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1 Introduction

Contexts and concepts

Between the end of the Second World War and the start of the 1960s lay an arduous period of recovery for the cities and citizens of Western Europe. Civilians in urban areas, caught up in the destructive force of the war to an unprecedented extent, faced the daunting challenge of reconstruction. As Tony Judt described it:


Europe in the aftermath of the Second World War offered a prospect of utter misery and desolation. Photographs and documentary films of the time show pitiful streams of helpless civilians trekking through a blasted landscape of broken cities and barren fields. Orphaned children wander forlornly past groups of worn out women picking over heaps of masonry.

(Judt 2007, 13)


The image of the city – ruined and rebuilt – loomed large in these years. Moreover, attitudes to Europe’s past and visions of its future were inscribed in these rebuilt cities. That Judt should begin his epic account of Europe in the second half of the twentieth century with this striking description highlights not only the central position of urban space in the war and its aftermath but also the vital position of image-making technology in representations of wartime destruction and public debates about postwar reconstruction.

Historians have described the period from 1945 to the start of the 1960s as ‘the hinge on which the history of Europe in the twentieth century turns’ (Schumann and Bessel 2003, 5). This hinge moment marks a transition in the social and cultural history of Europe from ‘a more traditional, deferential and authoritarian past’ to ‘the pluralistic, meritocratic, and leisure-orientated consumer society of the present day’ (Geppert 2003, 2). The economic recovery was known in West Germany in the 1950s as the Wirtschaftswunder, associated in Britain with Harold Macmillan’s avowal in 1957 that Britons had ‘never had it so good’, and recognised in France as the catalyst of what was retrospectively termed les trentes glorieuses. The changes associated with this hinge moment were particularly evident in towns and cities. In the postwar period, urban space proved to be ‘a crucial testing ground’ for new conceptions of society (Föllmer and Smith 2015, 475–6). In terms of city planning and redevelopment, ideas and initiatives conceived in the interwar period came to be implemented in the wake of the war: the process of reconstruction segued into a large-scale process of urban renewal continuing throughout the 1960s and beyond. Increased affluence, as well as reduced construction costs, precipitated a scale of expenditure on urban space impossible in the preceding decades and led to ‘the transformation of entire cityscapes’ (Föllmer and Smith 2015, 479).

This process attracted great media interest. The vast corpus of wartime imagery was complemented by a swathe of images depicting the reconstruction of the urban centres of Europe. A handful of iconic images of destruction (St Paul’s during the Blitz, the liberation battle in the streets of Paris, Dresden after the bombing) usually grace the pages of academic and popular histories of reconstruction. What is overlooked in this process of selecting and reproducing illustrations, however, is the active role photography played in contemporary debates and decisions relating to postwar reconstruction. The images Judt referred to, as well as those of new tower blocks or modern churches that came after, are not simply inert or transparent documents providing insight into what this period of contemporary European history looked like; they were dynamic representations active in shaping ways of looking at and thinking about urban space in postwar Europe. Writing about visual culture after 11 September 2001, W.J.T. Mitchell asserted that:


Every history is really two histories. There is the history of what actually happened, and there is the history of the perception of what happened. The first kind of history focuses on the facts and figures; the second concentrates on the images and words that define the framework within which those facts and figures make sense.

(Mitchell 2011, xi)


Conceptually, these two histories can be parsed. In practice, as Mitchell observes, they are inextricable. To understand the history of what happened, we must tackle the history of the perception of what was happening and should happen. To understand postwar reconstruction, it is as important to recognise the many images that shaped particular public debates as it is to appreciate the changing construction technologies that facilitated specific building designs or the political contexts that facilitated specific state-sponsored initiatives. Histories of the reconstruction should not simply be illustrated by photographs; they need to interrogate and scrutinise the role played by such photographs in shaping ideas and actions. This book examines how the visual culture of reconstruction both responded to and shaped the decisions being taken in this pivotal moment in the history of European urbanism. Taking a transnational and interdisciplinary approach to the period of postwar reconstruction, it is the first monograph to trace salient modes of photography and examine how the medium shaped ways of seeing and thinking about ‘the city’ in Western Europe.

I examine urban photography from France, Britain and West Germany during the period of reconstruction, considering the depiction of ruins, housing, city streets and memorials to the preceding conflict. This urban photography includes aerial and architectural imagery, as well as photojournalism. It circulated widely in photobooks, professional journals, popular magazines and official publications. Consideration of the wealth of visual material published and disseminated between the liberation of Paris in August 1944 and the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 reveals the active and directive role played by publicly circulating photographs of architecture and urban space in communicating and promoting vital attitudes, ideas and perspectives on the city, the nation and the idea of ‘Europe’. In this introduction, I outline the layered meanings and challenges of reconstruction in the period, sketch the prominence and importance of urban photography, discuss essential conceptual issues regarding historiographical approaches to analysing the published photograph, and reflect on the challenge and importance of comparative history in addressing this topic.


Destruction and reconstruction

Urban centres and their civilian residents were caught up in the Second World War with devastating consequences. While the First World War in Europe was principally a rural experience involving soldiers, the Second World War was principally an urban experience involving civilians (Betts and Crowley 2005, 219) – a deadly phenomenon evoked in a postwar photobook of bomb-damaged Liverpool, which recalled the time ‘when the front line was in your street’ (Liverpool Daily Post & Echo 1945). The air war began in earnest in 1940 with the Blitz in Britain and Royal Air Force (RAF) attacks launched against both Germany and occupied France. From 1942, the bombing offensive against Germany escalated considerably. Directives issued to the RAF encompassed the morale of the German workforce, as well as military and industrial targets, and bombing targeted large urban areas comprising extensive residential districts, marking the ‘radicalisation of the air war’ (Süss 2014, 248).

