
Eugène Atget 
Cabaret, Rue Mouffetard (c.1900) 



“Atget straightforwardly documented the city 
with photographs that give you the feeling 
that all the transitory things that people do 
and are have washed away, leaving only their 
transcendent accomplishments.” 

Christopher Rauschenberg 



Cabaret, Rue Mouffetard (c.1900) 



About Atget 
�  Born on 12 February 1857 in Libourne, 

France. 

�  Worked as a sailor on transatlantic 
liners in the 1870s 

�  Tried to pursue a career in acting in the 
1880s 

�  Took up painting with no success 

�  His first photographs, of  Amiens and 
Beauvais, date from 1888 

�  1920-1921 he sold thousands of  his 
negatives to institutions 

�  Died on 4 August 1927, in Paris. 

 



“Many of  Atget's most arresting pictures are suffused with 
melancholy. He presents Paris not as a bustling modern 
metropolis but as a city abandoned. Eschewing the prominent 
19th-century additions to the city's face—the grand 
boulevards, the Eiffel Tower, the Opéra—he trained his lens 
instead on its older, often decaying buildings and parks and, 
occasionally, its marginalized populations. These understated 
and elegant photographs make palpable the quietly pernicious 
effects of  the passing of  time and suggest the fragility of  even 
the grandest human undertakings.” 
 

National Gallery of  Art, Washington 









Historical Context 

�  The disintegration of  the Ottoman Empire (1800 to 1923) 

�  India under the British rule (1805 to 1935) 

�  The collapse of  the Chinese Empire (1839 to 1911) 

�  The partition of  Africa (1880 to 1913) 

�  The expansion and modernization of  Japan (1868 to 1922) 

�  European Colonial Empires (1815 to 1914) 

�  The anti-western reaction (1881 to 1917) 

�  The First World War (1914 to 1918) 

�  The Russian Revolution (1917 to 1929) 

�  European Political Problems (1919 to 1934) 



Photograph as… 

… a postcard … a souvenir 

View of  Paris Opera House, 1890s Jacques-Henri Lartigue, ‘Zissou et Madeleine Thibault, Rouzat’, 1911 



Photography as… 

… a tool for science 

Lewis Rutherfurd, The Moon, 1865 

… a documentation 

Charles Marveille, Paris 13e Arrondisment, c. 1865 



Photograph as… 

… an element of  a newspaper 

Leslie’s Weekly covers from 1900 
 



Photograph as… 

… a way of  changing the world 

Lewis Hine, Girl Worker, 1908 

… as a piece of  art 

Pictorialism: Edward Steichen, Solitude, 1901 



Dialogues:  
Photography and Painting 

Academism:  
Oscar Gustav Rejlander, ‘Rejlander the Artist Introducing Rejlander the 

Volunteer’, c. 1871 
 

Academism: 
Jean Béraud, ‘Saint Maria Magdalene in House of  Simon the Pharise’, 

1891 



Dialogues:  
Photography and Painting 

Naturalist photography:  
Peter Henry Emerson, ‘A stiff  pull’, 1888 

Impresionissm: 
Józef  Pankiewicz, ‘The cart with hay’, 1890 



Dialogues:  
Photography and Painting 

Alfred Stieglitz, ‘Winter, Fifth Avenue’, 1892 

Childe Hassam, ‘Along the Seine, Winter’, 1887 



Robert Demachy, 1900 
Expressionism: 

Edvard Munch, ‘Madonna’, 
1893-1894 

Dialogues:  
Photography and Art 



Dialogues:  
Photography and Art 

Achille Darnis, ‘Tete d’Etude’, 1895 
Art Noveau: 

Alphonse Mucha’s poster, 1896 
(fragment) 



Atget and Other Photographers  
of  That Time – Similarities: 

� Genre: documentary 
photography (architecture) 

� ‘Saving power of  
photography’ (W.D. Welford) 

� Modernism and second wave 
of  fascination about 
documentary photography  

� Common interests: buildings, 
life in the city, habits of  
people 

� Means of  expression: 
Blurring of  human subject 

Paul Strand, ‘Blind woman’, 1916 



Atget and Charles Marville: 
‘Photographic Twins’ 

