisafilmaboutland,

4 Bazin’swritingalsoframesmostattemptstoanswerthisquestion.SeeJan-Christopher

Horak,Making Images Move: Photographers and Avant-Garde Cinema(Washington,DC:

SmithsonianInstitutionPress,1997),1–27,andDavidCampany,Photography and 

Cinema(London:ReaktionBooks,2008).

5 PaulStrand,“Photography,”inPhotographers on Photography,ed.NathanLyons

(EnglewoodCliffs,NJ:PrenticeHall,1966),136.“Photography”wasreprintedinthefinal

issueofCamera Work,whichStieglitzdedicatedsolelytoStrand’swork.

6 Ibid.On“handwork,”seeAlfredStieglitz’s1899“PictorialPhotography,”inPhotography: 

Essays & Images: Illustrated Readings in the History of Photography,ed.BeaumontNewhall

(London:Secker&Warburg,1981),163–66.

7 Strand,“Photography,”136.

8 ThisreadingparaphrasesAllanSekula’snowclassicessayexaminingthelimitsoffor-

malismandmodernisthistoriesofphotography,“OntheInventionofPhotographic

Meaning,”Artforum13,no.5(January1975):36–45.

9 OnBell’sformalismanditslimits,seeYve-AlainBois,“WhoseFormalism?,”Art Bulletin

78,no.1(March1996):9–12.
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Fred Zinnemann, director. The Wave, 1936. Frame.

notthecity.Itisafilmaboutpeopleandwork.IfinManhattaworkers

rushalongthestreetdiminishedbythecity’ssoaringarchitectureand

thecamera’saerialapproach,inThe Wavetheyareshotstraighton,

close-up,andloomlargerthanlife.The Wave,infact,ispunctuatedby

close-upshotsofthefacesofthefishermenStrandhiredtoactouta

storyaboutlaborstrugglesinpostrevolutionaryMexico.Thefacesofthe

impoverishedfishermenintermittentlyfillthefilmframe,stopping

actionandremindingusoftheseriesofclose-upandtightlycropped

portraitsStrandproducedinLowerManhattanin1916.Theresem-

blancebetweenthefacesofNewYork’spublic—thenewspaperseller,

thesandwichman,the“dandy”inhisbowlerhat,tonameafewof

Strand’ssubjects—andMexico’speasantswasnotlostonthefilm’s

reviewer.WhenThe WavepremieredinNewYorkattheFilmarte

Theatrein1937severalnotedthatthefilmwasslow,sluggish,andnot

muchmorethanan“interestingphotographicalbum.”10SergeiEisen-

steinofferedasimilarresponsetoThe WavewhenStrandvisitedthe

Sovietfilmmakerin1935hopingtocollaborateonEisenstein’snext

production.11In1934,Strandstoppedmakingstillphotographs.

10 SeephotocopiesandscrapbookclippingsinthePaulStrandCollection,Centerfor

CreativePhotography,UniversityofArizona,Tucson,AG17:28/13(hereafterPSA/CCP).

11 Thecollaborationnevercametofruition,nordidtheproposalthatStrandworkforThe 

USSR in Construction.SeePSA/CCP,FindingAid.
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Heworkedinfilmuntil1942

andturnedtheSovietmasterinto

hisnewmentor.Holdingafew

clipsofThe Waveuptothelight,

EisensteintoldStrand,“Well,Ican

seethatyouareastillphotogra-

pher,notafilmphotographer.”12

Whatarewetomakeof

Eisenstein’sresponsetoThe Wave?

HadStrandfailedasafilmmaker?

Didhefailtomakeimagesmove?

Isthisfilm’sraison d’être?Since

the1920s,Eisensteinhadbeen

arguingthatfilmisnotdefinedby

themovementofimagesonthe

screenorinaccordancewithits

technology.Film,Eisenstein

insisted,doesnotmoveimages;it

movestheaudience“inadesired

direction.”13ThedoyenofSoviet

cinema,inshort,eschewed

conventionalinvestigationsof

mediaontologyinordertoexam-

inethesocialmachine.14Eisenstein’sresponsetoThe Wave,then,

compelsustorethinkourassumptionsabouttherelationshipbetween

filmandphotographyaswellasourassumptionsaboutStrand’sfor-

malism.ThequestionposedbyThe Wave—andManhatta—isnotwhy

Strandturnedtofilm.ItiswhywehaveinsistedonseparatingStrand’s

interrogationofmediafromhisdirectengagementwithpoliticsand

revolution.Poseddifferently,isStrandtheformalistwewantorneed

himtobe?

Paul Strand. Photograph—New York, 1917, 1917. 

© Aperture Foundation Inc., Paul Strand Archive.

12 StrandrecountedthisconversationtoMiltonBrownin1971.“Taperecordedinterview

withPaulStrandbyMiltonBrown,undertheauspicesoftheArchivesofAmericanArt,”

PSA/CCP,AG17:37/1.

13 Eisenstein,“TheMontageofAttractions,”inThe Eisenstein Reader,ed.RichardTaylor,

trans.RichardTaylorandWilliamPowell(London:BritishFilmInstitute,1998),35.

14 SeeJean-LouisComolli’sexaminationoffilmasasocialmachineaswellashiscritique

ofBazinin“MachinesoftheVisible,”inThe Cinematic Apparatus,ed.TeresadeLauretis

andStephenHeath(NewYork:St.Martin’s,1980),121–42.
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Strand’sformalismhascertainlyleftanindeliblemarkonourhis-

toriesofStrandandphotography’sdevelopmentintheUnitedStates.

Heissimultaneouslythe“perfect”modernist—radicallyasocial—and

arepresentativeofthebankruptcyofmodernism’sunmotivatedassess-

mentoftherelationshipbetweenmanandtechnology.Yet,ifStrand

convenientlyoccupiesbothpositionsinourhistoriesofmodernism,it

isnotbecauseherecognized—andpursued—thedistinctionbetween

modernistinterrogationsofmediaandthesocialqualitiesofthemes-

sage.Itisbecausehedisplaceditthroughanexaminationofonespe-

cificform:thehumanface.LikeEisenstein’s,Strand’scommitmentto

objectivitywasnevermediumspecific.Hismedium,infact,wasnei-

therfilmnorphotography.Itwasportraiture.

Romance of Revolution

The WavecertainlysurprisedaudiencesatNewYork’sFilmarteTheatre

in1937.Shotonlocationinasmallfishingvillageandwithnonprofes-

sionalactors,The Wavelackedtheavant-gardeflairoftheskewedper-

spectivesofManhattaandStrand’sstillstudiesofthecity’snewand

magnificentforms.In1934,Strandtradedinhisobliqueapproachto

NewYork’smovementforaslowandsteadylookatthecountry.

Moreover,unlikeManhatta,whichlackedaplotandahero,The Wave

wasanarrativefilm.Ithadastory,aprotagonist—afishermannamed

Miro—andamoral.Italsohadasoundtrackanddialogue.Openingon

theshorewithaseriesofclose-upshotsofMirofishing,The Wave

reworkedtheclassictaleofmanversusnatureintoahistorylesson

abouttheeconomiclogicofcapitalandlabor’salienation.Miro’sfailure

toekealivelihoodoutofthesea—hepullsonefishfromthewakein

thefilm’sfirstscene—culminatesinhisdecisiontogatherthelocal

fishermenatthedunesandcallforstrikeaction.Notallofthefisher-

menagreewithMiro’splan,andafightbreaksoutbetweenthestrikers

andthescabs,resultinginMiro’smurderatthehandsofasmooth-

talkingpolitician.Thefilmclosesatseawithrenewedeffortsbythose

fishermenoncedoubtfulofMiro’sinsistencethat“povertyisnotthe

faultofnature,norGod’sLaw,”theclosinglinesofhiscalltoarms,

finallytoriseupagainstcapitalism.Noonemissedthefilm’smessage.

AstheeditorsofLifemagazinenotedinthefour-pagespreadon

Strand’sMexicanadventure,whichwasaccompaniedbyfilmstillsof

weatheredmenatwork,“Thevirtueofthefilmaspropagandaliesin

itssimpledemonstrationthatworkersmustorganize.Thisisalesson
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whichtheanti-capitalistgovernmentofMexicoisveryanxioustodin

intothemindsofthelong-oppressedworkersandpeasants.”15In

Mexico,Strand,soitseemed,relinquishedformandmodernismfor

politicsandpropaganda.