Richard Overy estimates 700,000 people were killed in Western Europe by bombing between 1940 and 1945 (Overy 2011, 1). In Britain, 60,595 civilians were reported killed in air raids, over one-third of whom died between September and December 1940 (O’Brien 1955, 677). Allied bombing of France (which intensified ahead of the D-Day landings) resulted in a comparable number of fatalities (54,631) to the German bombardment of Britain (Baldoli and Knapp 2012, 3). Deaths of German civilians caused by aerial bombardment are estimated to be 410,000 (Overy 2011, 1). This death toll was accompanied by significant levels of urban destruction. The French port of Le Havre, for instance, was subject to over 140 raids starting in 1940 and ending with attacks in September 1944 that killed over 1500 civilians (Baldoli and Knapp 2012, 25–6; Dodd and Knapp 2008, 485). By that point, 12,500 buildings had been destroyed and 4,500 partially destroyed. This entailed the loss of 21,000 homes and amounted to a rate of urban destruction of 82% (Knapp 2007, 477). Such dramatic levels of damage to the built environment in a single town illuminate the scale of the postwar challenge across Western Europe.1

In terms of both civilian fatalities during the conflict and the scale of the reconstruction challenge, however, there were considerable disparities among the three countries under consideration here. The social and political consequences of the war also differed radically. In 1945, Britain was victorious, though the economic impact of waging total war meant that rationing continued into the 1950s. In France, the postwar challenge entailed not just coming to terms with loss and rebuilding. Reconstruction meant negotiating the humiliation of occupation, the guilt of complicity and tensions between competing factions who fought for liberation and aimed at power or influence in the liberated nation. Giving expression to this challenge, concurrent with the liberation was a purge of those accused of collaboration. This rough justice (l’épuration sauvage) was followed by a state-orchestrated legal process (l’épuration légale). Germany, in turn, was occupied and administered by a coalition consisting of the United States, Britain, France and the Soviet Union. Populations in the four zones underwent various processes of denazification, pursued through different means and with differing levels of thoroughness – processes designed in principle to remove the ideological dominance of Nazism in public life. A facet of this campaign was the making public of the crimes of the regime, with photographs and films of the concentration camps exhibited to the German people. These crimes against humanity became public knowledge beyond Germany through the work of photojournalists such as George Rodger, Margaret Bourke-White and Lee Miller from the camps at Bergen-Belsen, Buchenwald and Dachau.2

The civilian deaths and urban destruction of the Second World War (including the devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki communicated via the mass media to citizens in postwar Britain, France and Germany along with the effects of the European bombing war and the events of the Holocaust) were a radical experience that catalysed ideas for a radical rebirth.3 In the first postwar years, public debates sought to articulate a future profoundly different from the past with its two world wars, punctuated by the depression. The idea of an unprecedented opportunity for a new beginning was keenly felt. In this moment, reconstruction was thus conceived not simply as an architectural project to replace destroyed or damaged buildings; it was a political, social and psychological project. It meant rebuilding not only the fabric of cities but also the fabric of societies through the reconstruction of political institutions (national and transnational), the reshaping of the social contract between governments and citizens, and a determination to address long-standing societal problems.

Debates about the meaning of ‘reconstruction’ came to the surface in all three countries. As in other formerly occupied nations, in France it meant not simply ‘material reconstruction and economic growth’ but also ‘political restoration’, ‘national reconciliation’ and ‘the reinvention of national identities’ (Lagrou 2000, 15). Official publications discussed ‘la reconstruction proprement dite’ (MRU 1951, 14). In Britain, there was talk of ‘reconstruction in its widest sense’ (Kallmann 1947, 68). The appetite for a new beginning was evident in the Labour Party’s sweeping electoral victory on the back of a manifesto titled ‘Let us Face the Future’, which stressed the need to address wartime damage and prewar issues relating to industrialised cities. In Western Germany, which faced unparalleled urban destruction, Western Allies rejected punitive measures, favouring instead the psychological importance of reassuring the population that there would be no going back either to the violence experienced under Nazism or to the interwar problems that had facilitated that ideology’s dominance. In this context, the propriety of ‘Aufbau’ or ‘Neuaufbau’ (construction or new construction) was debated over ‘Wiederaufbau’ (construction as before or again), with some arguing ‘the image of the future city’ must spring from a rethinking of urban space, not simply fall back on ‘images inherited from the past’ (Schmitt 1946, 5). Postwar reconstruction in Western Europe after 1945 was thus marked by a distinctive and pronounced ‘self-consciousness’ (Mazower 2011, 25) bound up with perceptions of the interwar situation, wartime experience and postwar challenges.



Modernisation and commemoration

The rethinking and redevelopment of cities – not just their rebuilding – was central to postwar reconstruction. Industrialised cities of the early twentieth century were blighted by poor living conditions. Subsequently, a declining need for agricultural labour because of increasing efficiency, and the simultaneous expansion and centralisation of industry and service sectors meant that the migration of Europeans from rural locations to urban centres grew in the 1950s, peaking in the 1960s (Tomka 2010, 317). Thus, the multi-faceted postwar reconstruction of the late 1940s and 1950s marks a pivotal period, from one of underinvestment in the interwar years to a broad agenda of urban renewal from the 1960s. A central idea in this postwar reshaping of European societies was that of modernisation. As Rosemary Wakeman (1997, 3) explicates, ‘Modernization was about full employment in newly mechanized industries, decent housing and regulated social welfare programs, and material affluence as the marks of social harmony’.4

