How Has Photomontage Been Used in the Creation of Landscape Images?
Introduction
Photomontage images have changed considerably over the period of the mid 19th to
the end of the 20th century. By examining the work of four noted practitioners, this
study considers how photomontage has been used to produce landscape images and
investigates how techniques and intentions have changed. The controversy over the
manipulation of photographic images is also considered.
Definition
The definitions in art dictionaries, e.g. Chilvers (2009) and Lucie-Smith (2003), tend
to reflect the techniques of photomontage used in the early part of the 20th century.
They generally refer to the cutting and pasting of photographs from newspapers and
magazines. Since its first use, the method of creating photomontages has changed
dramatically and the definition needs to be updated accordingly. A more appropriate
version is used by Martin Krause in his foreword to the book Surrational Images:
PHOTOMONTAGES where he describes Scott Mutter’s photomontages as “composite
pictures of objects which when joined together assume a new and more complex
definition” (Mutter 1992). This succinctly defines not just how photomontages are
created but also the purpose of their creation, and this is the definition adopted for
this study.
Origins - Henry Peach Robinson (1830-1901)
Combination printing was commonly used in the 19th century “to add figures to a
landscape photograph, and to print in a different sky” Ades (1986 p11). Henry Peach
Robinson made full use of this process, combining multiple images and staging
outdoor studio scenes. He “hired actors or costumed society ladies to pose,
defending the idea that photography was to mimic the creativity of painting” (Henry
Peach Robinson [s.d.]).
This was controversial at the time. Goldberg describes the dispute between
Robinson and Peter Henry Emerson as to the validity of the use of artifice as
opposed to ‘straight’ photography. She considers that Robinson “was trying to make
photographs that rivalled paintings on painting's terms, and any artifice that aided
the cause was permissible” (Goldberg 1994), whereas Emerson “denounced artifice
and photographed people in their natural settings” (ibid).
For Robinson the aesthetic or artistic merit of a photograph was of prime importance.
He used his photograph Storm Clearing Off (1894), to illustrate what he calls
“expression in landscape” (Robinson 1896, p62). He describes the image as
appearing to be one of those fortunate circumstances in which everything comes
together to produce a wonderful picture, but then goes on to say that the photo was
produced by “deliberate intention” (ibid. p63). He describes his original intent as
portraying “the contrast between sunshine and storm, and the effect of rain”.
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Image removed for copyright reasons.
It can be viewed at:
http://earlyphotographers.blogspot.c
om/2011/04/henry-peach-robinson-1
830-1901-storm.html

Without explaining the detail of
how the final image was put
together, Robinson suggests that
the photographs of the sky,
ground, rain and sheep were
taken at different times and
probably different locations. He
even leaves open the suggestion
that dogs may have been used to
herd the sheep into the closely
packed formation seen in the
final image (ibid. p63).

Robinson argues in his book that
the way in which the image has
been constructed is of little
consequence, what is important
is that “the result is due to close
and constant observation of
nature” (ibid. p63). The scene is
unusual in being composed in
portrait format, but this does
Storm Clearing Off, 1894, Platinum Print, 495 x 385 mm
allow the large expanse of sky to
be included, which, together with the rain, indicates the power of nature. It is an
aesthetically pleasing image which, in the small scale images available for study, is
convincing as a final image with no sign of combination printing having been used. It
successfully conveys the contrasting weather and the effect of the storm which
causes the sheep to herd together.
Dada - John Heartfield (1891-1968)
A major shift occurred just after the First World War with the rise of the Dada art
movement; Ades (1986 p12) states that the term photomontage was first used by
the Berlin Dadaists. Dadaism was an art movement “characterised by a spirit of
revolt against traditional values” Chilvers (2009 p161). It was a revolt against the
slaughter of the war and the corrupt bourgeois society that followed.
Artists cut and pasted pictures from magazines and newspapers to form “composite
images whose jumbled scale and perspective challenged conventional expectations”
Marien (2014 p244) . John Heartfield and Hannah Hoch produced photomontages to
dislocate and subvert values of realism, this they achieved “with considerable
aesthetic and political effect” Bate (2015 p51).
Not many of the Dada photomontages feature landscapes though one good example
is John Heartfield’s The Witching Hour. This image illustrates the strongly political
message that epitomises Heartfield’s work. In a graveyard at moonlight, with
stormclouds gathering behind, soldiers and politicians gather, while on the left a
stone angel looks forlornly to the skies. In 2018 it is more difficult to interpret the
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image as, apart from the figure of Adolf Hitler, the other characters are not
recognisable.