Theaccusationofpropagandismwasnotfaroff.Inadditionto

shootingthefilmandworkingwithlocalfishermenandgovernment

officialstowritethescenario,Strandwasappointeddirectorofthe

Secretariat’sOfficeofPhotographyandCinematographyandaskedto

overseeaprogramofeducationalfilms(Planparalafilmaciónde

peliculaseducativas)thatcouldcompetewiththemelodramasabout

therevolutiononofferfromtheHollywood-inspiredfilmdocket.16

The Wavewasthefirstandonlyfilmcompletedinwhatbecame

knownastheSecretariat’s“FiveYearFilmPlan.”Self-consciously

styledaftertheSovieteconomicprogram,theplanrespondeddirectly

tothepreviousadministration’sinsistencethatcinemawasa“typically

USculturalproduct,”andonethatwas“impossibletodevelopasa

nationalform.”17Untilthe1930s,themural,notfilm,hadbeenpitched

asthemediumforshapingpoliticalconsciousnessandcollective

action.TheSecretariat’snewagendawascertainlyinfluencedby

anotherforeigner—Eisenstein.Eisenstein’sownMexicanadventure

andhisfailuretocompletehisepic¡Qué Viva Mexico!in1931sparked

aninterestintherevolutionarypotentialoffilm.Italsoframed

Eisensteinasanationalhero.Toutedel magníficointheMexicanpress,

Eisensteinwasoneamongmanyforeigners,includingTinaModotti

andEdwardWeston,who,asAlfonsoMoralesCarrillohasnoted,vali-

datedMexico’smodernity(modernidad)andmitigatedthecountry’s

“inferioritycomplex.”18

15 “AmericanPhotographerDoesPropagandaMovieforMexico,”Life2,no.19(May10,

1937):62–65.APostreviewsimilarlydescribedThe Waveassimple,referringtoitas

“LessonNumberOneintheorganizationoflabor,akindergartenlessoninclassstrug-

gle.”SeePSA/CCP,AG17:7/3.

16 StranddevelopedthescenarioinconsultationwithAgustínVélazquezChávezanda

failedcallforlocalfilmmakerstoprovideacompellingscreenplay.JamesKrippnerana-

lyzesStrand’snegotiationswiththeSecretariatinPaul Strand in Mexico(MexicoCity:

FundaciónTelevisa/ApertureFoundation,DistributedbyD.A.P.,2010),69–95.

17 JoséVasconcelos,quotedinAndreaNoble,Mexican National Cinema(Abingdon:

Routledge,2005),31.

18 AlfonsoMoralesCarrillo,“SpanishforYourMexicanVisit:PaulStrandSouthofthe

Border,”inKrippner,Paul Strand in Mexico,239–62.OnthecomplexitiesofEisenstein’s

reception,specificallyaccusationsthathisfilmpromoted“stereotypicalclichés,”see

Noble,Mexican National Cinema,129–39.
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Outlinedinhis“ANoteonCine,”afive-pageprospectusforthe

Plan,Strand’sprogramdirectlyaddressedtherelationshipbetween

filmandthenation.19How,heasked,wouldtheSecretariatensure

thatthefilmsspeaktotheaudienceforwhichtheywereintended—

Mexico’ssixteenmillionilliteratepeasants?20Stranddidnotfindhis

answerinMexico.Hefounditinfilm.His“Note”openedwithanod

toSovietfilmmakingandanticapitalistpropaganda.Movingpictures,

Strandinsisted,werea“powerfulsocialinstrument,”onethathad

beenpervertedbythemedium’s“mostdestructiveandcorruptform,”

Hollywoodfilm.21Hollywoodproductionswere“theopiateofthepeo-

ple,”Strandexplained;theywereameansofinculcating“falsevalues”

by“exploitingthepublic’ssadisticinterestinallkindsof...sugar-

coatedsexperversities.”22Strand’s“Note”didnotoutlineafilmpro-

gram.Itoutlinedthewaysinwhichfilmmakershadrespondedtothe

philistinismofcommercialfilm.StrandmovedthroughSoviet,French,

German,andNorthAmericanexamples—fromEisensteinthrough

CharlieChaplinandRobertFlaherty—searchingforamodelforthe

Mexicanstofollow.WhattheMexicansneeded,Strandsurmised,was

notanindigenousfilmschool.Theyneededtounderstandthehistory

offilm.Illiteracy,inotherwords,wasnotsimplytheinabilitytoread

andwrite.Itwasignoranceaboutindustrialmeansofpropagandaor

thepoliticallinguisticsofthepicture.

Strand’sbureaucraticeffortsfollowedsuit.Inconjunctionwithhis

prospectus,hehiredHenwarRodakiewiczandFredZinnemannto

directThe WaveandtrainanewgenerationofMexicanfilmmakers.23

19 PublicitycardsdistributedinMexicoreadasfollows:“¡¡VerdaderaJusticiaSocial!!Esla

clamanlosde‘abajo’ylosde‘enmedio.’‘Redes’Laprimerpeliculadeambiciónestética

nacionalledirácomoalcanzarla.¡UnaVerdaderaPeliculaNacional!”(SocialJusticeisthe

cryofthosefrombelowandthoseinthemiddle.Redes,thefirstfilmofnationalaesthetic

ambition,willtellyouhowtoachieveit.)Translationmine.ReprintedinKrippner,Paul 

Strand in Mexico,9.

20 SeeStrand,interviewwithPeggyFarber,June26,1974,n.p.,PSA/CCP,AG17:7/9.See

alsothetranscriptfromStrand’spresentationofThe WavetothemembersofthePhoto

Leaguein1947.“‘TheWave,’”Photo Notes,August–September1947,5,reprintedinPhoto 

Notes, February 1938–Spring 1950/Filmfront, December 1934–March 1935(Rochester,NY:

VisualStudiesWorkshop,1977).

21 Strand,“ANoteonCine,”quotedinJohnRohrbach,“ArtforSociety’sSake:PaulStrand’s

PhotographicVision”(PhDdiss.,UniversityofDelaware,1993),118.Strandneverpub-

lishedhis“Note,”anditisnolongeramonghispapersattheCCP.

22 Strand,quotedinRohrbach,“ArtforSociety’sSake,”118.

23 WhenRodakiewiczwascalledawaytoanotherfilm,heurgedStrandtorecruit

Zinnemann,whohadrecentlyworkedwithFlahertyinBerlin.Notably,Zinnemanncom-

plainedthatthefilmlackedmovementandthatStrandwasnotacompetentfilmmaker.

SeeFredZinnemann,An Autobiography(London:Bloomsbury,1992),31–37.
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Theeducationalmatrixoftheprogram,inshort,wasnotlimitedto

the“simple”messageofthefilm.Itamountedtoare-educationof

Mexico’sculturalworkers.Accordingly,Strandsupplementedtech-

nicaltrainingwithinternationalfilmscreenings.Thelistoffilms

showninMexicoisunknown,thoughwedoknowsomeofwhat

Strandmighthaveincluded.In1933,hewrotetohisclosefriend,

theplaywrightHaroldClurman,andaskedhimtorecommendaselec-

tionoffilmsthatmight“speak”totheMexicanaudience.Clurman

suggestedthelatestSoviet,German,andFrenchproductionsthat

hadbeencirculatingintheUnitedStatesamongtheleft-leaning

artaudience.TheseincludedAlexanderDovzhenko’sIvan(1932),

RenéClair’sFreedom for Us(1931),SlatanDudow’sWither Germany 

or Who Owns the World?(1932),whichwaswrittenbyBertoltBrecht,

andYakovProtazanov’sAn Hour with Chekhov(1933).24Showcasinga

rangeofgenresandstorylines—fromClair’scomedyaboutthemecha-

nizationofworktoDudow’sdocumentaryaboutunemployment—

Strand’scallforaprogramaddressinglocalconcernsfounditsfooting

inadecidedlySoviet-stylecallfortheinternationalradicalizationof

massmedia.