While the term itself had particular currency in postwar France, the idea of modernisation was equally pertinent in Britain and West Germany. The terminology often employed in lieu of modernisation was that of ‘planning’. In Britain, for instance, the idea of ‘planning’ acquired – along with that of ‘reconstruction’ – a powerful and popular currency, being used in both unofficial commentaries and state-sponsored initiatives. Postwar, ‘planning’ was a heavily freighted concept – fuzzy rather than precise, but integral to ideas of a new social order, as well as the rebirth of war-devastated towns and cities. Town planning was just one prominent facet of this elastic concept.5 Like economic planning, social planning and even family planning, town planning could be managed better by active states committed to the welfare of their populations. As total planning superseded total war, every credible state or organisation needed a demonstrable postwar plan. In the nations of Western Europe, planning and modernisation came to be associated with both efforts towards economic recovery and a new relationship between governments and people – a reoriented social contract referred to variously as ‘social democracy’ or the ‘welfare state’. In short, planning was ‘the political religion of post-war Europe’ (Judt 2007, 67) and, like religion, transcended national boundaries.

Modernisation did not entail a wholesale rejection of the past, however. Postwar societies aimed to commemorate or reconnect with their pasts in many ways. Nicholas Hewitt (1999) notes various self-conscious epithets used to characterise this watershed moment, including talk of a New Elizabethan Age in Britain and a French renaissance. With their historical allusions, both terms look backwards as well as forwards. Even in Germany, where there was talk of a zero hour (Stunde null) or clean sweep (Kahlschlag), the desire to reconnect across the chasm opened up by Nazism to previous forms of life and community manifested itself in various forms of remembering, from Heimat cinema to the faithful reconstruction of historic town centres. In France, the need to reconnect to prewar norms was expressed in De Gaulle’s avowal in 1944 that the Republic had never ceased to exist. While British citizens did not experience a comparable rupture in political terms during the war, postwar geopolitics (with the ascendance of the United States and the USSR, as well as the process of decolonisation) made evident that the nation’s status and identity were under revision. The reconnection with tradition and history was articulated in the Festival of Britain (1951), which explicitly recalled the Great Exhibition of 1851 and sought to showcase ‘Britain’s contribution to civilisation past, present and future’. The challenges of negotiating such forms of historical reconnection with the project of modernisation were made concrete at various sites – from Oradour-sur-Glane to Coventry Cathedral and the Kaiser Wilhelm Gedächtniskriche – that sought both to commemorate the war from which Europe had just emerged through the preservation of ruins and, through modern architectural interventions, to look to the future.

In one sense, ‘postwar’ as a label for the period after 1945 is misleading; these years were not free of conflict. Nonetheless, in contrast to what preceded it, the period was one of remarkable peace and stability in Western Europe. ‘Postwar’ remains an appropriate term because it captures the defining influence that the Second World War had on the shape of cities and the everyday life of citizens. Postwar societies faced the future, propelled by a desire for modernisation, while also being marked by an ‘intense historical awareness’ (Föllmer and Smith 2015, 478). The distinctive nature and scope of this awareness meant that the urban space bore the weight of an emphasis on rebuilding forms of community, whether that be the psychological importance of rebuilding an urban area like Cologne to its inhabitants or the overt symbolism of architectural projects relating – like UNESCO’s Parisian headquarters – to peace-building between nations. Thus, plans and projects for rebuilding towns and cities entailed a particularly charged engagement with both memories of the past and visions of the future.



Democratisation and Europeanisation

The geopolitics of the postwar years yoked together the postwar recoveries of the three countries. Additional to the involvement of France and Britain in the occupation of defeated Germany from 1945, all three shared a dire economic outlook and became the focus of a key economic and strategic US initiative. The European Recovery Programme (ERP), announced in June 1947 and known also as the Marshall Plan, aimed at reversing an ominous situation. The programme provided grants and loans worth $13.3bn from the United States to 16 European countries between 1948 and 1952, addressing the plight of Europe’s citizens in a bid to counteract the potential appeal of communism.6 Crucially, the ERP was also conceived as a co-operative undertaking; as well as stimulating trade to avoid the protectionism of the interwar years, it required economic coordination between nations through the Organisation for European Economic Coordination (OEEC).

The Marshall Plan thus brought former warring nations in Western Europe together in the common project of postwar recovery. Predictably, it also exacerbated tensions between East and West. Moscow put pressure on Eastern European states not to participate in the ERP, construing it as a means of isolating the Soviet Union. That decision divided the continent – a situation laid bare by the Berlin Crisis of 1948 when, prompted by the currency reform in the western zones of occupied Germany, the Soviet forces implemented a blockade of West Berlin. In response, Western Allies launched the widely publicised Berlin Airlift to demonstrate their commitment to populations within their sphere of influence. The stand-off lasted for almost a year. The merger of the American, French and British zones of occupied Germany followed, creating the Federal Republic of Germany in May 1949. In October of the same year, the German Democratic Republic was founded. This establishment of two ideologically opposed German states reflected the broader Cold War division of Europe that endured for over four decades. The Marshall Plan has, for this reason, been termed ‘the founding act of the postwar Western world’ (Spagnolo 2003, 279 and 281). This new world order entailed a radical shift from enmity to novel forms of unity among the nations of Western Europe. It was in this reconfigured context that the reconstruction of bomb-damaged towns and cities would be orchestrated.

