
From Portfolio magazine no.39, June 2004, pp78-9.
© Nigel Warburton 2004

 Book Review: Bill Brandt A Life by Paul Delany, published by Jonathan Cape/Pimlico, London. ISBN Cape: 0 224 05280 2. ISBN Pimlico: 0 7126 6542 0. (March 2004). 335 pages. 106 illustrations. Price £35.

John Updike has written that literary biography should illuminate the work; the rest is just gossip. In the case of Bill Brandt, the towering figure of twentieth century photography in Britain, and the subject of a major retrospective at the Victoria and Albert (24th March – 25th July, 2004), the work is often so intimately personal and revealing of private psychology that the line between illumination and gossip is difficult to draw. For most of his career Brandt used the camera to investigate and make public aspects of his own psyche, rather than simply to document what was in front of his lens. Even when engaging in ostensibly documentary work, such as in his photographs of miners in the 1930s, Brandt had more symbolic intentions for his work. The image of a coal picker pushing his bike, for instance, was for him like Sisyphus. Nor did he subscribe to any documentary notion of straight photography. As he once said ‘photography is not a sport. There are no rules’ – a justification for his pictorialist approach and willingness to stage, manipulate and distort his images in order to achieve the sense of atmosphere ‘the spell that charged the commonplace with beauty’ that was the essence of his approach to photography. Many of his images of London in the 1930s were staged using friends and relatives as models. When Henri-Cartier Bresson met him at an exhibition in 1966 he told Brandt ‘Of course we are on opposite sides.’ Brandt’s poetic approach to the medium – much of it conjured out of a cupboard-like darkroom - had its roots in surrealism and romanticism rather than realism.  In principle, then, almost any aspect of his life might shed light on the mysterious oeuvre that this quiet and highly secretive photographer has bequeathed us.

 In the introduction to this fascinating biography, published to coincide with the centenary of Brandt’s birth, Paul Delany asserts that ‘To fully appreciate his work, one needs the knowledge of why he constructed his pictures in just the way he did.’ Whether there ever could or should be such a thing as a full appreciation of this or any other photographer’s work is a moot point. Certainly adequate critical appreciation of Brandt’s output has been possible in the absence of answers about the precise origins of many of the photographs. 

Delany acknowledges that many riddles of Brandt’s life will forever be insoluble - one that has always puzzled me is how a German-born photographer with a German accent was allowed to photograph so freely during London’s Blitz while many of his compatriots were interned. But Delany’s project is to uncover not just the facts, where this is possible, but also the putative psychological sources of Brandt’s remarkable output.  In the process the book indirectly makes a case for the project of photographic criticism as retrieval: retrieval of the creative process that determined the images’ final appearance. 

Delany builds on and goes beyond any previous biographical-critical work on this photographer. Speculation about Brandt’s sexual fantasies and the details of his relationships with a variety of women (he married three times, and continued close emotional ties with his ex-wives), or his reasons for seeking psychoanalytic therapy (twice), may seem like gossip or wishful thinking. But, for the most part, Delany is not prurient, but uses such speculation to increase our understanding of the work. This is facilitated by the inclusion of over one hundred well-reproduced images, most of them by Brandt. Just sticking to the facts  - many of which have already been meticulously researched by other scholars, such as David Mellor, Ian Jeffrey, Mark-Haworth Booth, and Martin Glasser - would have produced a chronology, but would probably have done little further to illuminate the images. Delany, instead, has chosen to weave a brave and on the whole plausible imaginative history around known and recently discovered facts.

Brandt retouched his own life with greater enthusiasm than he retouched his prints. In his lifetime relatively few critics were aware of the extent to which he was self-consciously amending his own history. Naïve interviewers copied down his every word, unwittingly repeating the same cover story that Brandt had fabricated as a shield against his true past. Delany has done the world of photography history a great service in exposing some of Brandt’s artful deceptions. It is now well known, for instance, that Brandt habitually lied about his German origins (he was born in Hamburg, not London as he consistently maintained in interviews), but Delany has documented and analysed the extent of this deception and diagnosed the causes of a reticence that bordered on neurosis. Delany interviewed those of Brandt’s friends and relatives who have outlived him and has pieced together a convincing portrait of his early years as ‘Willy’ Brandt, fragile aesthete, a persona he deliberately and self-consciously sloughed off to metamorphose into the quiet ‘English-born’ bird-like photographer of Belsize Park. A professor of literature, Delany draws on the novels of Thomas Mann to great effect to explain Brandt’s early life in Hamburg, in Vienna and in the sanatorium at Davos, where his life mirrored that of Hans Castorp, the central character in The Magic Mountain. Indeed, a great strength of this biography is the extent to which Delany has brought to light Brandt’s literary interests and shown their relevance to the images, building on Mark Haworth-Booth’s investigations in this area.