Strand’sworkinMexicoevidencesmorethanacommitmentto

filmoranewcommitmenttopoliticallyengagedsubjectmatter—col-

lectivization,laborstruggles,andstrikes.Itevidencesacommitmentto

developinganewmeansfororganizingpublics.Strand’sprogramin

thisregarddidnotdevelopinMexicoorthroughtheSecretariat’s

nationalistagenda.StrandtookhisleadfromClurman.Clurman

advisedStrandonthe“revolutionaryeffectiveness”ofthefilm’ssce-

nario,whichheargueddependedondrawingoutthedialecticalrela-

tionshipbetweenMiro’splightandtheplightofthecommunityof

fishermen.25HealsoprovidedStrandwithaworkingmethod.Sincethe

late1920s,theplaywrighthadbeendedicatedtodevelopinganewrole

fortheaudienceinhistheatricalproductions.Clurman’seffortsculmi-

natedin1931withthefoundingoftheNewYorktheatertroupeGroup

Theatre.AlongwithCherylCrawfordandLeeStrasberg,Clurmanset

outtorivalBroadwayproductionsaroundacommitmenttocollective

negotiationsamongwriters,directors,actors,andtheaudience.26

GroupTheatre,asoneoftheirpublicitymemosexplained,sought“to

24 HaroldClurmantoPaulStrand,December15,1933,PSA/CCP,AG17:14/14.

25 ClurmantoStrand,December15,1933,andJanuary2,1934,PSA/CCPAG,17:14/14.

26 Clurman,The Fervent Years: Group Theatre & the 30s(NewYork:DaCapoPress,1985).
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createanaudiencethatwillidentifyitselfwithandcanbecomecon-

structivelyactiveinGroup’swork.”27Intheir1931manifesto“What

GroupTheatreWants,”Clurmanenhancedthiscallforanewaudience,

explaining,

Whenanaudiencefeelsthatitisreallyatonewithatheatre;

whenaudienceandtheatre-peoplecanfeelthattheyareboth

theanswertooneanother,andthatbothmayactasleadersto

oneanother,therewehavetheTheatreinitstruestform.

TocreatesuchaTheatreisourrealpurpose.28

GroupTheatre’s1935productionofCliffordOdets’sWaiting for Lefty,

aplaylooselybasedontheFebruary1934NewYorktaxistrike,suc-

ceededonthisfront.Stagedasanegotiationbetweenunionleaders

anddrivers,theperformanceculminatedintheaudiencecheering

andchanting“Strike,Strike!”Thefourthwallhadbeenbroken;or,

asOdetscommentedfollowingtheplay’sfinalperformance,“thepro-

sceniumarchhaddisappeared.”29

StrandwasamemberofGroupTheatre.30Healsohelped

foundGroupAssociates,asubsidiaryorganizationofplaywrights,

filmmakers,writers,andphotographerseagertosupportGroup

Theatre’sagenda.31Appositely,The Wavewasbilledbyseveralof

27 “TheGroupTheatre...Audience...,”PSA/CCP,AG17:14/14.Thispublicitymemo

includedGroupTheatre’ssixteen-pointmemorandumondirection,organization,audi-

ence,andfinance,notingthateachplaywouldculminatewiththesubmissionofcom-

mentsfromtheaudiencetobeconsideredinmeetingsbetweenGroupTheatreandthe

audienceduringtherunoftheplay.

28 Clurman,Fervent Years,72.

29 Odets,quotedinMargaretBerman-Gibson,Clifford Odets, American Playwright: The 

Years 1906–1940(NewYork:Atheneum,1981),315–16.

30 ClurmantoStrand,September24,1931,PSA/CCP,AG17:14/14.ClurmaninvitedStrand

tothefirstGroupTheatremeetingandremindedhimthathewaspartoftheGroup

Theatre“family.”Strandalsorecalled“[t]heGroupTheatrewassomethinginwhichIhad

beenverymuchinterestedbeforegoingtoMexico....Ihadparticipatedasaspectatorin

thedevelopmentofthewholeideaofthattheatre.”PSA/CCP,AG17:37/1.

31 StrandtoClurman,Strasberg,andCrawford(onbehalfofGroupAssociates),July3,1936,

PSA/CCP,AG17:12/4.Strandwrote,“WebelievethattheGroupTheatrecanbeanucleus

aroundwhich,andthroughwhich,theotherartscanbebroughttonewandimportant

foci.”AssociatemembersincludedRalphSteiner,Stieglitz,WaldoFrank,andAaron

Copland.MikeWeaverfirstoutlinedtheseassociationsinhisarticle“DynamicRealist,”

publishedinPaul Strand: Essays on His Life and Work,ed.MarenStange(NewYork:

Aperture,1990),197–208.
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thefilm’sNewYorkreviewersasa“MexicanWaiting for Lefty.”32

Strand’ssociallyengagedpracticebeganinNewYorkandwith

theater.Heeschewedacommitmenttomediainordertoaddress,

asClurmanhad,collectivemethodsofproduction.Thefishermen

onthescreenwerebothactorsandaudience.The“simple”message

ofThe Wave,itspropaganda,inshort,exceededitsstoryline—the

economicsofexploitation.Itwaslocatedinadynamicandcomplex

rethinkingofthelaborofproductionandthecollectivizationofthose

watchingthework.Inthisregard,The Wavewasneitheraboutnor

necessarilyforMexico’speasants.Itwasanartifactofaninternational-

izationoftheleftintheUnitedStatesinthe1930s.Strand’s“romance

ofrevolution,”toborrowMichaelDenning’sphraseforcharacterizing

theworkofthoseartistsandwriterstravelingtoMexicoandthe

SovietUnioninthe1930s,manifestsaprofoundtransformationin

USpoliticsinthewakeoftheDepression:theorganizationofpowerful

masssocialmovementsthrougharetoolingoftheculturalindustry.33

Strand’smovetothemargins,though,wasnotamovebacktothe

center.IfThe WaverefractedthelimitsofleftistpoliticsintheUnited

States,itdidsobyengagingthewaysinwhichtheradicalizationof

massmediamightexplodethesegeopoliticalbinaries.

moving the audience

Strandwascertainlynotaloneinhisbid,asEisensteinonceputit,

tomove“throughtheatertocinema.”34In1935,twoGroupTheatre

affiliates,LeoHurwitzandRalphSteiner,developedafilmprogram

aroundtheinsistencethatthelessonsoftheaterwerethekeyto

unsettlingfilmaudiencesfromtheirHollywood-induced,opiate-like

stupors.Theduooutlinedtheirprogramin“ANewApproachto

Filmmaking(AnArticleBasedonaReportGivenattheConclusion

ofLeeStrasberg’sCourse).”Appearingin New Theatre,amajor

left-wingmagazinededicatedtothelatestinternationaldevelop-

mentsintheater,film,anddance,thearticleopenedasfollows:

“WithnofilmschoolinAmericaledbyanEisenstein,wefeelthat

therevolutionarymoviemakersmustgoforhelptotheatreworkers

likeStrasbergandotherswhothoughtdeeplyontheproblemsof

32 See,amongothers,theabove-notedPostreview(seefootnote15).

33 MichaelDenning,The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth 

Century(London:Verso,1997),12–13.

34 Eisenstein,“ThroughTheatertoCinema,”inLeyda,ed.,Film Form,3–17.
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films.”35Strasberg’scoursemixedmedia.Hedeftlycombineda

readingofEisenstein’sfilmsandVsevolodPudovkin’s1926study

On Film Technique and Film ActingwithareworkingofConstantin

Stanislavski’ssystem.AresponsetowhattheMoscow-baseddirector

called“mechanicalacting,”actingbasedontherepresentationofcon-

ventionalgestures,Stanislavski’ssystemtrainedactorstodeveloptheir

rolesthrougharecalltotheirownsensoryexperiences.Thissummon-

ingofmemorywasmeanttoprompt“observablebehaviors”inthe

actorsthatresonatedwiththeplightoftheircharacter.36Therewasa

difference,Stanislavskiargued,betweentherepresentationofemotions

andthechannelingofactors’“real”emotionalresponse.Actors,as

Strasbergarguedinhiscourseandthroughwhathecalledhismethod,

wouldnolongeract.Theywouldnolonger,asonBroadway,findthem-

selvesalienatedfromtheiremotions.This,heargued,was“proletar-

ian”theater.37

SteinerandHurwitzlookedtoStrasberg’smethodtoaddressthe

limitsofcommercialfilmproductions.InHollywoodfilms,theduo

argued,“thewholeemphasiswasonthebeauty,theshock,theeffec-

tivenessofobjects,things—withnoanalysisofaneffectontheaudi-

ence.”38Commercialfilmcertainlyprovidedtechnologicaladvances;

yet,aswasthecasewithothermeansofmassindustrialization,from

assemblylineproductiontourbanization,things,notpeople,reigned

supreme.Film,theyconcluded,hadbecome“inhumane”and“deper-

sonalized.”39Itshockedtheaudience,insteadofmovingthemtoact.