Image removed for copyright reasons.

It can be viewed at (sixth image):
https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/184976184
1/ref=oh_aui_detailpage_o03_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1

The Witching Hour, 1932, Photomontage

The scene is described by King and Volland (2015 p90) “As the Weimar republic
totters to its doom, corpses from a hideous past loom from their graves hoping for
the resurrection of their rotten regime, a ghostly company of generals and bierkeller
politicians.” As well as Hitler, they identify prominent military and political figures in
the montage. The total image is powerful and heavily symbolic, commenting on the
rise of National Socialism and the militarisation of the country. Situating soldiers and
politicians in a graveyard suggests the country is heading for war. The eerie nature of
the scene is emphasised by the full moon and storm clouds.
The image however is not just propaganda; Heartfield was meticulous in his choice
of component images and their placement in an overall composition. He “shrewdly
combined formal innovation with political analysis, in such a way that aesthetics did
not suffer at the expense of politics” Kriebel (2008 p 101).
The image also illustrates a point made by John Berger about photomontage: “The
peculiar advantage of photo-montage lies in the fact that everything which has been
cut out keeps its familiar photographic appearance. We are still looking first at things
and only afterwards at symbols” (Berger, 1969 p652). So even in this highly symbolic
image, the spectator looks first to see who the individual characters are, the
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interactions between them and the setting, before considering their symbolic
meaning.
Spiral - Romare Bearden (1911-1988)
In 1963 Bearden and others created Spiral “a group formed to promote the work of
black artists and explore ways in which they could contribute to the ongoing Civil
Rights movement” (Lewis 2011 p25). The artists wanted “to be a part of their times
without relinquishing their commitment to aesthetics” (Gelburd 1997 p18).
At one of their meetings, Bearden took along a large number of photographs that he
had collected and suggested that the group use them to make a mural. Other
members of the group soon lost interest but it gave Bearden the idea to make
collages from the photos, which he then photographically enlarged, calling them
Projections (Greenberg 2003 p33).

Image removed for copyright reasons.
It can be viewed at:
https://humanitiesusa.wordpress.com/2011/04/25/
romare-bearden-the-dove-c-1964/

The Dove, 1964, Projection, 338 x 475 mm

The Dove c1964 is one such Projection or photomontage. It depicts a bustling Harlem
street scene, teeming with people. The individual characters are all made from
different images, many of them totally out of proportion - half a head peers from an
upstairs window with impossibly large fingers below it. The image has a cubist feel,
with people and objects examined from different perspectives at the same time.
There is little depth to the image, but a strong sense of energy; one can almost hear
the bustle of the street. The fracturing of the bodies and limbs gives a jarring edge
when examined individually, but the overall sense of the photomontage is one of
inclusion. All the people represented are African Americans and the way Bearden has
portrayed the scene suggests a series of interactions and activities going
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simultaneously. The title of the piece is The Dove and the bird is placed centrally on a
ledge at the top of the image, looking down at a white cat in the bottom left corner.
The Dove is a symbol and “attribute of peace personified” Hall (2008 p112). It could
represent hope for the future of the people in the scene (the image was produced at
the time of the Civil Rights movement in America), but the cats below may imply a
sense of danger.
The nature of the fractured images of people are very reminiscent of the Dadaist
photomontages. It is interesting to note that Bearden studied under George Grosz at
the Arts Student League (Fine 2011 p185). Grosz was a prominent member of the
Berlin Dada movement and is credited, with others, for the invention of the term
photomontage (Ades 1986 p12).
Beginning of the 21st century - Jeff Wall
Other artists made use of photomontage from the mid to the end of the 20th century;
Robert Rauschenberg, Richard Hamilton, Peter Kennard and Martha Rosler all used
the technique.
The final case study is of an image created from 1998-2000. The Flooded Grave was
composed from photographs of two different Vancouver cemeteries as well as a
studio based tank (Art Institute of Chicago [s.d.]). Wall describes the image as “made
up of hundreds of computer-generated images superimposed onto a 10-foot photo
of a grave”. (Cousineau-Levine 2003, p64).