�   A city has a kind of  ungainliness that's very beautiful (→ Marville's 
influence ‘Saving power of  photography’ (W.D. Welford) 

�   Narrow nooks 

�   Sad atmosphere 

Charles Marville, ‘Rue Saint-Hilaire (rue de Lanneau)’, 1865-69 Charles Marville, ‘Paris 13e Arrondisment’, c. 1865 



Atget and Charles Marville: 
‘Photographic Twins’ 

�   Images of  Paris: not simple picturesque or conventional 

�   Paris now gone 

Charles Marville, ‘Cul-de-sac d'Amboise de la rue du Haut-
Pavé’, 1865-69 

Charles Marville, ‘Rue des Anglais’, 1865-69 



Atget’s Originality 

�  The way the subject is treated is what makes photographs unusual or even uncanny 

�  Without privileged point of  view 

�  Without attempts of  idealising the architecture or removing it from any particular time and place  

�  Unusual subjects: photos of  Parisian street décor 

�  Paris like ‘a place of  crime’ (Walter Benjamin) 

‘Coin de la Rue Valette et Pantheon’, 1925 Eduard Baldus, ‘La Noveau Luvre’, c.1853 



Colin Westerbeck and Joel Meyerowitz  
on Atget’s Original Style 

Atget shows: 

�  ‘not the life on the street, but the life of the street: the spirit 
of  the place itself, the movement of  the spirit in the stones’, ‘a 
disparity between the slow time of  the city – the ancient 
buildings, the streets, the stones themselves – and the brief  
time of  its inhabitants’ 

�  Old Paris as 'the city from the past inhabited by ghosts', 
sometimes subjects seem to be insubstantial, passing away, 
'fading from sight even as we look at them' 



Atget and Surrealism 

� Achievement: emancipation from aura 

� Discovery of  detail (lanterns, balustrades, branches) 

� Distance between human and his surrounding  

� La Révolution surréaliste 



Atget and Surrealism 

Eugène Atget,  
‘Au Tambour’, 1908 

André Kertész,  
‘Distorsion 40’, 1933 



Atget’s Influences (on others) 

“It's impossible to overestimate the importance of  Atget and 
Abbott in the history of  photography... Atget 
virtually invented straight documentary photography in Paris; 
Abbott advanced it in New York. And they both made 
incredibly beautiful and evocative images.” 

 

Louise Lincoln, Gallery Director of  DePaul Art Museum, 1999 

 

http://museums.depaul.edu/exhibitions/eugene-atgets-paris-berenice-abbotts-new-york/ 



Berenice Abbott (1898-1991) 

 �  American photographer famous for documenting New York 

�  Mainly responsible for enabling Eugène Atget’s work to reach an 
international audience 

�  Spent eight years in Paris in the 1920s where she met Atget and 
instantly admired his work 

�  Bought his collection of  work after his death and took it back to 
America 

�  Sold the collection to the Museum of  Modern Art in NY in 1968. 

 



“I am an American, who, after eight years' residence in Europe, come back to view America 
with new eyes. I have just realized America - its extraordinary potentialities, its size, its youth, its 
unlimited material for the photographic art, its state of  flux particularly as applying to the city of  
New York...” 

Berenice Abbott 
 

Cited in Yochelson, Bonnie (1997). Berenice Abbott: Changing New York. New York: The New Press, New York. 

 



"How shall the two-dimensional print in black and white suggest the flux of  activity of  the 
metropolis, the interaction of  human beings and solid architectural constructions, all impinging 
upon each other in time?“… [she wanted to] "show the skyscraper in relation to the less 
colossal edifices which preceded it... the past jostling the present.” 

Cited in Yochelson, Bonnie (1997). Berenice Abbott: Changing New York. New York: The New York Press, New York. 



Comparing Atget and Abbott’s work 
�  Both used architectural photography to document 

times of  great change and development in two of  the 
world’s major cities 

�  Their photos can be considered historical documents 
of  the time 

�  Both photographers produced carefully composed 
images; strong leading lines and angles in the buildings. 