A key facet of this shift from conflict to cooperation was the promotion of democracy as the model for postwar states. This emphasis was prefigured in the reference to self-determination included in the Atlantic Charter (1941) articulating Allied war aims. Such principles underpinned a range of initiatives discussed and planned during wartime for implementation in the postwar period. The Conference of Allied Ministers of Education first met in November 1942 in London, for example, to plan for educational reconstruction, while de Gaulle’s Free French government-in-exile (also in London) organised a Commission for the Study of Postwar Problems.7 The idea of democracy gained particular prominence and prestige during wartime through its dynamic relationship with the ideology of National Socialism. For instance, tolerance was exhibited in the United Kingdom towards campaign groups opposing area bombing exactly because this sort of free speech was emblematic of the values being defended in the fight against Hitler (Overy 2016). After the war, as tensions between former Allies mounted, the contrast with the regimes behind ‘the iron curtain’ also enhanced the image and importance of democracy. A major media campaign was launched, for example, to popularise the Marshall Plan, through which participating countries were represented as being part of a community of nations prioritizing their citizens’ welfare and peaceful cooperation between states, in contrast to Eastern European regimes (cf. Bischof and Stiefel 2009).

In these and other ways, democracy was promoted as the normative model for postwar European states. Martin Conway and Volker Depkat outline the tacitly agreed contours of this model:


Common to all these ideas […] was the sense that democracy should not be conceived in solely political terms, but as part of the wider social and economic framework of society. Land reform, full employment, decent housing and old-age pensions were in this respect more prominent elements of the post-1945 democratic agenda than the more fundamental issues of how democracy might be organized.

(Conway and Depkat 2010, 136)


This centrist consensus gave rise to various forms of welfare state in Britain, France and West Germany. It was thus a social democratic moment shaped by the influence of both the Second World War and the Cold War on political debate and decision-making. The building of homes, in particular, was underpinned by this drive towards democratisation, but so too was the construction of schools, hospitals and other public services; these projects symbolised the construction or reconstruction of democracies.

If the Marshall Plan promoted economic coordination, memory of the war, combined with the threat of future conflict (more devastating because of the advent of the atomic bomb), impelled initiatives to promote other forms of cooperation between European nations. While the Brussels Treaty (1948) and the establishment of NATO (1949) addressed matters of security, the Schuman Plan (1950) brought economic and security concerns together. Proposing joint oversight of coal and steel industries, it was an economic proposal with intentionally far-reaching political implications. It aimed to make war between France and Germany, ‘not merely unthinkable, but materially impossible’. The Schuman Plan precipitated the establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community (1954), which in turn facilitated the creation of a union of European nations. Leading ultimately to the Treaty of Rome (1957), such moves underpinned the establishment of the European Economic Community (EEC), which held its first official meeting in 1958.8 The postwar abandonment of punitive measures against West Germany in favour of rebuilding an economically strong and politically democratic state reintegrated with other European nations represents a developing effort to address both Europe’s postwar economic situation and the unfolding geopolitics of the Cold War.

This political, economic and military delineation of Western Europe was neither inevitable nor unidirectional. The postwar European project proceeded, not according to a pre-determined plan but as a collection of improvised responses to a developing situation. Indeed, the Schuman Declaration explicitly stated that ‘Europe will not be made all at once […]. It will be built through concrete achievements which first create a de facto solidarity’. This sentiment was expressed previously by Churchill, who asserted in 1947 that ‘The first step in the re-creation of the European family must be a partnership between France and Germany’. Some initiatives came to fruition, while others did not. They constitute part of a broader twentieth-century phenomenon – a process of Europeanisation described by Ulrike von Hirschhausen and Kiran Klaus Patel as:


[…] a variety of political, social, economic and cultural processes that promote (or modify) a sustainable strengthening of intra-European connections and similarities through acts of emulation, exchange and entanglement and that have been experienced and labelled as ‘European’.

(von Hirschhausen and Patel 2010, 2)


Thus, notwithstanding dramatic differences between wartime experiences and postwar predicaments, the postwar reconstructions of Britain, France and West Germany were inextricably linked by the realignment of alliances and the emergence of new dependencies between states as the Cold War unfolded. In addition to the discourse of democratisation, the ERP and the subsequent cementing of Cold War divisions also underpinned this process of Europeanisation that – to a greater or lesser extent – was a common phenomenon across the three countries. Indeed, ‘the very concepts of “Europe” and “democracy” began to merge in political and intellectual discourse: Europe came to be seen as the “home” of democracy, just as democracy was the expression of a shared European identity’ (Conway and Depkat 2010, 136). It is only by recognising this context that it is possible to respond to the challenge posed by Rémi Baudouï of how to explain the similarities between reconstruction architecture and town planning across a host of different cultures with different wartime experiences (Baudouï 1997, 310).

The intertwined postwar history of democratisation and Europeanisation is not solely a history of geopolitical calculation and international agreements. In addition to such top-down initiatives, there were also efforts to create bonds between social groups within and across national borders, be they workers, young people or religious communities. Jean Monnet, first president of the ECSC High Authority, acknowledged that ‘Europe never existed; one has genuinely to create Europe’ (cited in Davies 1996, 10). Many initiatives gave voice to this postwar idea of a democratic Europe and contributed to the dramatic shift, within the space of a few crucial years, from a destructive enmity to a tangible unity. From the pages of photo-magazines displaying the latest fashions to the spaces of European cities, defined by modern high-rise housing, this postwar convergence was both reflected in and influenced by culture. The symbolic importance of urban space was central to the European project since, far more than simply a large rebuilding project, reconstruction embodied the broad social and cultural project of readjustment and renewal playing out in the wake of the Second World and the shadow of the Cold War. The reconstruction of city space encompassed not just the living conditions of urban dwellers; it represented the reshaping of political cultures and was enmeshed in the broader psychological recovery of populations from total war and the ideological redefinition of Western European society. In the three comparator countries, the postwar city was envisaged as a modern, democratic space for a peaceful European citizenry – educated, employed and secure; conscious of their history, but forward-looking.



