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In the current art world, the pursuit of photography has been relentlessly 
personal, often turning on the identity of the artist. This stance has been 
interpreted as a quest for integrity, often by those alienated from mainstream 
culture. We have the complex figure of the American photographic artist Nan 
Goldin, whose vulnerable, sometimes too vulnerable, images remain in our 
minds long after we have left her exhibition. For someone like Goldin, who 
specialized in documenting the demi-monde of her generation, the photograph 
is meant to record emotion, which in her case is often connected to a pan-
sexual bliss. The portrayal of her own bisexuality and gay, transvestite friends 
present a certain rebelliousness to the bourgeois viewer, who may be shocked 
by the confidential candor of the imagery—indeed, one of the artist’s 
exhibitions, at the Whitney Museum of American Art, was called “I’ll Be Your 
Mirror,” as if Goldin could transform herself into the ecstasy of pure 
reflection. This kind of intimacy presupposes the notion that we live in a 
culture in which privacy does not exist, to the point where many people assume 
that the talk shows and reality programs on television exist as a kind of truth, 
no matter how absurd or degraded the material they present. Indeed, given 
current trends, the material must be degraded in order to vouch for its realism.

Yet part of the problem with this sort of contemporary photography has to do 
with the ongoing search for a kind of kitsch transcendence, in which self-
awareness is attached to an alienation that is performed rather than honestly 
felt. Self-awareness of course is a concomitant of narcissism, which destroys 
the natural sense of self by demanding the world be seen through the eyes of 
one person. It works in contemporary life because we cannot imagine integrity 
in isolation; instead, we seek it in the mirror of our vanity. Goldin’s imagery 
possesses the power of self-regard, but quickly—at least for this writer—it 
becomes the trashy expressiveness of someone who does not believe in honest 
emotion, substituting instead the performance of that emotion. So the sex 
scenes she records become enactments of closeness rather than embodiments 
of them. Of course, such work belongs to the history of photography, and 
there is nothing inherently disappointing with Goldin’s intimacies; the 
progression of imagery was bound to take on ever-closer rapport, destroying 
the distance between the photographer and the photographed. That would 



mean, then, that the nostalgia felt for such a distance would begin to look both 
tired and sentimental, even incidental to the intense feelings generated by erotic 
attraction in contemporary art. Yet current work comes with a cost—its 
destruction of distance does away with the notion that that the world as we 
know it exists beyond the ephemera of  the imagination.

Thus, an artist like Nan Goldin wants to obliterate boundaries between people 
in order to possess as much as she can of external reality, and a concomitant 
physical intimacy. Indeed, she finds in coitus a purely human transcendence. 
Nature does not exist around her—indeed, it hardly exists at all in the cynicism, 
implied and stated, of her esthetic. But what if we were to move back in time, 
for the purposes of contrast, to the very late 19th century and early 20th century, 
to a moment when photography was being developed as an art form. At this 
time, the documentation of cities and parks and other examples of developed 
nature was not so troubled with the self-consciousness that has concerned the 
experience of photography in present times. This happened not because 
human nature is different but because the history of photography was relatively 
new: the possibilities had not yet been exhausted precisely because they had not 
yet been seen as feasible. So the artist was both a documentarian and an 
explorer of communal experience. In many photographers of this time, 
including Atget, the subject of this essay, one can see the tentative attempt to 
make culture survive alongside nature without emphasizing one over the other. 
The world he documents, the city buildings and courtyards, the desolate parks, 
belong to another way of seeing, in which emotions reside in what is being 
photographed rather than serving as the (sometimes) simplistic structure of the 
artist’s personality.

Consequently, the viewer finds Goldin on one end of the spectrum and Atget 
on the other, although of course it is not completely fair to judge either one by 
the other since the times in which they were active are separated by several 
generations. During the period between the two practices, we find that the 
practice of photography has changed from being documental and reportorial in 
Atget’s sense to personal and confessional in Goldin’s. On seeing their work, 
one can hardly imagine that they belong to the same profession, so different are 
their sensibilities. Yet, in addition, as visitors, we see art, both historical and 
contemporary, according to the lights of our particular time, which no longer 
trusts lyricism as an artistic principle. In fact, much if not most contemporary 
photography is no longer interested in beauty. 