Correctingthispervasivefetishizationoffilm,SteinerandHurwitz

insisted,requiredmorethantheembraceofpoliticallycorrectsubject

matter.Itrequiredrethinkingfilmformthroughatheatricalengineer-

35 RalphSteinerandLeoHurwitz,“ANewApproachtoFilmmaking,”inNew Theatre and 

Film, 1934–1937: An Anthology from the Leading Left-Wing Arts Magazine of the Era,ed.

HerbertKline(SanDiego:HarcourtBraceJovanovich,1985),301.Translationsof

Eisenstein’s,VsevolodPudovkin’s,IlyaEhrenburg’s,andSergeiTret’iakov’swritingon

filmfilledthepagesofNew Theatre.

36 OnStanislavski’ssystem,seeTimothyJ.Wiles,Theater Event: Modern Theories of 

Performance(Chicago:UniversityofChicagoPress,1980),13–36,andColinCounsell,

Signs of Performance: An Introduction to Twentieth Century Theatre(NewYork:Routledge,

1996),24–51.

37 Strasberg’smethodandwhatbecameknownasmethodactinghavebeencritiquedfor

producingtheoppositeeffect,i.e.,falseconsciousness.SeeJudithRodenbeck,“Madness

andMethod:BeforeTheatricality,”Grey Room13(Fall2003):61–62.

38 SteinerandHurwitz,“NewApproach,”302.

39 Ibid.
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ingofaudienceresponse.“Unless,”SteinerandHurwitzexplained,

“thisaudienceresponseisobtained,films,howeverprofoundand

sociallyimportantinsubject,willbelifelessandsociallyineffectual.”40

Theaterworkeclipsedthedebatebetweenformandcontent.Italso

mitigatedtheontologicaldifferencesbetweenmedia.ForSteinerand

Hurwitz,theaterwasnodifferentfromfilm.Itprovidedanewmeans

forexaminingtheprinciplesbehindtheircraft.Thatcraftwasnotfilm

perse;itwassocialrevolution.

SteinerandHurwitz’sturntotheaterandacallforthehumaniza-

tionoffilmwasnotsolelydirectedagainstwhattheyperceivedtobe

thelimitsofcommercialcinema.Itwasalsodirectedagainstthedocu-

mentaryproductionsoftheWorkersFilmandPhotoLeague.Since

1930,whentheleagueemergedastheUSdivisionoftheWorkers

InternationalRelief,whichwasfoundedin1921undertheleadership

ofWilliMünzenberg,itsmembershadbeencommittedtotheproduc-

tionofnon-narrativedocumentarynewsreels.Thisfilmform,they

argued,redressedthedistortedrepresentationsofworkersonofferin

themainstreammedia.Italsocompetedwiththem.“Filmsarebeing

usedagainsttheworkerslikepoliceclubs,”wroteSamuelBrody,oneof

theleague’sfoundingmembers,onthepagesoftheDaily Workerin

May1930,adding,“Ifthecapitalistclassfearspicturesandpreventsus

fromseeingrecordsofeventslikeunemploymentdemonstration[s]...

wewillequipourowncameramenandmakeourownfilms.”41Here,

BrodyoutlinedoneofMünzenberg’smostimportantlessons:workers

cannotshyawayfrommassmediasince,asMünzenbergnoted,“Forty

yearsagothebourgeoisiehadalreadyunderstoodthatthephotographic

picturehasaveryspecialeffectonthespectator.”42Revolutionhadtobe

stagedinmassmedia.Ithadtobestagedthroughtheverysamemeans

thebourgeoisieusedtobeatdownitsworkers.

Counteringmainstreammedia,inturn,didnotmeanexposing

itslies.Theleague’snewsreelsprovidedmorethannew,different,or

40 Ibid.,301.

41 SamuelBrody,quotedinRussellCampbell,“FilmandPhotoLeague:RadicalCinemain

the30s,”Jump Cut14(1977):23–25,accessedNovember28,2011,http://www.ejumpcut

.org/archive/onlinessays/JC14folder/FilmPhotoIntro.html.SeealsoCampbell,Cinema 

Strikes Back: Radical Filmmaking in the United States, 1930–1942(AnnArbor,MI:UMI

ResearchPress,1982).

42 WilliMünzenberg,“TaskandAimsoftheInternationalWorkerPhotographerMove-

ment,”inCommunication and Class Struggle 2: Liberation and Socialism. An Anthology,

ed.ArmardMitterlartandSethSiegelaub(NewYork:InternationalGeneral,1983),179.
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“truthful”content.Theyprovidedanewmeansofproduction.Shot

onlocationbyworkersandwithfootagethathadbeencutandrecut

formultiplereels,thenewsreelsdefineddocumentaryfilmasa

highlymediatedconstruction.ToquoteBrody,“Itisrealityrecorded

onfilmstripsandsubjectedtothepainstakingtechnicaloperations,

montage;wherebythesestripsarebuiltupintowholesembodying

ourrevolutionaryinterpretationofevents.”43In1934Brodywas

notonlychannelingMünzenberg.HewaschannelingDzigaVertov,

whosefilmswereregularlyscreenedatleagueeventsandservedas

leagueprimers.44Sincethe1920s,in,forexample,hisseminal1929

filmThe Man with a Movie Camera,Vertovhadsubjectedfilmto

painstakingtechnicaloperations.Hissurveyofthestreetlifein

OdessaandotherSovietcitiesdisplacedtheauthorialeyeofthe

filmmakerwiththeworkofthecameraorkino-eye.Documentary,

accordingtoVertov’sneologism,didnotdeclarewaronfiction.It

declaredwarontheintegratedsubjectandnarrativeformdominating

commercialproductions.45Itdeclaredwaronthosewhofailedto

recognizethewaysinwhichnewmodesofproduction—thecamera,

thecity,andtheworker—liberatedtheindividualforcollective

action.

Brody’sappealtothenewsreelwasatthecenterofHurwitzand

Steiner’s1935essayandtheirdecisiontobreakwiththeleagueand

developNykino(NewYorkKino),anewarmofradicalfilmproduction

intheUnitedStates.46InoppositiontoBrody,HurwitzandSteinerout-

linedanapproachtofilmmakingthatcalledforthe“theatricalizationof

humanideasandsituations(mise-en-scène).”47Theater,asHurwitz

insistedinanearlieressaytitled“TheRevolutionaryFilm—NextStep,”

couldproviderevolutionaryworkerswithaless“fractional,atomic,and

43 Brody,“TheRevolutionaryFilm—TheProblemofForm,”accessedNovember28,2011,

http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/JC14folder/RevFilmForms.html.This

essayfirstappearedintheFebruary1934editionofNew Theatre.

44 EnglishtranslationsofVertov’swritingsappearedinthePhotoLeague’sjournal

Filmfront.SeeAnthonySlade,ed.,Filmfront—A Reprint Edition(Metuchen,NJ:

ScarecrowPress,1986).

45 AnnetteMichelson,ed.,Kino-Eye: The Writings of Dziga Vertov,trans.KevinO’Brien

(Berkeley:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,1984).

46 WilliamAlexanderdiscussestheformationofNykinoinFilm on the Left: American 

Documentary Film from 1931 to 1942(Princeton,NJ:PrincetonUniversityPress,1981),

65–112.

