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Resumen:
Quando Eugéne Atget (1857-1927) inicia seu trab&bagrafico, a inexorabilidade da
modernizacao de Paris era um fato consumado. destsentacdo, pretendo abordar o
raro conjunto de imagens produzidas pelo fotognaf@ual representa os petits métiers,
pequenos oficios em vias de desaparecimento desta™ Paris. Gostaria de investigar,
a luz da imagistica do periodo, as possiveis retaedtre a representacdo dos pequenos
oficios como formas “arcaicas” ou “residuais” dabtalho e o choque com o “novo” que
se instaurava no ambito do processo de modernizh@enario urbano na Paris do final
do século XIX. Algumas das questdes centrais dagtasentacdo incluem: “Qual a
identificacdo afetiva (Einfuhlung) de Atget com lasse operaria, ele proprio um petit
métier?” e “Quais os procedimentos formais utilzagara revelar a verdade estrutural
de seu tempo, destruir o mito da imediaticidadem@sente de uma Histéria fossilizada
para, em oposicdo a esta, formular novos modadeeber a Historia, ndo como de
fato aconteceu ou como deveria ser lembrada, mas foram esquecidas as ruinas, a

opresséo e a violéncia dos vencedores?”
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Eugéne Atget and the Arqueology of Seeing

Eugéne Atget (1857 — 1927) was born and breckutite sign of modernization in
Paris, an enterprise spearheaded by Baron Haussasanh 1853. There wouldn’'t be
enough time here to paint such an enterprise itrutst colours. | recognise, however,
the fundamental importance of taking it into acdowvhen considering our
photographer’s production. | will simply contendathts corresponding forms of social
organization — a consequence of the recent urbdraaitectural modifications and the
ways that money began to circulate — were not stidéural or ideological redecoration,
but rather the image of a global economic chandgte@ to the very movement of
Capital. The strategic development or beautifyiidghe city (and its outskirts, for that
matter) by a “demolishing architect” was a rationathod in an attempt to root out
whatever desire for insurrection, and if it evertenalized, to ruthlessly put it down in
the most effective fashion.

When Atget begins his photographic work the orekility of this process was fait
accompli Being a simple man, often living from hand to nto(he fist attempted to be a
comedian, soon to encounter enough frustrationd&enhmim change to painting; again,
more disillusion; photography became a means ofialj, Atget could not but look
haussmanizatiofand its following chapters) in the eye, a proagfsshich he was both a
victim and a spokesman. His mapping of the recanstn of Paris with the use of
“lenses” that allowed to “see” the substitution afcertain form of living for another
includes images made in all of its neighbourhoots, twenty arrondissemenis
portraying the inside of bourgeois apartments, slang streets, alleys and squares, large
boulevards, third-rate prostitutes and #omiers those who, because of modernization,
were sent to the limits of the town. Here | willne@ntrate on a small but significant (and
much less known) portion of his oeuvies petits metiersr the small trades.

Between 1891 and 1901 Atget attempted to estalsonnections between those who
work in the small trades on the brink of disappeeeaand the urban scene of Paris in the
fin de siécle Regarding the representation of labour, to Atbet city was the small

trades, which will be photographed in public spasigsh as in the series made in a small
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street market between Place Saint-Medard and Ruealffédard, in the fifth

neighbourhood of the city. | will now describe soai¢hese images.

One of the photographs shows the square fromimfa frontal angle and dates from
1898. In a panoramic view we see, to the rightt parthe facade of a church, quite
ancient compared to the other buildings. In thedieicdf the image, a building covered
by a myriad of advertisements. Some of them reAd: Bon Marché” and in the largest
of them all “Grand bazar universel.” Below this:it¥¢ et dégustation”. To the left, more
of the same: “Chocolat Vinay”, “Boulangerie-patisgseand similar adverts. Pedestrians,
street-vendors, trades-people and customers deceaierywhere. The portion of the
street in the foreground and the surroundings leavedoubt about the space to be
represented and investigated: the setting whidhbstars some resemblance to what was
once Old Paris. At this point we, the spectatatil, gbserve it from a certain distance.
However, the other images that compose the seteithée viewer to approach the main
subject of the photograph: the workers and thdiviéies. The images of those depicted
are quite similar to one another: in the centre“thain characters”, beside them some
“stand-in actors” and in the background part of sle&ting, now out of focus. Here the
low depth of field entails the choice of a pointviéw which encourages the viewer to
focus on the main characters, with the camera glateye level helping to “install” the
observer inside the scene. This is how we “getrtovk a wandering peddler having a
chat with some “character” in the square, a floselier and her client or perhaps her
partner. Men, women and children wear similar dstlhnd seem to behave in a similar
fashion, involved in their daily life chores, whichakes it hard for us to differentiate
between “buyer” and “seller’, a “class” or “anotherJudging from their
“characterization” and “acting”, their “roles” seéimterchangeable”. Emphasis does not
fall on the individual. In this group of photograptAtget typifies. Therefore, the square
is depicted as the stage of urban life, where edanacter is represented in his most
typical role, acting in scenes of social life.