But it is also fair to ask whether Atget’s achievement is directed toward the 
beautiful, or whether the lyricism in his photographs is a by-product of a 
practice dominated by the functional esthetic of documentation. Atget did not 
see himself as an art photographer; he was perhaps something better: an 
artisan working at a time when that profession had dignity and had not yet been 
subsumed by technology. To use the idea of distance again—the historical 
distance between the artist’s perception of vocation and the limitations of the 
trade in a technical sense--made for a different perception about the author of 
imagery. Atget saw himself as an aide-memoire for painters, meticulously 
documenting Vieux Paris for the sake of Parisian painters, whose figurative 
impulse kept them after increasingly detailed scenes that were true to reality. 
But there was an irony in the interaction between the artisan and the painters 
who used Atget—it turns out that Atget’s selflessness resulted in an imagery 
that was grandly impersonal. There is no sense of self to be seen in his work; 
his eye is focused outward rather than within. We should remember that the 
external gaze was the composite of several attributes: Atget’s own personality 
and the social position of  the photographer as an artist are the most important.

Impersonality as a basis for an esthetic—indeed a moral—stance in 
contemporary art has been thoroughly rejected. But in Atget we have 
something different: a love for the way things are, without the imputations of 
character or personality. While it may be true that we can never reach a state of 
pure objectivity, there are degrees of attainable objectivity that can be achieved. 
Atget accomplished what might be called a perfect eye, at the expense of 
emotion, which would not have been acceptable to the artists who bought his 
pictures. However, Atget’s achievement does not rule out the poetic, which 
survives in every picture he shot. It is hard to define exactly what this poetry is 
because it presents itself silently, without grasping after affectedness of any 
sort. And it is precisely that lack of affectedness that gives the artisan his worth 
as an artist.  Unlike Goldin, who cannot conceive of an image she takes 
without the impress of her character, Atget finds a selfless melancholy in the 
pursuit of the real. Indeed, his sense of realism is so engrained, it became, in 
the French fashion, surreal—witness his picture, Pendant l’eclipse, of a group 
of people watching an eclipse in 1912 that was picked up by a Surrealist journal 
and published in it. Everyone has raised his or her head to look up at the 
eclipse, which the image does not include. As a result, there is this odd 
document of  a search of  something that is not there.

The absurdity of the photograph is without question; it is a source of 
amusement based on disbelief—what, indeed, are they staring at? That might 



be a good way of describing Atget’s art, which hovers between a detailed 
realism and an evocative poetry. The images come from known sources, yet the 
feeling a viewer might associate with them has to do with a sense of magical 
presence that exists in addition to the realistic details of Atget’s art. It is not 
that Atget seeks for this effect; it simply happens that he composes his 
photographs in such a way as to highlight the lingering traces of human activity 
that he understands as part of his composition, but which he does not focus 
on. The result of this extraordinary sort of creativity is that the photographs 
hold onto the innate dignity of their imagery, no matter whether Atget is 
pursuing culture in the forms of architecture and classical statues or nature as it 
existed in seemingly or actually unattended parks. Whether nostalgia enters into 
his process is hard to determine; it may be the unconscious affect of an artist 
bent on capturing buildings and parks before they are permanently changed, 
and we remember his care in capturing neighborhoods in Paris. This paid 
attention amounts to selflessness and results in images of  remarkable dignity.

The pictures themselves eloquently point out Atget’s intense purity, his ability 
to render pathos from a few cracks in a stone façade. Perhaps the best word for 
his achievement is its “pathos,” which respects the veil of mystery and psychic 
retreat that we find so often in Atget’s picures. In Joueur d’orgue  (1898-99), we 
find that the pathos has a human face; the image is of a bearded, likely blind 
player accompanied by a young girl who, it seems, in the excitement of the 
moment has given herself to the enjoyment of self-expressiveness. But her 
delight is different from Goldin’s. The pathos involved in this image is social; 
the persons in the picture make their living on the street, so they possess an 
inherent vulnerability that is all the more so because Atget gives them the value 
of his—and their—art. We see that it is the directness of the image, that is, the 
lack of rhetorical emotion about the poor, that gives this image its haunting 
immediacy. It is perhaps wiser to recognize social classes than to ineffectively 
banish them, as if we could wish them away. A large part of Atget’s emotional 
appeal, in his portraits of various perceptions, has to do with the transparency 
of his vision, in which things are allowed to exist as they are. If we ascribe 
sentiment to the print Joueur d’orgue, we do not do justice to the event we see; 
instead, we increase its emotion to the point where the feeling becomes 
meaningless.