47 SteinerandHurwitz,“NewApproach,”303.
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incompleteform.”48Insistingthattheleague’screativecomparison

betweenframescouldnotsufficientlyencapsulateworking-classstrug-

glesoraffecttheaudienceforwhichtheywereintended,Hurwitz

arguedfor“internalmontage,”which,asheexplained,“isessentiallya

recreativeanalysisandreconstructionofaninternallyrelatedvisual

elementintermsoftheshotsoffilm.”49Hurwitzwassurelywatching

andreadinghisEisenstein.HiscritiqueofBrodywasthesamecritique

EisensteinlaunchedatVertovinhis1923essay“TheMontageof

Attractions.”Montage,Eisensteininsisted,requiredmovementinshots

orstills,notjustbetweenthem.50“Itisnotinfactphenomenathatare

compared,”Eisensteinexplained,“butchainsofassociationsthatare

linkedtoaparticularphenomenoninthemindofaparticularaudi-

ence.”51HurwitzturnedtoEisensteintodevelophistheoryof“synoptic

form”aroundEisenstein’sinsistencethatrevolutionaryfilmmustdo

morethanshockor,asheputitwithreferencetoVertov,“plougha

tractorovertheaudience’spsyche.”52“Evenindocumentaryfilm,”

HurwitzandSteinerconcluded,“itisstillnecessarytousetheatrical

meansofaffectinganaudience—suspense,build,dramaticline,etc.”53

TheturntoEisensteinandtheaterwasnotaturnagainstdocu-

mentary—orareturntoHollywood-stylefictionandfalseconscious-

ness.54AsEisensteinarguedinhisexaminationofthedevelopment

ofcinema“throughtheater,”thedistinctionbetweenfactandfiction

wasaredherring.Itfollowedfromthedistinctionbetweenfilmand

theateralongtechnologicalor,asBazinwouldsoonargue(with

Eisensteininmind),ontologicallines.55Internalorsynopticmontage

isnotspecifictofilm.Itdeveloped,asDevinForeexplainsinhisstudy

ofEisenstein’s1929filmThe General Line,throughEisenstein’sstudy

ofdramaturgicalstrategies.AsForeargueswithreferencetothemost

48 Hurwitz,“TheRevolutionaryFilm—NextStep,”inThe Documentary Tradition: From 

Nanook to Woodstock,ed.LewisJacobs(NewYork:Hopkinson&Blake,1971),91.

TheessayfirstappearedintheMay1934editionofNew Theatre.

49 Hurwitz,“RevolutionaryFilm,”92.

50 Eisenstein,“MontageofAttractions,”29–34.Seeaswellhis“BeyondtheShot,”inTaylor,

ed.,Eisenstein Reader.

51 Eisenstein,“TheMontageofFilmAttractions,”inTaylor,ed.,Eisenstein Reader,36.

52 Eisenstein,quotedinRichardTaylor’sintroductiontoTaylor,ed.,Eisenstein Reader,5.

53 SteinerandHurwitz,“NewApproach,”305.

54 Forthisreading,seeChrisRobé,Left of Hollywood: Cinema, Modernism and the Emergence 

of U.S. Radical Film Culture(Austin:UniversityofTexasPress,2010),128–30.

55 Bazindevelopedhismediaontologythroughtheaterinhistwo-partessay“Cinemaand

Theatre,”inGray,What Is Cinema?,76–124.
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famousshotinThe General Line,theclose-upofthepeasantMarfa

beforethewondersofthecreamseparator,“Thecinematicapparatusis

absorbedintothefigureonthescreen,whosesyntheticmovements

andexpressionsgenerate‘organic’equivalentsforcinematictechniques

suchaseditingandcameramovement.”56Montage,inotherwords,

doesnottakeplaceontheeditor’sbench.Ittakesplaceintheactor’s

performance.Itrelieson,isproducedthrough,thejuxtapositionof

actors’extremeemotionalresponses.EachstillofThe General Line,

Foreconcludes,wasconceivedofasashortfilm—onethattakesplace

inthemindofthespectator,notonthescreen.Eisenstein’stheoryof

montage,asRolandBarthesfamouslyarguedinhis1970studyofstills

fromEisenstein’s1944filmIvan the Terrible,asksustothinkfilm

beyondthefilmapparatus.“[T]hefilmic,”Barthesconcluded,“cannot

begraspedinprojectedfilm,thefilm‘inmovement,’‘au naturel’but

only,asyet,inthemajorartifact,whichisthestill.”57Severingfilm’s

ontologyfrommovement,Barthesdisengagedtheoriginoffilmfrom

naïveconceptionsofrealism—andmedia.Healsoprovidedadefinition

ofthedocumentstrippedofitspreposition—adocumentofpeople,

poverty,orclassstruggle.Thefragment,thedetail,orthefilmstill

doesnotrefer;eachmovestheaudience.

Eisenstein,ashisresponsetoThe Wavemadeclear,differentiated

filmphotographyfromstillphotography.Yet,thatdifferencewasnot

technological.Itwasmanifestoffscreenandintheatricaleffectspro-

grammedbytheartist.InThe Wave,Strand,likeEisenstein,lookedto

theatertorevampthelimitsoftheatomicconstructionsofthedocu-

mentarynewsreel.Thisisevidentinthefilm’sscenario,whichbuiltits

dramaticlinearoundMiro’seventualmurderatthehandsofasmooth-

talkingpoliticianandthefishermen’sdecisiontocarryoutthestrike.

The Wavealsoengineeredaudienceresponsethroughtheverysame

techniqueEisensteinhaddevelopedinhistheoryofinternalmontage:

thejuxtapositionoftheactor’semotionalreactions.Ineverypivotal

sceneofthefilm,Strandheldthecamerafixedandtightonanactor’s

56 DevinFore,“JenseitsderEinstellung,HinterderSzene:Die GenerallinievonSergei

Eisenstein,”inSynchronisierung der Künste,ed.RobinCurtis,GertrudKoch,andMarc

Siegel(Munich:FinkVerlag,2012).IwanttothankForeforprovidingmewithan

Englishtranslationofthisessay.

57 RolandBarthes,“TheThirdMeaning:ResearchNotesonSeveralEisensteinStills,”in

The Responsibility of Form: Critical Essays on Music, Art, and Representation,trans.Richard

Howard(Berkeley:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,1991),59.
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countenance.58Forexample,inthefilm’sopeningscene,thedramatiza-

tionofMiro’sfailuretomakehislivingofftheland,itisMiro’sfur-

rowedbrowandgrimace,nottheportendingstoryline,that“speaks”to

theaudience.AsStrasberghadinstructedthemembersofGroup

Theatre,methodperformancesaboundinthePavlovianrecallto“genu-

ineexpressions,”thesubtledetails,suchasnuanceofgesture,vocal

inflection,andfacialticks.59IfThe Wave,asthereviewersremarked,

wasslow,sluggish,andnotmuchmorethana“photographicalbum,”it

wasnotbecauseStrandfailedtounderstandhisnewmedium’s

“uniquenessofmeans.”Itwasbecause,likethemembersofNykino,

withwhomheeventuallyworkeduponhisreturntoNewYorkin1935,

hesoughttodevelopaformofpublicaddressthatrespondedtothe

socialworkofmedia.

Theclose-up,tobeclear,isnotacinematictrope.Norshouldwe

necessarilyassociateitwiththesilentera,andasareturnofthehuman

faceasameansofcommunicationfollowingwhattheHungarianfilm

theoristBélaBalázscharacterizedastheatrophyofcountenanceonthe

printedpage.60AsEisensteinarguedinhis1944essayontheworkof

theso-calledinventorofmontageandtheclose-up,D.W.Griffith,the

close-upfounditsorigininGriffith’sobsessionwithCharlesDickens

andDickens’sattentiontodetail.TheopeninglineofDickens’sCricket 

and the Hearth,“Thekettlebeganit,”was,accordingtoEisenstein,a

close-up.61DevelopinghisargumentabouttheimportanceofGriffith’s

filmsforthedevelopmentofSovietproductions,Eisensteinexplored

thedifferencebetweenSovietandUScamerawork.FortheSoviets,the

close-up,Eisensteinnoted,isnotaboutdistance—aquantitativemea-

sureofthecamera’s(andtheviewer’s)distancefromtheactor’sface.It

isaqualitativemeasure;itisamatterofproportionandemphasis.“We

speak,”Eisensteinwrote,“ofalargetalent,thatis,onethatstandsout,

byitssignificance,fromthegeneralline....”62Saiddifferently,itisnot

theface—resemblanceandimmediacy—thatmatters.Itisthedetails

58 Thefilm’scuttinglogsrevealahighlyscriptedorchestrationofclose-up,long-distance,

andmiddle-distanceshotsaroundMiro’semotionalreactionstohiswork.“The Wave,

cuttinglogs,”PSA/CCP,AG17:28/2.

59 Counsell,Signs of Performance,56.

60 BélaBalázs,Visible Man,reprintedinBéla Balázs: Early Film Theory,ed.EricaCarter,

trans.RodneyLivingston(NewYork:BerghahnBooks,2010).SeeEisenstein’sinfamous

responsetoBalázs,“BélaForgetstheScissors,”inTaylor,Eisenstein Reader,67–72.