Image removed for copyright reasons.
It can be viewed at:
https://curiator.com/art/jeff-wall/the-flooded-grave

The Flooded Grave, 1998–2000, Transparency in lightbox, 2285 x 2820 mm
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A graveyard is depicted on an overcast day, devoid of human presence, with a
freshly dug grave prominent in the foreground. The grave seems disproportionately
large and viewed from a different perspective compared to that of the rest of the
picture. It is filled with water containing marine animals. Wall has used painstaking
detail (it took two years to produce) to create a seemingly ‘normal’ image of
something that could not exist, a surreal image of sea-life within a grave. It is this
surreal element that gives the image impact, we know it cannot happen, that it is an
artifice, but it produces a source of fascination.
The way in which Wall has intricately composed the scene and his use of colour is
reminiscent of past painters. The image is displayed in a light box on a large scale
(2.29 x 2.82m). Honour and Fleming compare it to Courbet’s Burial at Ornans and
consider that Wall’s work “sits in the tradition of history painting” (Honour and
Fleming 2009 p901). Wagstaff states that Wall “has a painter’s concern with
composition , volume, colour, texture and perspective” (Howarth 2005 p120). The
basing of scenes on the work of great painters of the past is one that Wall
acknowledges with some of his work referencing, among others, Delacroix and
Hokusai (Jeff Wall MoMA Interactives [s.d.]).
Conclusion
Since the introduction of photomontage images some 150 years ago there have
been three significant developments; in the style of the image, the technology
available to produce it; finally the purpose of the image.
To take the first of these, the style of image produced by Jeff Wall bears a greater
resemblance to the work of Henry Peach Robinson than to either of the other artists
considered. The Dadaists produced images that were intentionally fractured, as did
Romare Bearden. Both Robinson and Wall are striving to produce images that look
believable and where there is no evidence of the combination of many photographs
into a single final image. In this way the style of photomontage has gone full circle.
Digital manipulation technology has advanced considerably in the last two decades
and the tools at Wall’s disposal enable him to produce convincing images that are far
more complex than could have been attempted earlier. This has extended the scope
for photomontage immensely.
The purpose of the image changed with the Dada movement. Robinson’s
photographs were concerned with the aesthetic effect of the final image whereas
Heartfield’s had a strong political message. This dichotomy continues today; it could
be argued that the much of the work of Wall and Gursky is more concerned with
aesthetics and that of Kennard and Rosler with politics.
One factor that has not changed is the dispute over ‘straight’ photography and the
use of artifice. Many people now take photographs and manipulate the image on
their mobile phones and the old saying ‘the camera never lies’ is less appropriate
than it has ever been. One might, therefore, reasonably expect the techniques used
by Wall and Gursky to be generally accepted; however the debate over the use of
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artifice in photography still persists. A review of a recent Gursky exhibition said
“photography has a particular relationship to truth. Fiddling with it in this sneaky
fashion adds layers of complexity to Gursky’s meanings, but it also violates a trust
and makes me feel uneasy” (Januszczak 2018).
What is the role of the photographer in photomontage? It is self-evident that the
photographs used in the montage need to be taken by a photographer, but it is
interesting to note that two of the artists studied, Heartfield and Bearden, were not
recognised photographers and generally used photographs from other sources. Their
images were deliberately fractured and would never be mistaken for a seamless
single image. The two photographers, Robinson and Wall, were concerned with
producing a final image that showed no sign of the manipulation used to construct it.
What is common to each of the four case studies is that they were all trained to
some degree in art. Robinson “was well educated in art” (Bate 2015 p34), Heartfield
studied at art school in Munich (King and Volland 2015 p12), Bearden studied under
George Grosz (Fine 2011 p185) and Wall studied art history in Canada and London
(Guggenheim - Jeff Wall [s.d.]). So whereas to produce a photomontage image one
does not need to have studied photography, memorable photomontage has been
produced by those who have studied art.
2021 words excluding quotations
2345 words including quotations