Urban photography and popular culture

Image-making technology was central to the task of recording, representing and reimagining the postwar European city. Visual material had been a vital element in both Allied and Axis wartime propaganda. For the occupied territories, the Propagandakompanie of the Wehrmacht produced Signal, a photo-magazine with high production values and circulation figures of up to 800,000 for the French language version alone (cf. Rutz 2007). Francis Williams, Controller of the News and Censorship Division at the British Ministry of Information and former Editor of the Daily Herald newspaper, was moved to claim that ‘photographs were one of the most potent instruments of war-time information’ (Williams 1946, 215). The very visible challenge posed by war-damaged urban centres was the sustaining force for visions of what the postwar world would look like, many of which were in public circulation from the early 1940s. In the postwar moment, the photography of destruction and photographic visualisations of reconstruction remained a dynamic means through which the symbolism of the city was mobilised, directed and contested. While ruin photographs capturing the state of Europe’s towns and cities promoted particular attitudes to this destruction, architectural photographs advocated a vision of the future that could be built in these ruined urban spaces. And as the intensifying Cold War divided Germany, Europe and the world along ideological lines, it also prompted an increasing transnational circulation of urban photography that helped inject an internationalist idealism into visions of the postwar future.

Just as the reconstruction project was multi-faceted, so too was the photography relating to it. Aerial photography, photojournalism, architectural photography, fashion photography and amateur photography were each bound up in the depiction and imagining of the reconstruction challenge. These are all forms of what can be termed ‘urban photography’ – that is, a diverse range of photographic technologies, representational practices and modes of publishing used to depict and to interpret towns and cities. Of course, the phenomenon of urban photography is not novel to the postwar moment. Architecture and the built environment were a favoured subject of experimental photographers, from Nicéphore Niépce’s success in fixing an image of buildings at his home in Gras on a metal plate to Henry Fox Talbot’s paper negative of an oriel window at Lacock Abbey and Louis Daguerre’s picture of the Boulevard du Temple in Paris. Following these experimental forays, many pre-existing disciplines and pastimes adopted the new technologies. These include the vogue for recording historic monuments exemplified by the French Mission Héliographique and the British National Photographic Record Association. Industrialising cities too became the focus of attention for those keen to document the ills of urbanisation. Recording and circulating pictures of dire urban living conditions, photographers like Jacob Riis, Thomas Annan and Lewis Hine promoted a progressive agenda of social reform. This book touches on such forms of survey and reform photography, and also examines in detail ruin photography, architectural photography, aerial photography and urban photojournalism.9

In the mid-twentieth century, however, urban photography circulated in a cultural context different from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The photographically illustrated publications that served as an abundant and central facet of the public debate about reconstruction constitute what Stuart Hall (1972) termed ‘image-over-text’ publications, in contrast to ‘text-over-image’ publications. Books and pamphlets where the photograph is the dominant element became prominent due to interwar advances in photographic and printing technology. This change created flourishing new cultural formats, like the photo-magazine. Moreover, this phenomenon was itself part of a broader shift after the war. The postwar period entailed a reconfiguration of ‘popular culture’; it became associated much more closely with mass culture disseminated through the media, rather than working-class culture produced by and for a particular socio-economic group in a given location. In other words, ‘In the period 1945–1960, […] the meaning of “popular” culture undergoes a profound shift of meaning and begins to denote a particular kind of cultural production and consumption, rather than the culture of a particular community or constituency’ (Hewitt 1999, 356). Intellectuals on both sides of the political spectrum expressed misgivings about this development. Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, for instance, decried the ‘culture industry’ and its production of entertainment for mass market audiences in capitalist societies, promoting passivity rather than critical thinking. In one of the first issues of the UNESCO-sponsored journal Diogenes in the early 1950s, the conservative American critic Dwight Macdonald targeted radio, films, pulp fiction, television and widely circulating illustrated magazines – new media forms which he held were distinctive in their being ‘solely and directly an article for mass consumption, like chewing gum’ (Macdonald 1953). Photography was a prominent aspect of this newly reconfigured landscape of popular culture, as represented by the high circulation figures of weekly illustrated magazines like Paris-Match and Picture Post.

Cinema, another prime example of this reconfigured mode of cultural production and consumption, has received significant attention in social and cultural histories of the reconstruction period.10 It is striking, however, that photography in this period has so far received markedly less attention from historians of contemporary Europe. Photography is a much more diffuse medium, found in newspapers, exhibitions, magazines, advertisements, official publications and shop windows, not to mention its use by amateur photographers, in family albums or by portrait-takers roaming the street. This diffusion and mobility of photographs underpins what Victor Burgin (1996, 34) refers to as ‘the ubiquitous environment of photography’. This ubiquity of photography had a profound influence on ways of seeing and thinking about the built environment in the postwar period. In the self-conscious reconstruction effort, there was a powerful interactivity between photographic representation and the terms of the debate about urban reconstruction, such that the latter consistently influenced the former, privileging the visual over other concerns. The faculty of sight was frequently invoked in the discussion of anything from architectural design to international cooperation; more than this, images and analogies drawn directly from photography were a key part of the discourses surrounding the postwar challenge. A British Ministry of Education pamphlet on UNESCO offers an example. Seeking to create a sense of the historic significance of the international community’s efforts, the author states that ‘our generations are like the tiny dots that make up a photographic reproduction, and we ourselves cannot stand back to see the whole picture’ (UNESCO 1948, 7). Not only were photographs ubiquitous, but the idea of photography was also pervasive.