And that is why Atget’s greatness maintains itself from photo to photo. He 
refuses to emotionalize his theme, so that the subject matter is not transformed 
into a site of decoration or mere prettiness. In fact, he lets things be—he lets 
his findings speak for themselves. This is a brilliant stratagem, for art 



photography especially, because its inherent drive toward visual fact tends to 
push to the margins emotional volatility. Interestingly, in the print Chiffonier 
(1899-1900), the ragpicker glares back at the photographer, likely because his 
social status was being revealed. Here Atget breaks the privacy surrounding not 
only a man but also his profession, but the commentary comes not from the 
photographer but from the person being photographed. It is both a 
marvelously candid and desperate image—in a mercantile democracy, the 
underclass value their privacy as a matter of psychic survival. As might be 
imagined, Atget’s view is direct to the point of being matter of fact—so that 
the image retains aggression and pathos but is never undercut by false emotion. 
It is a swift and slippery slope from pathos to bathos, but Atget’s treatment of 
the professions has something of the scientific to it, much like the German 
photographer August Sander, Atget’s rough contemporary, who developed a 
nearly scientific taxonomy for the vocations he photographed. 

Atget’s show at the Museum of Modern Art show here in New York has a 
significant title: “Eugene Atget: “Documents pour Artistes,” or documents for 
artists. The more than one hundred images on exhibit present an artist 
according to the dictates of the document; indeed, Atget seems to be even 
more authentic—and artistic--when his work is consumed with the professional 
role of the artisan. Of course social reality is part of the big picture; some of 
Atget’s most arresting pictures show prostitutes sitting outside of a brothel, or 
madams in consort. Interestingly, his treatment of these women is neither 
judgmental nor coy—he is simply recording what he sees. His work thus 
presents an alternative to what amounts to the contemporary cult of 
sensationalist self, overt sexuality, and flamboyant gesture. We have discussed 
the historical reasons why this is so, but we can also use Atget’s example as a 
corrective to self-aware theatricality that is part of current photography’s plan. 
There is a restraint in these images that make them that much more appealing; 
Atget’s motives, however limited their origin, flourish in works that remain 
effective and moving to this day.

La fille publique, faisant le quart (April 1921) shows a black-stockinged 
prostitute sitting outside on a chair outside, next to the door of her premises. 
Atget’s refusal to judge, in this case a real commitment to restraint, may well be 
part of French attitudes of the time. One hesitates to ascribe an ulterior motive 
for such a work, in large part because of the utter impersonality of the shot. 
There is nothing really in her clothing that announces she can be bought; the 
emphasis in the picture is as much on the building behind her, where she 
works. If this may be called an erotic moment, it is transparent one of a 



woman without a consort. Obviously, an artist such as Goldin is far more 
explicit; indeed, in one of the pictures we look at an image of her partner’s 
ejaculation. This is, as is certainly clear, an eroticism in which nothing is left to 
the imagination, and constrasts severely with Atget’s judiciousness. While one 
could argue that Goldin is an extreme case of sexual expressiveness, her fame 
and success make the case for social acceptance—even to the point of her 
being seen as a major artist. (It is not my goal here to judge Goldin’s work so 
much as it is a decision to use her as a contemporary figure for comparing and 
contrasting two very different notions of  photography.)