At this point, | would like to concentrate oretlssue of depth of field, fundamental to
understand Atget’s iconographic production. Attfirfhe photographer shows us the

square and its visual ambiguities attributing shimqus to all (or most) elements: the
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ancient — the church — and the new — the buildings different architectural style -, the

colonization of space by the commodity, the visahhos and the vast amount of
information in the “spectacle”, which can hardlyddesorbed — let alone grasped — by the
eye. The scenic elements composing the image iarédae. However, the more specific
Atget gets about the representation of the workertae labour the more out of focus is
the background. In this process, which was fullysteeed by the photographer, the image
of the small trades is liberated from the city air@ Haussmann, to which they no
longer belong (or rather, they belonged by exchisiBossibly one of its best examples is
an image entitled “Xlll — Quartier Croulebarde — dniffonier, le matin, avenue des
Gobelins (1901)".

The picture shows us a man — a ragpicker —rmula cart full of sacs with high
definition in the foreground. His figure is smalbrapared to the height of the sacs
attached by the use of a cord to the cart; thi®rabte occupies a great deal of the
picture. The lower part of his body reveals onéeflegs, the right one, stepping forward
in an evident movement of advancing, forming, ewgh a slightly bent knee, a straight
line, inclined to the left in relation to the saa#led up, creating a movement in this
direction. The left leg, firmly standing back, sommat destabilizes the oscillation
previously mentioned as it helps to construct amo#traight line, inclined to the right,
smaller in size than the fist one. From these Jiesension is born, not of equal but
asymmetrical and opposing forces.

The upper part of the human figure reveals atiffis, rigid shoulders and a fixed stare
at the observer of the image (us!), contradictintaimthe legs suggest: in a dialectical
movement, the ragpicker advances and retreats,imydgrward and backward. In the
background we see a rather unclear, out of focuselbard, newish buildings, cars — the
components of modern life — in what was once aa aeserved to weavers (Boulevard
des Gobelins is also a result of the Great Worksnofiernization implemented by
Haussmann. The traditional factory is at numberdt Théatre des Gobelins at 73 was
built in 1869 for the arts impresario Henri Larockieo held the control of several other
show houses. Peripherally the image may also infafrthe commodification of the arts
in general — think of Marcel Carne’s “Les EnfantsRharadis”).
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The photograph probes into a number of relevssiies. To begin with, the urban

mobility imposed to those who were part of the $nrades. Those excluded from the
new forms of exchange that happened in modern Raie forced to circulate to aspire
to more visibility and maximise their earnings @emny resemblance to the process of
circulation of capital and commaodities is not aetithl). The image speaks of the growth
of the city as well: “In the second half of the eli@enth century, when the daily volume
of garbage grew considerably with the progressid@istry and consumption, the activity
of the tradesmen changed and became linked to wirggoindustry of refuse. The
ragpicker then appeared, as part of the “lumpetetmoat” — the final fall from the scale
of social class hierarchies which posed, in Wdakenjamin’s words, “the mute question
as to where the limit of human misery lay”. Theufig of the ragpicker quickly came to
function in the social imaginary as the symbol bE tentire population of small
tradesmen, with their urban mobility.”

These were the “professionals” that took theanrbarbage to the outskirts of the city
which, after being recycled, returned to the mathspin the form of new commodities.
As he was represented by Atget, the ragpicker i$ pha sculpture, shown as an
inseparable component of the rest of the ensentbée,debris, to which he, too, is
attached. This thanks to the tonal value attributedhe whole bloc. So, there are no
clear-cut borders between the man, the cart anddhenodity: all have the same value
in the scene. There is no hierarchy among the wargements that compose the image
and this establishes a radically new material ietatreducing the worker (the human
body engaged in labour) to a minimum common denatamof an equation conceived in
terms of the modernization of Paris, conjured ughensame level of the garbage which
will come back to be re-used in different (diffet®nways, Atget reveals formally the
contradictions between the modern and the ancthetadvance and the retreat, now
sedimented in the body of the worker, thoroughifiae.