Robert Coe: Student Number 507140

Photography 2: Landscape

Assignment 4

Page 7 of 10

Bibliography
Ades, D. (1986) Photomontage. London: Thames and Hudson, London.
Art Institute of Chicago (s.d.) At: http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/artwork/157160
(Accessed on 9 June 2018)
Bate, D. (2015) Art Photography. London: Tate Gallery Of London (UK).
Bearden, R. (2007) 'Rectangular Structure in My Montage Paintings' In: Leonardo 40 (3)
pp.291–300.
Berger, J. (1969) 'Political Uses of Photo-montage' In: New society 14 (369) pp.652–653.
Chilvers, I. (2009) The Oxford Dictionary of Art and Artists (4th edition). Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Cooks, B.R. (2011) 'Romare Bearden: On View' In: Studies in the History of Art 71 pp.207–219.
Cousineau-Levine, P. (2003) Faking Death: Canadian Art Photography and the Canadian
Imagination. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s Press - MQUP.
Dabrowski, M. (1993) 'Photomonteur: John Heartfield' In: MoMA (13) pp.12–15.
Driskell, D.C. (2011) 'Romare Bearden, an Indelible Imprint' In: Studies in the History of Art 71
pp.167–179.
von Elfi Mikesch, E.A.M.W. and von Praunheim und Werner Schroeter, R. (2018) 'Heartfield
Online. Das grafische Werk' At:
https://www.kavberlin.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Website_2012/Veranstaltungen_2018/Ad
K_PM_2018.04.19_Leporello.pdf
Ellison, R. (1977) 'The Art of Romare Bearden' In: The Massachusetts review 18 (4)
pp.673–680.
Fine, R. (2005) 'Expanding the Mainstream: Romare Bearden Revisited' In: Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society 149 (1) pp.40–55.
Fine, R. (2011) 'Nurtured and Necessary: Mothers of Invention' In: Studies in the History of
Art 71 pp.181–198, ii.
Gaughan, M. (1992) 'Art and Politics: John Heartfield Reconsidered: The Struggle of
Humanity' In: Circa (62) pp.26–31.
Gelburd, G. et al. (1997) Romare Bearden in Black-and-white: Photomontage Projections,
1964. New York: Whitney Museum of American Art.
Glazer, L.S. (1994) 'Signifying Identity: Art and Race in Romare Bearden’s Projections' In: The
Art bulletin 76 (3) pp.411–426.

Robert Coe: Student Number 507140

Photography 2: Landscape

Assignment 4

Page 8 of 10

Goldberg, V. (1994) 'PHOTOGRAPHY VIEW; Scissored or Straight? A Quarrel That Won’t Die'
In: The New York Times 1994 [online] At:
https://www.nytimes.com/1994/05/22/arts/photography-view-scissored-or-straight-a-quarr
el-that-won-t-die.html (Accessed on 5 June 2018)
Greenberg, J. (2003) Romare Bearden: collage of memories. New York: Harry N Abrams Inc.
Guggenheim - Jeff Wall (s.d.) At: https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/artist/jeff-wall
(Accessed on 10 June 2018)
Hall, J. (2008) Dictionary of subjects and symbols in art (2nd edition). Boulder CO: Westview.
Henry Peach Robinson (s.d.) At:
https://theredlist.com/wiki-2-16-601-798-view-pioneers-profile-peach-robinson-henry.html
(Accessed on 5 June 2018)
Honour, H. and Fleming, J. (2009) A World History of Art 7th Rev. edn. London: Laurence King
Publishing.
Howarth, S. (2005) Singular Images: Essays on Remarkable Photographs. New York: Aperture.
Januszczak, W. (2018) 'Art review: Andreas Gursky at the Hayward Gallery' In: The Times 28
January 2018 [online] At:
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/art-review-andreas-gursky-at-the-hayward-gallery-j2t36
897v (Accessed on 8 June 2018)
Jeff Wall MoMA Interactives (s.d.) At:
https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2007/jeffwall/index.html?detectflash=false
(Accessed on 9 June 2018)
John Heartfield Biography, Art, and Analysis of Works | The Art Story (s.d.) At:
http://www.theartstory.org/artist-heartfield-john.htm (Accessed on 15 June 2018)
King, D. and Volland, E. (2015) John Heartfield: Laughter Is a Devastating Weapon. London:
Tate Publishing.
Kriebel, S. (2008) 'Photomontage in the Year 1932: John Heartfield and the National
Socialists' In: Oxford Art Journal 31 (1) pp.99–127.
Kriebel, S. (2009) 'Manufacturing Discontent: John Heartfield’s Mass Medium' In: New
German critique, NGC (107) pp.53–88.
Leighten, P.D. (1978) 'Critical Attitudes toward Overtly Manipulated Photography in the 20th
Century' In: Art Journal 37 (2) pp.133–138.
Lewis, S.E. (2011) Romare Bearden: Idea to Realization. New York: DC Moore Gallery.
Lubow, A. (2007) 'Jeff Wall - The Luminist - Arthur Lubow' In: The New York Times 25
February 2007 [online] At: https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/25/magazine/25Wall.t.html
(Accessed on 9 June 2018)