61 Eisenstein,“Dickens,GriffithandFilmToday,”198–99.

62 Ibid.,238,emphasisinoriginal.
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or,asGillesDeleuzenotedinhisexaminationofEisenstein’stheoryof

internalmontage,theirdeterritorializationbeyondtheshot.63Turning

toDickens,Eisensteindeterritorializedmedia.Healsodislocatedthe

facefromtherepresentationoftheworker,thehuman,andtheindivid-

ual.Theturntotheaterwasmeanttohumanizetheworker;yet,itwas

nottheworkeronthescreenoronlytheworker’spsychologicaldevelop-

mentthatmattered.Itwastheworkerintheaudience.Thedetails—

Miro’sgrimaceandbrow,forexample—movedtheaudienceina

desireddirection.InMexico,Strandnotonlyworkedasaphotographer

andafilmmaker.Heworked,likeEisenstein,asapropagandistandon

thepoliticalpotentialofthecamera’sclaimstoobjectivity.

living laboR

The WavewasnotStrand’sfirstattempttointerrogatethecamera’s

claimstoobjectivitythroughareconsiderationoftherepresentationof

thehumancountenance.Thisproblematicalreadyframedthestreet

portraitsheproducedinLowerManhattanin1916.Attendingtothe

camera’s“unqualifiedobjectivity,”Strandattachedalateralviewfinder

tohisEnsignandshotthenewspapersellerandsandwichmanwith

thebrassbarreldirectedatarightangletohissubjects.Strand’sclan-

destineapproachwasadirectaffronttothetraditionofstudioportrai-

tureandwhatheoncereferredtoasthe“shibbolethsofthetime.”It

wasassumed,Strandargued,thatyouneedtoknowpeople,“waitfora

momentwhentheyaremostaliveandmostthemselves”tocapture

theirlikeness.64Strandrejectedthisshibboleth.Hewasnotinterested

inthepersonbeforethelens—theperson’spersonalstory,psychology,

orlikeness.Hewasinterestedinphotography.Strandapproachedhis

subjectsobjectivelyinordertoexaminehowthemediumofphotogra-

phycalledintoquestionourassumptionsaboutsubjectivity.Signifi-

cantly,Strandprovidedallofhisportraitswiththesamegenerictitle:

Photograph—New York, 1917.

In1922,Strandreturnedtothisinvestigationofthenewrelation-

shipbetweenmanandmachineinhisnowfamousessay“Photography

andtheNewGod.”PublishedinBroom,ajournaloriginallyprintedin

63 GillesDeleuze,Cinema 1: The Movement-Image,trans.HugeTomlinsonandBarbara

Habberjam(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,1996),87–95.

64 Strand,quotedinKatherineWare,“PhotographsofMexico,1940,”inStange,Paul 

Strand: Essays,109.
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RomeanddesignedtointroduceNorthAmericanstotheEuropean

avant-garde,theessaycanbereadasapendanttoManhatta.In

“PhotographyandtheNewGod”StrandplayedthecreativityoftheOld

Christianworld,whenmenworkedwiththeirhands,againstthemon-

strositiesofthemodernworld,whenmachine-madehands“carrythe

burdenofathousandbeastsandchainedthepowerwhichwasinthe

earthandwater.”65Asinthefilm,intheessayStrandquestionedifour

embraceofnewtechnologiesamountedtoprogress.Ismanactively

becomingdehumanized,Strandasked,atthesupremealtaroftheNew

God,themachine?ScenesfromManhattacertainlyseemtooffersome

indicationofStrand’sconclusion.Inthefilm,thecamera’saerial

approachandthecity’smonumentalformsfigurativelydisplaceman.

Menarepresent,representedasmembersofanamorphousandanony-

mousherd.

Strand,though,didnotsuccumbtofearsofamoderndystopia.

Themachine,hewrote,“mustbehumanizedlestitinturndehuman-

izeus.”66Inthefilmandthefivephotographshepublishedalongwith
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65 Strand,“PhotographyandtheNewGod,”inLyons,Photographers on Photography,138.

66 Ibid.,143.
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hisessay,Strandplayedoutrepresentationsofmendehumanizedby

themachineagainstthephotographer’sabilitytousethecameracre-

ativelytohumanizenewtechnologies.OnthepagesofBroom,weseea

freighter’shullfrombelowandmachinepartsclose-upandmade

strange.Asinhis1916portraits,inthesephotographsStrandinvesti-

gatedphotographicmeans,notends.Heexaminedthemachine,not

simplythephotographicimage.Man,accordingtoStrand,wasneither

thesubjectofnorsubjecttothemachine.Manmustusethemachine

objectively—andproductively—asan“instrumentofanewkindof

vision.”67Thiswasphotography’s“uniquenessofmeans.”Photography,

asStrandexplainedinhis1917essay,hadtobebornof“actualliving,”

adding,“Inthesamewaythecreatorsofourskyscrapershadtofacethe

similarcircumstanceofnoprecedent,anditwasthroughthatvery

necessityofevolvinganewform,bothinarchitectureandphotography

thattheresultingexpressionwasvitalized.”68Surveyingarangeof

machines,Strandconflatedtheorganizationofnewformswiththe

negotiationofnewwaysofliving.
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67 Ibid.,141.

68 Ibid.,137.
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GivenStrand’splea,itshouldcomeasnosurprisethatthephoto-

graphsfromthisperiodaresimilartothoseeventuallyproducedbythe

championofNewVision,LázslóMoholy-Nagy.Inthemid-1920s,

Moholy-Nagy,too,soughttorealignhumanvisioninaccordancewith

themachineinhisownphotographsofmodernity’smonuments—

Berlin’sradiotowersandthecleanlinesofnewdomesticspaces.

Moholy-Nagy’sre-evaluationofthemediumofphotographywasalso

publishedinBroom.Thejournal’sfourthvolume(March1923)

includedMoholy-Nagy’s“Light—AMediumofPlasticExpression,”

whichanticipatedthethesisofhis1925bookPainting, Photography, 

Film.Thinkingthethreemediatogether,Moholy-Nagyinsistedthat

theemergenceofnewmachinesforseeingrequiredquestioningand

historicizingphotography’sclaimstoobjectivity.Photography,asthe

photogramsMoholy-Nagyincludedalongwithhisessayservedtodem-

onstrate,wasaproductive,notareproductive,medium.69Seeingwith

themachine,seeingstraight,didnotmeanreproducingorliteralizing

themodernworldanditsfragmentation—theeffectsofphotography.

Seeingwiththemachinewasanewformoflabor.

Strand’sanalysisof“new”and“living”visionresonateswithcon-

temporarymaterialisttheoriesaboutphotography’sproductivecapaci-

ties.Infact,hisinvestigationoftherelationshipbetweenmanand

machinein“PhotographyandtheNewGod”waspitchedtochallenge

ourassumptionsaboutthestatusoftheartistworkinginasocietypay-

ingunprecedentedhomagetoindustrializationandefficiency—ortra-

ditionalnonartvalues.Themodernistartist,Strandinsisted,wasnot

divorcedfromthesocialmachine,a“wasterandnon-producer.”70“For

he,whodespitehissocialmaladjustment,”Strandexplained,“has

takentohimselfwithloveadeadthingunwittinglycontributedbythe

scientist,andthroughconscioususe,isrevealinganewandlivingact

ofvision.”71Furtheringhischargethattheartistcanandmusthuman-

izethemachine,StrandwasnotchannelingBell’scallforsignificant

formsandart’sautonomy.HewasexploringwhatKarlMarxhad

69 LázslóMoholy-Nagy,Painting, Photography, Film,trans.JanetSeligman(Cambridge,MA:

MITPress,1973),29.Notably,Moholy-Nagy’sbookendswithaninvestigationofthe

mediumoffilmthroughitsrelationshiptoothermedia—typographicformsandmodern

publicity.SeeaswellMoholy-Nagy,“Production-Reproduction,”inPhotography in the 

Modern Era: European Documents and Critical Writings, 1913–1940,ed.Christopher

Phillips(NewYork:MetropolitanMuseumofArtandAperture,1989),79–82.

70 Strand,“PhotographyandtheNewGod,”139.

71 Ibid.
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definedasthekeytomodernization:thedynamicrelationshipbetween

deadthings—commoditiesandnewformsofproduction—andliving

labor.Thedeadthingordeadlabor,Marxargued,isneitheruselessnor

necessarilyspent.It“lives,”heexplained,“suckinglivinglabor,and

livesthemore,themorelaboritsucks.”72Man,inotherwords,neither

mastersthemachinenorismasteredbyit.Hebecomesamechanical

partincorporatedintonewsystemsofproduction.Strand’scommit-

menttothecamera’sobjectivitycomplicatesourhistoriesofhisformal-

ism;italsocomplicatestheclaimthatStrandfoundpoliticsinMexico.