This phenomenon demands a rigorous and critical treatment. To date, research on photography and urbanism has not sufficiently addressed the ways in which urban photography informed and inflected both national and transnational debates about destruction and commemoration, democratisation and Europeanisation in the pivotal period of postwar reconstruction. Looking at over a century of cultural history concerning the French capital, Catherine Clark has considered ‘what exactly the history of photographs might have to do with the history of Paris as an image’ (Clark 2018, 214). Rather than considering one city over a number of generations, I look here at multiple cities over a number of nations during a crucial turning point for contemporary European history – a synchronic as opposed to a diachronic approach to the question of the relationship between photography and contemporary European history.11

To understand the iterative and productive aspects of photography’s role in shaping ideas and attitudes during postwar reconstruction, it is necessary to focus on the critical interpretation of publicly circulating urban photographs. In other words, this book places visual artefacts and visuality front and centre. Visuality – the quality of being visual or relating to vision – pertains not only to the photograph but also to language. It is a property not just of visual culture but of any cultural artefact bound up with vision and the act of visualising. As a topic of research for the historiography of postwar reconstruction, visuality encompasses the way the visual characteristics of the photographic publication shape understanding, the way words are used to direct visual attention and the saturation of reconstruction discourse with visual metaphors and analogies – a phenomenon that can be termed ‘the postwar vocabulary of visuality’. This prominence of both visual artefacts and a vocabulary of visuality arguably stems from the wartime effort invested in using photographically illustrated publications (as well as film) as a key vehicle for mediating between leaders and citizens. Since they were constitutive of the ‘new conception of Government Public Relations which developed during the war’ (Williams 1946, 84), metaphors of vision and of sight, alongside urban photographs themselves, were well suited to constructing conceptions of democracy, Europe and modernisation adequate to the postwar challenges. Although ephemera or consumer products (rather than manifestoes or treatises), the plethora of photobooks, photo-magazines and official illustrated publications that visualised the challenge of reconstruction were far from inconsequential. Approaches to such widely circulating publications and the ubiquity of urban photography should be informed by consideration of the modes of address and acts of spectatorship promoted by urban photographs and the publications in which they circulated.



Photographic address and spectatorship

Significant verbal or statistical sources which would enable a thorough assessment of the reception of urban photography (circulation figures for some publications, a few opinion surveys or sociological studies) are sparse at best. Moreover, contemporary commentaries rarely address the function and impact of photography on debates about reconstruction; they address the subject of photographs, not the medium itself. As Barthes remarked, ‘A photograph is always invisible, it is not it that we see’ (Barthes [1980] 1993, 33). It is thus valid to question, as Victoria de Grazia has, whether it even makes sense to talk in terms of ‘a historian’s notion of reception’ in such an instance.12 More than just posing practical problems, however, the notion of reception implies too simplistic a conception of representation, presupposing a straightforward exchange. It suggests that an image is produced and circulated with a particular intent which is either achieved or not. Posing questions about the role of the published photograph in terms of ‘reception’ does not do justice to the problem of ascertaining the cultural work done by the photograph as it circulates in public. This is much more a dynamic, iterative process than a static, linear one. Reception then is an inadequate concept, ignoring or obscuring ways in which the character of communication is altered by the advent of different media; it fails to acknowledge how – with changes in the character of communication – the constitution of the audience is also changed.

Photography has been a central element in the emergence of the modern mediascape, especially after innovations in printing technologies enabled not only the cost-effective reproduction of photography in newspapers from the 1910s but also the development of photo-magazines in the 1920s and their proliferation in the postwar period.13 Such innovations represent a key phase in the permeation of everyday life with multiple forms of media technology. The term ‘mass communication’ – which gained currency in the interwar period – captures the manner in which such media technologies facilitate a qualitatively different form of communication between producers and consumers of information, ideas and images (Hardt 2004). This capacity to circulate multiple copies of representations – aural, verbal, visual or a combination thereof – across time and space has far-reaching implications, producing new audiences. Benedict Anderson attributed the growing importance of the nation state, national identity and nationalism in the nineteenth century to the emergence of ‘print-capitalism’ (the role of printed media in a capitalist system). Such media of mass communication catalysed a transition from regional dialects to standardised vernacular languages and facilitated the emergence of a shared discourse that, in turn, underpinned notions of identity amongst citizens within a given nation. He famously termed nations ‘imagined communities’ – groups of individuals who consider themselves to be connected, although they will never meet. Such communities were sustained by the ‘stranger-relationality’ that the printed press – including the publicly circulating photograph – facilitated in modern states (Anderson 1991). As Thompson explicates:


the development of new media of communication does not consist simply in the establishment of new networks for the transmission of information between individuals whose basic social relationship remain intact. Rather, the development of communication media creates new forms of action and interaction and new kinds of social relationships.

(Thompson 1995 81–2)


Despite being a resource for such imagined communities, photography can also be seen to have a potentially destabilising effect on national identity. The photographic image can circulate across borders, enabling individuals who speak different languages to share a common object of vision. If the standardisation of language underpinned national identity within a territory, could not the circulation of images across territories go against the grain of such imagined communities, forging new bonds? Certainly, the transnational circulation of photography during the Second World War sought to achieve such ends, binding Allied nations through the circulation of images from photographers for Life or, in occupied Europe, through the printed page of Signal. Further, in the postwar period, a concerted effort to imagine various transnational communities was made, attributable in part to the past war’s close association with nationalisms and the contemporary polarisation of nations in the Cold War.