Perhaps it is the park scenes that show Atget at his most memorable. His 
pictures of Luxembourg Garden in Paris or the abandoned park at Sceaux 
demonstrate a real feeling for lost history, as well as an interest in the 
neoclassical sculpture that populate the forgotten copses at Sceaux. We can say 
here that Atget is the epitome of a landscape historian, albeit one for whom 
the melancholy associated with nostalgia comes to the fore. These pictures tell 
us that all history details a loss of some kind; and that the past is irretrievable 
except as a source of regret. This, I believe, is the source of Atget’s greatness as 
a photographer: his refusal to offer a sanitized or decorative view of what he 
saw. In the Luxembourg Park pictures, for example, we see the sculpture of a 
hart standing in a circular flower bed (1919-21), an image that successfully 
portrays the benign coexistence between nature and culture. In another shot, 
from 1923-25, the image movingly displays a wide road sheltered on both sides 
by mature trees, with buildings in the distance. The park lends itself to a slightly 
tarnished aristocratic grandeur, throwing both photographer and audience back 
for several hundreds of years. This largeness of experience represents what 
amounts to a mystery, in the sense that the enigmatic Atget, whom we don’t 
know much about, invests his imagery with a real sense of spirit, which we 
recognize but cannot specifically point to. 

This ambience I am describing is similar to tone in poetry, which is inevitably 
part of verse but cannot be separated from the words. There is something 
untoward and awkward in Atget’s work, but this supports the magic of his 
achievement. In what may well be his best works, the pictures from the unused 
park at Sceaux, we see how Atget takes pictures of neoclassical sculptures that 
are sometimes overwhelmed by the foliage and untrimmed bushes around 
them. In one image, taken from the series “Parc de Sceaux” (1925), the mood 
of regret is intensified by the light when the picture was taken, in March at 
eight o’clock in the morning. In the photograph, a stone figure stands with his 
back to us, looking out over a pond framed by trees. It is a ghostly image, 



comparable in its effect to much of the work Atget did in this sequence. 
Indeed, there is more than one kind of past at work here: we are looking at a 
past effort by Atget, who incorporates the past by photographing earlier 
demonstrations of culture, in the form of the figure and the pool. Finally, there 
is the great, original past of nature, which has returned to a certain wildness 
through disuse. Atget, a scholar of time, has made the attempt to resurrect, 
even if  only for a moment, the complicated history he finds here.

Another image, from April 1925, shows the reflections of trees in a pool.  It is 
a simple image, but a magical one as well, in which the inherent beauty of the 
trees is investigated and recorded. Taken in the last year of his life, the photo 
reinforces our sense of continuity in the face of change. Two tall trees stand 
fast side by side in front of a relatively small pond, which catches their 
reflection, caught by Atget as being even darker than the trees themselves. This 
is nature whose wildness has been rendered tolerable by people. Is the artist 
mourning the eradication of wild beauty or documenting a sadness for its 
permanent loss in the manmade park? The image exists in stark contrast to the 
city buildings, courts, and walls, which celebrate a different sort of mentality. It 
is possible to say that these Sceaux images—indeed, almost all of them—
consist of a humanity washed over by regret—for the loss of nature to culture, 
and for the loss of culture over time. In the late pictures of the Sceaux parc, we 
can see how Atget forged an alignment with a deeply felt beauty that connects 
with the past. Artists are all historians in some way; so is Atget, in inimitable 
fashion.

To return to the present: how can work by Goldin be reconciled with work by 
Atget? The reader may assert that the comparison is skewed. But it is wise to 
remember that both artists are central to the cultural production of their time. 
We can hardly escape being who we are; and in postmodern times, the dream 
of innocence mostly turns out to be a nightmare. Atget offers us something 
different from the fleeting pleasures of self; indeed, he presents his audience 
with a view that at first is turned to look back, only to reassert the early 
contemporaneity of that nostalgia. He does not make pictures that look like 
paintings; by remaining true to his profession, he makes pictures that serve the 
higher position of fine art. His achievement is found in his ability to take a 
vocation of service and find within it room for a creativity that is all the more 
remarkable for its mood of  reverie.
Still, as 21st-century viewers, we see the pictures in a different light and read 
them in light of our social (and erotic) expectations. In Atget’s oeuvre, what we 
see is an erotic vision of culture and nature, sublimated so that our emotions 



are not caught up in sensationalism. This is the mark of great art; Atget does 
not disappoint us, although it becomes clear, that were he alive, we might easily 
disappoint him.

Jonathan Goodman