Here, the action of moving forward (advancingpdernizing), which does not take
place without resistance, is a constituent pamnofing backwards. In other terms: the

former is an integral part of the latter and canmait be conceived as the final result of

2 Cf. LE GALL, G.Atget — life in Paris. Paris: Edition Hazan, 1998, p. 17.
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this operation of social subtraction — the city aleposes, society crumbles into ruins.

The unparalleled merit of the photographer wasstal#ish formal relations between the
public and the private, the inside and the outside,past and the present (History as
conceived by Benjamin), the brutal monotony (thegkiom of commodity fetishism) and
the final dionysian disorder — Paris as a bourgbalsoom, Paris as Commune, Paris as
a panorama in flames. Atget aligns art and critic{an art both dialogic and negative) to
unveil ideology where it constitutes a mistake vielinded on appearances. “He was the
first to disinfect the stifling atmosphere genedaby conventional portrait photography
in the age of the decline. He cleanses this atmerephindeed he dispels it altogether: he
initiates the emancipation of object from aura, ekhis the most signal achievement of
the latest school of photography.Atget, in keeping with the naturalism of Zola,
describes and by doing so intensifies the sigrh&opoint of condensation in a visual
demand that goes beyond narration — it passes nueilgeon the fact represented. Like
Daumier’s “Ratapoil”, a mass of scars, active, pr@nd destitute, Atget lends to his
ragpicker a material density, presenting him asatemnal thing. The energy with which
Daumier represented Evil and its sequels, desciibéde famous verses by Baudelaire,
is also present in Atget.

Therefore, the use of focus (or lack thereoffigarate the ragpicker is far for a mere
aesthetic effect. It is instead an artistic andtigal strategy revealing in the abstract
space of modern Paris the locus of abstract spac®oey, now in the form of finance
Capital. In tune with Baudelaire’s ragpicker, tHestaactions of the financial processes
are diverse but not alienated from the tragic cetmn of modernity. The photographer
understands the lesson given by the poet: Paridupes itsspleenand thespleen
produces its Paris. Their revolutionary melanchidynands that the artistic production
should reflect the transitory extracting from & iternal fraction — like evidences in a
historical trial. In Benjamin’s own words: “lt hagustly been said that Atget
photographed [the streets of Paris] like scenesiofes. A crime scene, too, is deserted;
it is photographed for the purposes of establisl@niglence. With Atget, photographic

records begin to be evidence in the historical [Reozess]. This constitutes their hidden

3 Ccf. BENJAMIN, W. Little History of Photography, p18.
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political significance. They demand a specific kiraf reception. Free-floating

contemplation is no longer appropriate to them. yThesettle the viewer; he feels
challenged to find a particular way to approachrte.]. The way each single image is
understood seems prescribed by the sequencetheaiteceding image$.”

By making use of photography, a less “artistm'm of expression, a “distant relative”
of its more prestigious, wealthy (and politicallglextic) “cousin”, the official art of the
July MonarchyJe juste milieyhe seems to speak in the same “downgraded” |gegoi
the advertising or poster design about the deg@daf the social life of those who acted
on the following chapters of the process of modmtimon initiated by Napoleon | and
carried on by his nephew and assistant baron. kdlyewwhen we consider his relation
with his own trade and his seclusion from the mmosidern photographic processes,
which included special lenses, filters and cormectof “imperfections” in the image
(Disdéri). At the same time he gave expressiom¢oabsolescence of his characters in a
play that assigned them undesirable social roleal$e brought them to the fore: “The
tradesmen posing for the camera are like actonstipgi themselves out on the stage of
the urban theatre. In the language of the Frenelattd,le pointe was the climatic
moment in the play when the actors stood forthalorthe middle of the stage to deliver
his monologue facing the public. This conventiod tee particularity of interrupting the
action unfolding on the stage, just as the tradesogase their activity to engage in a
process of representation.”

If the city became the great theatre of bourgguide, Atget contrasts the apparently
simplicity of his images with the spectacular forofsmodernization thus “interrupting
the action” of the bourgeois drama in order to Imgdhis spectator in a rather different
type of staging, more “scientific’, “didactic’. Hexposes a systemic contradiction
reminding us that: 1. class struggle begins inetkteaction of surplus value not in armed
revolutionary confrontation and 2. that oppressisnnot a state or a given, but a
continuous and truculent process serving the isteref Capital. In his representation

there is no room for illusionism. Besides a resamté with Zola’s naturalist project, his

* BENJAMIN, W. The work of art in the age of its regucibility.
> Cf. LE GALL, G.Atget — life in Paris. op. cit. pp. 15-17.
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similarities with the Brechiaproject can be established: his

photography is a synthesis of a determined realityis, | believe, is Atget's “epic
realism”.

direct interlocutor,