An appreciation of the character and consequences of such mediated communication is required to grasp the significance of urban photography in postwar Western Europe. In particular, due attention to the public nature of mediated communication is required. Through media formats, such as commercial radio, mass-market paperbacks, television or photo-magazines, representations are consumed by individuals who are aware of the public character of that communication. In other words, not only do they circulate through the media of mass communication, they instantiate a public discourse. The person looking at a photograph on the cover of the morning newspaper is aware that they are looking at the same image as everyone else who has bought or borrowed that publication. Photographs in print, then, constitute part of the public sphere. Henri Cartier-Bresson acknowledged as much, remarking in the foreword to his canonical postwar photobook that ‘The magazines produce for us a public’ (Cartier-Bresson 1952).

The public sphere of mid-twentieth-century Europe is not the same as that of the eighteenth-century European coffee houses and periodicals that Jürgen Habermas (1989) discussed. That was a form of civil society defined principally by the orchestration of reasoned debate – communities of citizens operating outside state structures, debating matters of shared importance and advocating for change. In postwar Europe, public debate on a given topic was conducted not just via rational, verbal means but also via aesthetic, visual means through newspapers, newsreels and other representations, both official and commercial. It was also dramatically scaled up, taking place in multiple locations with a much broader demographic spread. It was not a two-way exchange between co-present and like-minded individuals but a flow of information from producers to consumers. Moreover, these producers and consumers were not mutually invested in a given outcome. Twentieth-century public debate is thus not like a conversation between two parties or a group discussion; it is more like a noticeboard, where multiple parties post communications available to a broad audience. If we amend the conventional Habermasian conception of the public sphere in this way – recognising the role of visual media, as well as scaling up and reconceptualising the nature of communication – it provides an opportunity to think through ways in which photography did not simply illustrate but also influenced debates and decisions concerning postwar reconstruction.

The term ‘public sphere’ is an unsatisfactory rendering of Habermas’s concept of Öffentlichkeit, as Geoff Eley observes. The original German word is more abstract: it ‘connotes something more like “the quality or the condition of being public”’ (Eley 2002, 225). It is this condition of being public that is important to understanding the character of mediated communication vis-à-vis urban photography and postwar reconstruction. The public sphere is not what the photograph exists in; the circulation of the photographically illustrated book or magazine brings into being an instance of the public sphere. The circulation of photographs of buildings, towns or city streets instantiates a moment of publicness; or, in other words, the photographically illustrated publication is one example of the ongoing public airing of a topic of shared concern, which both responds to and can shape attitudes to that topic. Rather than neatly delimiting a particular space, the term ‘public sphere’ usefully denotes the dynamic interaction and circulation of urban visualisations. This complex process of mediated communication taking place in public constitutes a ‘structured setting in which contestation and negotiation can occur’ (Eley 2002, 232).

Crucially, it is not only the postwar significance of urban space that is contested and negotiated. The postwar discourse of reconstruction did not simply concern the public and address the public; it constituted the public by its mode of address. In many instances, urban reconstruction schemes were the result of top-down initiatives by politicians or town planners, rather than being the product of discussion and negotiation. Thinking in terms of this condition of ‘being public’ allows us to conceptualise ‘the public’ not simply as a group of discrete individuals but as an effect of discourse; it is an imagined entity projected by the circulation of publications through the manner of their address to a given audience. The individual reader of a text or viewer of an image, then, imagines themselves as part of a body of individuals engaged in the same activity. Michael Warner has analysed this ‘performativity of public address’ (Warner 2002, 55). In encountering an instance of mediated communication, one recognises that it is addressed to others also. It is in this encounter, through the address of mediated communication, that the idea of the public is conjured. The public is an idea constructed by mediated communication, not an independently existing and coordinated entity that consumes it: ‘publics are only realized through active uptake’ (Warner 2002, 60). And in Britain, France and the Federal Republic of Germany during the postwar moment, the photographic discourses of reconstruction projected particular notions of a democratic, modern, European public.14

Thus, the widely circulating published photograph does not just represent or mean something. As Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites (2007, 42) argue, it structures public debate by engaging audiences in an act of ‘common spectatorship’. Judith Mayne highlights the manner in which a time-limited experience such as cinema-going has the potential to influence attitudes long after any particular film has ended. The same relation obtains between photography and its audience, since ‘spectatorship is not just the relationship that occurs between the viewer and the screen [or the page], but also and especially how that relationship lives on once the spectator leaves the theatre [or closes the book]’ (Mayne 1993, 1–3). Critical attention should be directed, therefore, not just to the manner in which photographs frame their subject but also to the act of spectatorship they engage viewers in. Shared acts of spectatorship offered by publicly circulating photographs promote attitudes to subject matter and project ideas about their audience. This was evident in wartime efforts to promote ideas of the people’s war or the Volksgemeinschaft. It was equally pertinent to postwar efforts towards democratisation and Europeanisation. Photographs in such instances contribute to spectatorship as ‘an extended social relationship that works more like a process of attunement or affective alignment than a logic of direct influence’ (Hariman and Luciates 2016, 15).15 Thus, the publicly circulating photograph is not just the product of a particular historical moment but also an actor within historical processes. Photographs, through their mode of address, possess a form of agency. We may wish to consider it a form of weak or ‘second-class agency’ (Gell 1998, 17) rather than the sort of agency credited to human actors, but nonetheless the photograph needs to be also understood as a historical agent of sorts.