Politics,asevenStrand’searliestportraitsmakeclear,isnotrepre-

sentedintheframe,theossifiedlaborofthedeadthingmonumental-

izedandcapturedonfilm.Itisproducedthroughabeliefinthe

productivepotentialofnewtechnologies.

Summinguphisaccountofthecamera’sre-evaluationasan

instrumentofanewandlivingvision,Strand,perhapsnotsurpris-

ingly,turnedhisattentiontoportraiture.Hetookstockoftheworkof

hisfirstmentor,Stieglitz,andStieglitz’sdecisiontorecordhissubjects

throughaseriesofphotographs.AcaseinpointhereisStieglitz’s

seriesonGeorgiaO’Keefeinwhichthe“oldmaster”recordedhismuse

throughanaccumulationofbodypartsanddetails.ForStrand,

Stieglitz’sexaminationofhissubjectthroughdisembodiedformswas

anotherexampleofthrowingtheshibbolethsofphotographyandpor-

traiture“outthewindow.”Representingthesubjectasasumofmany

parts,Stieglitz,atleastaccordingtoStrand,developedportraitureinto

ameansforengagingwiththewaysinwhichphotography’spromiseof

objectivityshiftedtheveryconceptionofsubjectivityandmedia.The

machinedoesnottrumpthehandofmanorwhatStieglitzcalledpho-

tography’s“handwork.”Itdebunkedexistingvaluesandconventions.

Strand’sinsistenceonthispointishardtomiss.Hesummeduphis

analysisofStieglitz’srelativeformsasfollows:“Inthissenseportrait

painting,alreadynearlyacorpse,becomesanabsurdity.”73

Strand’ssuggestionthatportraitpaintingwasnearlydead,ifnot

anabsurdity,anticipatesoneofthemostimportantdebatesinphoto-

graphiccultureinthe1920s.In1928,onthepagesofthejournalNovyi 

72 KarlMarx,Capital: A Critique of Political Economy,vol.1,trans.BenFowkes(NewYork:

VintageBooks,1976),342.

73 Strand,“PhotographyandtheNewGod,”142.
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Lef,theSovietwriterandcriticOssipBriktoocalledfortheendofthe

paintedportrait.“Weneedamethod,”Brikexplained,“wherebywecan

representthisindividualpersonanotinisolation,butinconnection

withotherpeople.Inthevisualartsitisthephotographthatoffersthis

technicalpossibility.”74AlexanderRodchenkofamouslysecondedBrik’s

charge.Writingaswellin1928,inthenextissueofNovyi Lef,Rod-

chenkopennedhismanifesto“AgainsttheSyntheticPortrait,forthe

Snapshot.”RidiculingthemonumentalizationofLenin—theliteral

enlargementofhisimage—Rodchenkoexplained,“Crystallizeman

notbyasingle‘synthetic’portrait,butbyawholelotofsnapshotstaken

fromdifferenttimesandindifferentconditions.”75BrikandRodchenko

didnotrejectpainting.Theyhistoricizedtechnologies,rejecting,as

BenjaminBuchlohargues,bourgeoisconceptionsofthesubjectas

static,whole,orfixed.76Inasocialistsociety,BrikandRodchenkoex-

plained,artmustovercomebourgeoisformsofcommemorationand

developthepossibilitiesfordeontologizingthesubjectthatwerelatent

innewrecordingdevices.Thispromise,WalterBenjaminexplainedin

his1931historyofphotography,wasbrilliantlycapturedin“thephysi-

ognomicgallerymountedbyEisensteinorPudovkin.”77Sovietfilms,

Benjaminnoted,provided“thefirstopportunityindecadestoput

beforethecamerapeoplewhohadnousefortheirphotographs.”78

Benjamintooignoredthetechnicaldifferencesbetweenfilmand

photography.

DrawingStrandintothesedebatesmightseemfar-fetched.After

all,Strandneverpaidhomagetothesnapshot.Infact,heremained

dedicatedtolimitededitionsandhand-pulledphotogravures,likethe

portfolioofphotographsfromMexicohepublishedin1940.Strand

74 OssipBrik,“FromPaintingtoPhotography,”inPhillips,ed.,Photography in the Modern 

Era,231.

75 AlexanderRodchenko,“AgainsttheSyntheticPortrait,fortheSnapshot,”inPhillips,ed.,

Photography in the Modern Era,242.

76 BenjaminH.D.Buchloh,“ResidualResemblance:ThreeNotesontheEndsof

Portraiture,”inFace-Off: The Portrait in Recent Art,ed.MelissaE.Feldman(Philadelphia:

ICA,1994),55–58.

77 WalterBenjamin,“ALittleHistoryofPhotography,”inWalter Benjamin: Selected 

Writings,vol.2,pt.2,ed.MichaelJennings,GarySmith,andHowardEiland(Cambridge,

MA:HarvardUniversityPress,2005),520.ItisworthnotingthatBenjamin’sattentionto

thesignificanceofthefacewasinseparablefromhisinvestigationofphotography’sprom-

isetobringthings“close”andilluminate“details.”

78 Benjamin,“LittleHistory,”519.
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alsomadetheseportraitsofMexico’speasantswithalateralviewfinder

attachedtohiscamera.Strandneverrejectedtheformalvaluesofthe

fineartprint.Inallofhiswork,heprivilegedthecreativepossibilities

ofthecamera.Holdingontoartisticskillwasperhapsagamble.Itmay

justhavebeenthelimitsofStrand’sphotography.Yet,italsopresented

aninvestigationofmediabeyondontology.ForStrandandarangeof

photographersandfilmmakersworkingthroughthechallengesnew

recordingdevicesposedtotherepresentationofpeoplefrom“below”—

thesandwichman,thenewspaperseller,andthepeasant—itwasthe

machine—notthesubject—thatneededtobehumanized.Thesesub-

jectsafterallhadnousefortraditionalportraits.

PRimitive film

IfMexicobecamethebattlegroundforStrand’sinvestigationofthelim-

itsofthecamera’sobjectivity,thephotographicportrait,andrepresen-

tationsofpeoplefrombelow,howarewetoaccountforStrand’s

close-upshotsofseminudebodiesofmenatwork?Itishardtoignore

thefactthatStrand’s“romanceofrevolution”wasfiguredthroughthe

representationofwhattheanthropologistStuartChasecalled

“machinelessmen”andwhatothersmightsimplycallprimitivism.79

Why,inotherwords,didhestagehishistoryofmodernization,his

reevaluationoftherelationshipbetweenmanandmodernformsof

production,aroundtheclassictaleofmanversusnature?Strand’s

modelherewasnotEisenstein.Itwastheso-called“fatherofdocumen-

taryfilm,”RobertFlaherty.NamedassuchbyJohnGrierson,the

Scottishfilmmakerwhocoinedthetermdocumentaryin1926,Flaherty

established—atleastaccordingtoGrierson—theprinciplesofdocu-

mentaryfilmaroundhisrecordingsoftheactualitiesofeverydaylifein

nonindustrializedcultures.80InMexico,StranddiscussedFlaherty’s

workatlength,remarkinginhis“Note”thatFlaherty’s1922film

Nanook of the Northofferedan“immensegiftforcontactwithprimitive

peoplesandforcreatingorfindingtheelementaldramaintheir

79 StuartChase,Mexico: A Study of Two Americas(NewYork:LiteraryGuild,1931).

RohrbachnotesthatStrandreadChase’sbookbeforehistriptoMexico.SeeRohrbach,

“ArtforSociety’sSake,”111.

80 JohnGrierson,“Flaherty’sPoeticMoana,”inGrierson on the Movies,ed.ForsythHardy

(London:FaberandFaber,1981),23–25.SeealsoGrierson’s1932essay,“FirstPrinciples

ofDocumentary,”inGrierson on Documentary,ed.ForsythHardy(London:Collins,

1946),78–89.
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lives.”81Notably,Eisensteintooclaimedthislineage.“WeRussians,”

Eisensteinadmitted,“learnedmorefromNanookthananyotherfor-

eignfilm.Weworeitoutstudyingit.Thatwasinawayourbegin-

ning.”82ItwasnotonlyGriffith’sinventionofparallelmontagethat

shapedSovietdocumentarywork.ItwasFlaherty’scommitmentto

developaformoffilmthatrejectedtheHollywoodsystem:studiopro-

ductionsandprofessionalactors.