Robert Coe: Student Number 507140

Photography 2: Landscape

Assignment 4

Page 9 of 10

Lucie-Smith, E. (2003) The Thames & Hudson dictionary of art terms. London: Thames &
Hudson.
Marien, M.W. (2014) Photography: A Cultural History. London: Laurence King Publishing.
Mutter, S. (1992) Surrational Images: Photomontages. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.
Parker, W.A. (2011) 'Political photomontage: transformation, revelation, and ‘truth’' At:
https://ir.uiowa.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2735&context=etd
Payne, C. (2012) '‘A mild, a grateful, an unearthly lustre’: Samuel Palmer and the moon' In:
The Burlington magazine 154 (1310) pp.330–336.
Photomontage History (s.d.) At: https://www.widewalls.ch/photomontage-art/ (Accessed on
5 June 2018)
Political Art. Official John Heartfield Exhibition. Integrity. Courage. Genius (s.d.) At:
https://www.johnheartfield.com/John-Heartfield-Exhibition/ (Accessed on 15 June 2018)
Robinson, H.P. (1896) The elements of a pictorial photograph. Bradford: Percy Lund and Co.
Roger Denson, G. (2011) 'You Say You Want a Revolution. Well You Know, Art Can Cure You
of That' In: Huffington Post 27 December 2011 [online] At:
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/g-roger-denson/you-say-you-want-a-revolu_4_b_1167215.
html (Accessed on 8 June 2018)
Romare Bearden, The Dove, 1964 | THIRTEEN Specials. (s.d.) At:
https://www.pbs.org/video/thirteen-specials-romare-bearden-the-dove-1964/ (Accessed on
8 June 2018)
Schwartzman, M. (1999) Romare Bearden: Celebrating the Victory. Danbury: Franklin Watts.
Scott, N.A. (1988) 'Romare Bearden' In: Callaloo (36) pp.420–422.
Selz, P. (1963) 'John Heartfield’s ‘Photomontages’' In: The Massachusetts review 4 (2)
pp.309–336.
Tate (s.d.) Photomontage – Art Term | Tate. At:
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/p/photomontage (Accessed on 2 June 2018)
The Dove by Romare Bearden (s.d.) At:
https://picturingamerica.neh.gov/downloads/pdfs/Resource_Guide_Chapters/PictAmer_Res
ource_Book_Chapter_17B.pdf (Accessed on 8 June 2018)
Tumlir, J. (2001) Wall_TheFloodedGrave.pdf. At:
http://www.cas.mcmaster.ca/~dagreen/1be3/tutorial/readings/Wall_TheFloodedGrave.pdf
(Accessed on 6 September 2018)
Wells, L. (ed ). (2003) The photography reader. Abingdon: Routledge.

Robert Coe: Student Number 507140

Photography 2: Landscape

Assignment 4

Page 10 of 10