The issue of public visibility is thus key to the character of mediated communication and its impact. With the exponentially increasing use of photography in print culture after 1900, visual practices became a key facet of the public sphere and visibility became intertwined with intelligibility in new ways: ‘the phenomenon of publicness […] is increasingly linked to the distinctive kind of visibility produced by, and achievable through, the media’ (Thompson 1993, 187). One of the most significant things that the photograph in print achieves is to emphasise and to prioritise the issue of public visibility. Image-making technologies, visual material, the conventions of visual culture and the vocabulary of visuality – all these diverse realms of experimentation, convention and representation gain in significance as the public sphere becomes saturated with photographs. This book therefore contributes to the challenge posed by Hariman and Luciates (2016, 6), to consider ‘how photographs can be analysed and valued as resources for thinking seriously about the public world of society, politics, and culture’. This vital cultural work is not achieved solely by individual iconic photographs; it is the product of the flow of photographic imagery. Only by grasping the act of spectatorship which urban photographs invite is it possible to fully appreciate the function of photographic discourses of reconstruction in this period.

Rather than studying a particular audience, such an approach examines cultural artefacts, their representational strategies and their modes of address. This book, then, is a study of the act of spectatorship that postwar viewers were invited to participate in. I aim to negotiate the challenge of analysing and critiquing photographs’ address to spectators through the contextualisation of particular genres, close readings of specific images and critical reflections on the subject matter they document and the debates they intervene in to illuminate what has been termed ‘the “public” life of photographs’ (Gervais 2016). This is not a history of photography in the era of reconstruction (of individual achievement, of aesthetic traditions, of technological innovations); it is a photographic history of reconstruction (an examination of how ideas and initiatives of the period were shaped by photographic discourse, its various modes of representation and address, and the acts of common spectatorship it instigated). As Jorge Ribalta asserts, a priority for historical approaches to photography should be interrogating ‘the formation of public spaces through photographic means, what we could call the constitution of “photographic public spheres”’ (Ribalta 2011).16



Overview

Judt emphasised the visuality of the war’s impact, recalling the many images of ruined cities that define that time in popular memory: ‘Ruined cities were the most obvious – and photogenic – evidence of the devastation, and they came to serve as a universal visual shorthand for the pity of war’ (Judt 2007, 16). Visuality was equally a striking characteristic of postwar reconstruction. This book – tackling historiographical debates, exploiting comparative insights, and mobilising interdisciplinary concepts – aims to move beyond the use and conception of photography as a ‘universal visual shorthand’. It responds to W.J.T. Mitchell’s assertion that ‘Blunt, commonsense declarations about the illusory character of images will simply not do. We need instead a method that recognizes and embraces both the unreality of images and their operational reality’ (Mitchell 2011, xviii). Working against the distillation of past events into a few iconic images, this study looks at the original circulation and role of such images within the dynamic and productive relationships that constituted postwar visual culture. It will identify the differences and similarities between the discourses in which photographs circulated in Britain, France and West Germany and, by doing so, show how photography did not simply illustrate debates about reconstruction but also fulfilled a formative role in constructing such discourse and the urban projects which came to define city life in the second half of the twentieth century.

To date, collective scholarship addressing European reconstruction after 1945 largely takes the form of important but atomised or un-synthesised, national histories.17 It does not, as Frank Biess has urged, ‘bring into focus the convergence of individual and social experiences of the war and its aftermath that cut across national boundaries’ (Biess 2010, 4). An account is required of postwar reconstruction which tackles the striking connections between, and convergence of, the refashioned postwar cultures of Britain, France and West Germany. How ideas of a Western European community and a shared future came to be promoted among former adversaries is a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon – one in which, I argue, the idea and image of urban space was central. Addressing the cultural construction of the image and idea of the city in the postwar period, this book then is a cultural history of ‘the city’ in postwar Western Europe, as opposed to an urban history of particular European cities.18 The focus is on the powerful confluence of the notions of democratisation and Europeanisation, with projects of modernisation and commemoration, and the resultant impact on conceptions of what a city was and should be in Europe in the pivotal period between the end of the war and the start of the 1960s. Of course, the ‘postwar European city’ of this book’s title is a fiction. There was no consistently applied model of town planning, for instance, nor was there an irreducible core set of characteristics defining urban centres in this period and place. However, there was a public debate in and across these three countries concerning what a city could and should be. It is this contested and constructed idea of the postwar European city that is the subject of this book. More specifically, the focus is on the role of vision and visual culture in the radical transformation of cities proposed in the interwar period, catalysed by the bombing war, initiated in the early postwar period and widely taken up in the broader project of urban renewal from the 1960s onwards. The task addressed here is that of explicating the central and interconnected roles of architecture and photography in postwar cultural exchange between the three nations, thereby making a contribution to the broader historiographical challenge of accounting for the emergence of a prominent transnational Western European cultural identity in the 15 years after the Second World War.

Since conceptions of the postwar world entailed complex stances towards local histories, national identity and transnational collectives, cultural histories of postwar Western Europe demand both a comparative and transnational perspective to ascertain how particular regional and national identities were asserted or negotiated alongside a reshaping of the idea of Europe. As the title of a study of urbanism in Germany has urged, it is necessary to think about ‘cities beyond borders’ (Kenny and Madgin 2015). In doing so, it is possible to explain how photographs of specific urban locations at a point in time contribute to shaping ideas and attitudes concerning cities and time – their past and their future – and how these relate to other pivotal ideas like national recovery or European community.

Chapter 2 considers ruin photobooks of the period 1944–50, the various local and national frames of reference relevant to their circulation and the manner in which they shaped the cultural significance of war-damage in the immediate aftermath of conflict. Examining pertinent similarities and differences between local and national self-representations and across the three nations, this chapter represents a comparative approach to the cultural history of urban destruction. It demonstrates how paper memorials to the ruins or photographic reconstructions of lost spaces worked to offer particular ways of looking at and thinking about urban destruction, influencing the formation of cultural memory and imagined communities in the immediate postwar years.
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