Brandt’s high reputation rests on his original contributions to all the major genres of photography: social documentary, landscape, portraits, and the nude. Englishness was a dominant theme from his first book of 1936 The English at Home through to his literary landscapes first published in 1951 as Literary Britain and also in his portraits of English writers, composers and artists. Delany reveals the literary and biographical sources of this obsession with Englishness, arguing that, despite their pictorial aspects, Brandt’s photographs have become the definitive images of mid-twentieth century England. They have are so deeply embedded in the visual imagination even of those who lived through those years, that they sometimes even replace memories. 

His portraits were the antithesis of record of a ‘decisive moment’. He wanted to portray the person someone would become more than their transient expression: ‘Snapshots show only the likeness of a certain moment and are never good portraits. The photographer has to wait until something between dreaming and action occurs in the expression of a face.’ The supreme example is his portrait of Francis Bacon on Primrose Hill taken in 1963. The inwardness of Bacon’s expression hints at the darker sources of the painter’s own work, which is perhaps why Bacon disliked the photograph (sadly, though, Delany doesn’t tell us why Bacon disliked it). 

Shortly before his death Brandt revealed that his nudes were his great love and that, as far as he was concerned, everything else in his work was commercial. Although his earliest nudes were commissioned, the great series that became Perspective of Nudes (1961) and Nudes 1945-1980 was the result of a private obsession made public. These nudes, many of them taken with wide-angled lenses producing surrealist distortions and depersonalisations of the body, are, curiously asexual. It is hard to imagine anyone being aroused by them, though when Perspective of Nudes was first published it was reviewed under the title ‘Art, Pornography or Merely Shocking?’. While even in the most abstract work his models are recognisably women, they have been transformed into alabaster dolls or outcrops of rock. When the model is placed in an interior, as Delany points out, ‘Nudity itself often seems less important to him than the formal possibilities of photographing a figure in a room’ (p.205). There is no sense here of the photographer’s desire, rather he is engaged with the forms and symbolism, the gesture of a hand, the depth of focus. 

 Delany is exemplary in the thoroughness of his investigations.  He has managed to discover new facts about almost every aspect of Brandt’s life and photography: who posed in which photograph when, where images were made, and so on. Very occasionally, though, this is at the expense of close reading of the images or books under discussion – to take one example, A Night in London, Brandt’s second book, published in 1938, is a far subtler work than Delany suggests: it consists of paired pictures with metaphorical connections brought out in many of the juxtapositions (a photograph of a couple kissing, for example is paired with one of two bollards joined with a rope linking them across water).  Another relatively under-examined aspect of Brandt’s later career, is his relationship with the art world and the apparent waning of his magic. Two aspects of this come to mind. In his later years much of Brandt’s creative energy was channelled into colour photography and into making assemblages from beach debris glued on to painted backgrounds and enclosed in perspex. Delany dsicusses both activities in passing, but does not explore the reasons for the art world’s reluctance to take either one seriously. Did Brandt simply lose the Midas touch as he grew older? This would be consistent with Delany’s view that the late overtly sado-masochistic nudes, which he places in ‘the long misogynistic tradition in Western art’ (p.272) were the product of  ‘the dark forces of sickness and paranoia’  (p.279) that haunted Brandt’s last years. Or was it, perhaps, that the rapidly growing market in black-and-white prints was not ready for an artist who also worked in colour and in different media?

Many mysteries remain. But for anyone who wants a fuller understanding of Brandt’s work than has hitherto been available, this biography will for many years be the place to begin. 
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