Comparing Atget and Abbott’s work 

�  Abbott was inspired by Atget; did not emulate him. 

�  Atget focussed on old Paris and photographed areas before they 
changed –did not include newer buildings and landmarks such as 
the Eiffel Tower in his images. Close-up architectural observations. 

�  Abbott wanted to capture the new & old elements of  NY together. 
Often stepped back to include contrasting buildings in the frame; 
document the change literally happening in front of  her. 

�  Less people/vehicles captured in Atget’s streets than in Abbott’s. 
Her images give more of  a sense of  the city’s hustle and bustle. 



Rue Mouffetard, 1867, Charles Marville  



The street merchant in the Rue Mouffetard, 1896, French photographer  



Rue Mouffetard, 1928, Germaine Krull 



Rue Mouffetard, 1954, Henri Cartier-Bresson 



Re-photographing Paris 

�  Christopher Rauschenberg is a New York born photographer. 

�  He has photographed in nearly every corner of  the planet. 

�  It all began in 1989. 

�  He re-visited Paris in 1997 + 1998 to begin his emulation. 

�  He re-photographed 500 of  Atget's images. 

�  He also took some photos of  places that he knew Atget didn't photograph. 

�  "I was walking around Paris 'in Atget's shoes' and this is where they took 
me''. 

�  Rauschenberg believes that Atget's vision of  Paris is still there and is 
available for those who look for it. 



Jardin du Luxembourg 



Saint Cloud 



Rue Mouffetard by Ana Cunha 



Atget’s Ana’s 



Atget in Relation to Modern Street 
Photography 

"Street photography is an 
unbroken tradition, stretching 
back to the invention of  
photography itself. It revels in the 
poetic possibilities that an 
inquisitive mind and a camera 
can conjure out of  everyday 
life...” 

 
Howarth, S and McLaren, S (2010). Street Photography Now. London: Thames & Hudson Ltd 



Changes in technology: 
Cameras much more affordable and common; 

Everyone has the opportunity to document the city. 

"It's harder and harder to 
take a picture without 
somebody in the picture who's 
also taking a picture... We 
all take pictures now, that's 
just what we do.”  

Martin Parr, Barcelona, 2012 

Photographer Gus Powell, cited in Howarth, S and McLaren, S (2010). Street Photography Now. London: Thames & Hudson Ltd.  
 



“Today, photography – and street 
photography in particular – is a 
contested sphere in which all our 
collective anxieties converge: 
terrorism, paedophilia, intrusion, 
surveillance. We insist on the right 
to privacy and, simultaneously, snap 
anything and everyone we see and 
everything we do – in public and in 
private – on mobile phones and 
digital cameras...” 

“These are not easy times for street 
photographers, for whom acting 
suspiciously is an occupational 
hazard and loitering with intent a 
modus operandi. Tightening privacy 
laws and fears about terrorism have 
created an environment in which to 
stare, pry, listen or eavesdrop is 
increasingly to invite suspicion.” 

O'Hagan, S. (2010). Why street photography is facing a moment of  truth. Available: http://
www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2010/apr/18/street-photography-privacy-surveillance. 
 

Howarth, S and McLaren, S (2010). Street Photography Now. London: Thames & Hudson Ltd.  



“Atget straightforwardly documented 
the city with photographs that give 
you the feeling that all the transitory 
things that people do and are have 
washed away, leaving only their 
transcendent accomplishments.” 

 
Christopher Rauschenberg  

"People say street photography is somehow old-fashioned and clichéd, but, if  that's 
the case… you might even say so is photography itself. Sure, we're recording the 
everyday world in much the same way that street photographers have always done, 
but times change and things move on, and street photography is a record of  that at 
ground level. That is why it is so important to resist calls for it to be banned or 
controlled."  
Photographer Matt Stuart, cited in O'Hagan, S. (2010). Why street photography is facing a moment of  truth.  Available: http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2010/apr/18/street-photography-privacy-surveillance. 
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