Flaherty’sfilmswerehardlyunanimouslypraised,andcertainly

notbythemembersoftheFilmandPhotoLeagueandNykino.

Countlesscritics—inparticular,thoseassociatedwithNew Theatre—

launchedvitriolicattacksonFlaherty’swork,insistingthathisfilms

ignoredhistoryandthe“actualities”ofBritishimperialism.83In

Nanook of the North,moviegoersdidnotwitnesscontemporaryInuit

life.TheyindulgedFlaherty’sportrayalofNanook,the“noblesavage,”

livingoutsideoftimeandbeyondhistory.Asonememberoftheleague

wroteinhisreviewofFlaherty’sfishingfilmMan of Aran(1934),the

“noveltask”offilmingtheworkingclasshasresultedinnothingmore

thanthecirculationofvapidsocialtypes:“acog,apeasantlikecrea-

ture,apersonatthemercyoftheelements,adown-and-outerwith

comicpossibilities,oraboor.”84Strandjoinedthischorusofcriticism.

ChidingFlahertyforhisinsistenceonallegorizingsocialstruggles

throughman’srelationtonature—asopposedtoman’srelationshipto

man—StrandassailedFlaherty’sfilmsasfollows:“Inaworldinwhich

humanexploitationissogeneralitseemstomeafurtherexploitation

ofpeople,howeverpicturesque,differentandinterestingtousthey

mayappear,tomerelymakeuseofthemasmaterial.”85

TheclosingsequenceofMan of Aran,whichbeginswithaclose-up

ofapeasantatthe“mercyoftheelements,”neatlydemonstrated

Strand’scritique.Asthefilmdrawstoaclose,thefatherandfisherman

Coleman“Tiger”Kingturnsandlooksouttosea.Hisface,chin

81 Strand,quotedinRohrbach,“ArtforSociety’sSake,”119.Thefilm’scontemporary

reviewersalsonotedthislineage.See,forexample,RobertStebbins,“PaulStrand’s

MexicanFilmRedes(1935),”inKline,New Theatre and Film,316–20.Thereviewwaspub-

lishedinthejournal’sNovember1936edition.

82 CitedinPaulRotha,Robert Flaherty: A Biography,ed.JayRuby(Philadelphia:University

ofPennsylvaniaPress,1983),157.

83 See,forexample,IrvingLerner’sreview,“RobertFlaherty’sEscape,”reprintedinKline,

New Theatre and Film,307–10.LernerwasamemberofNykino.Notably,Griersonalso

accusedFlahertyof“escapism.”Seehis“FirstPrinciplesofDocumentary,”81.

84 E.K.,“TheFilmsThatLookatWorkers,”inSlade,Filmfront,20–22.

85 Strand,quotedinAlexander,Film on the Left,71.



pointedupandatanangle,fillsthefilmframe.Flahertyholdstheshot

momentarilybeforezoomingouttorevealKing’sfamily,hiswifeand

son.Heholdstheshotoncemoreandzoomsoutagain.Thefamily,

nowinfullview,turnsparalleltotheframeandwalksalongthecoast

towardthehorizon.Theirmovementisintercutwithmiddle-distance

shotsofmammothwavescrashingagainstthecraggyshore.Inthe

finalmoments,Flahertyzoomsoutagain.Thefamily,asifexitingthe

scene,losesdimensionbeforethesea’ssurge.Theyareblackedout,sil-

houettedagainstthehorizonandthefilmframe.Thesea,Flaherty’s

camerasuggests,stripsthefishermanandhisfamilyofdetail,charac-

ter,andclass.ManinMan of Aranisnothing.Heisdisplaced,quitelit-

erally,bynature.Heismadeoverasform.

The WavecertainlycorrectedwhatStrandsawasthelimitsofa

Flahertyfilm.FollowingClurman’sinstructions,Strandsocialized

laborandthemeansofproduction.Yet,Strand’sinsistencethat

Flahertyturnedpeopleintomaterial,intoicons,suggeststhathewas

notmerelycriticalofFlaherty’sallegoricalstorylines.Hewascriticalof

Flaherty’scamerawork.WhatwasuniqueaboutFlaherty’sfilms,ashis

biographershavenoted,wasthatFlahertyneverthoughtitnecessaryto
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editthem.AstheeditorbegrudginglyhiredforMan of Aranexplained,

“Flaherty’sactualfilm-makingtookplacenotinthecamera,notonthe

cuttingbench,butintheprojectionroom.”86Flaherty’sfilmswere

designedtomakeimagesmove.Significantly,Bazinchampionedthis

aspectofFlaherty’swork.Theorganizationofhismediaontologypit-

tedFlaherty’slongtakesagainstEisenstein’s“languageofsyntactical

units.”87CondemningEisenstein(andignoringhisgenealogy),Bazin

sawFlaherty’scameraworkasareflectionofhisrespectfortheessence

offilm:thereproductionoftheunityofspaceandthecontiguityofcin-

emabeyondtheframe.88Strandwouldhavemostlikelyagreed,though

Flaherty’srespectforspatialcontiguityledhimtoamuchdifferent

assessmentofthefilmsandthe“essence”ofcinema.ForStrand,

Flaherty’sfilmsdidnot—or

didnotmerely—primitivize

hissubjects.Theyprimitivized

theaudience.Hislonguned-

itedtakesnaturalizedseeing.

StrandrejectedFlaherty’s

primitivismbyrejectingafilm

formthatfailedtotakeseri-

ouslythecamera’sroleasa

newinstrumentofvision.This

critiqueofFlaherty’shuman-

ismismostevidentinthe

film’spivotalscene,whenMiro

gathersthefishermanonthe

dunestocallforstrikeaction.

Standingbeforeacrowdof

fishermen,Miroraiseshisfist

intheairandexpoundsoncapital’ssociallogic—“povertyisnotthe

faultofnature,norGod’sLaw.”Miro’smessageiscorroboratedbyhis

gesture;hisclosedfistandraisedarmareiconicsignsofworking-class

consciousness.Thismessageisalsomadeevidentthroughthefilm.

Miro’sspeechisintercutwithclipsshowcasingthetransformationof

laborintocapital.Thefilmmovesfromshortsequencesofcattleand

86 JohnGoodman,quotedinRotha,Robert Flaherty,129.

87 Bazin,“TheEvolutionoftheLanguageofCinema,”inGray,What Is Cinema?,26–28.

88 Bazin,“TheVirtuesandLimitationsofMontage,”inGray,What Is Cinema?,46.
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menatworkinthefieldstoabstractedmachinepartsreminiscentof

Strand’s1922stillstudiesofgearsthroughthearrivalofgoodsonthe

market.Wesee,inshort,therelationshipbetweenlivinganddead

labor.The Wavecertainlyeschewedmodernformsofproduction—fac-

toriesandindustrialization.Yet,thefilmdidnotsuggestthatthose

laboringonthelandareoutsidetimeoroutsideindustry.Thisisnot

simplybecauseMiro’sspeechmechanizesnaturearoundthecapitalist

systemofaccumulation.Itisbecausethefilm’sdramaisillustrated

filmically.Historyisdisplacedfromthesubjectandthesingularpor-

traittothemachine,thefilm.Working-classsubjectsarenotfinally

represented,heroicized,anddignified.Theyarefinallysocialized—

throughfilm—inthemindoftheviewer.Filmismadelegibletothe

audienceasameansofsocialization.

InMexico,Strandworkedasabureaucratandonportraiture.

Throughfilm,hecarvedoutamodeofrepresentationforthose“nolon-

gerinneedoftraditionalportraits.”Hissubjectsneitherposedforhis

cameranorweremonumentalizedonfilm.Theywereneitherbeforethe

cameranoronthescreen.Strand,likemanyworkingonthepolitical

potentialofmassmedia,soughttoeradicatethatboundary.Hedislo-

catedthesubjectfromthestill,andthedocumentfromitspreposi-

tion—recordsofpovertyandwork.Strand’swork,inturn,testsour

ownshibbolethsabouttherelationshipbetweenmediaandmodern-

ism.Mediaarenothardware,recordingdevicesandextensionsofman.

Theyare,likehisportraits,socialmachines.Theyhistoricizedesire

andmakepeoplemove.
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