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Introduction

A page spread from the women’s magazine Die Dame (The Lady), of May 1924, presents the reader with two half-page photographs, celebrating ‘Unsere schöne Welt’ (Our beautiful world) (Figure 1). The images are strikingly dissimilar: the left-hand (verso) page presents an aerial view of New York, with squat nineteenth-century tenement blocks giving way, in the middle distance, to the crystalline forms of skyscrapers; the recto image is of a little boy lazing in a garden full of oxeye daisies, his bent arm shielding his eyes from the brilliant sunlight. The paired photographs, symmetrically aligned, seem designed to tease the reader: what do these pictures have in common? What do we, the modern magazine of 1924, find beautiful? 

The new photo-illustrated magazines that began appearing on European newsstands in late 1924, and the years that followed, took this idea of a unified aesthetic modernity as their point of departure. Launched in the shadow of the First World War and its traumatic aftermath, the popular magazines of the 1920s traded in idealist images of leisure, communality, and consumer plenty, conveying the optimistic promise of a new, machine-age society. The ‘beautiful world’ of Die Dame’s aerial view describes the repetitious forms of Manhattan, but also the technological world beyond the image frame. The paired photographs invoke a modernist synthesis: rationalised modernity, symbolised by the geometric order of the modern city, is reconciled with the paradisiac ideal of the child in the garden. 

The diverse and evolving projections of this modernist utopia, in the pioneering German and French popular magazines of the interwar decades, form the subject of this book. Mapping the period from the stabilisation of the Weimar economy in 1924 to the Nazi dictatorship of 1933, the book explores the rival visions of the new society in popular modernism, and the evolution of these ideals from the 1920s into the Depression era. The new magazines were defined by the profusion and continuous variety of their photography, with pictures of exotic locations, beach resorts, and the gilded lives of film stars, sharing space with images of modern technology, engineering and architecture, and picturesque views of the historical and natural world. The physical unity of the magazine, and the panoptic gaze of the camera, invoked the idea of an inclusive global modernity, built on universal values of tolerance and sociability, and the material prosperity of the machine-age future. 

The elements and structural mechanisms of this modernist ideal were, however, intrinsically problematic. For the traumatised postwar generation, technological modernity promised material goods and a leisured society, but had delivered industrialised slaughter; America represented the consumer ideal, but also the ‘monotonisation of the world’ and the loss of local cultures; for many critics, the price of modernity was exile from tradition and from nature itself.1
 In such a context, the utopian projections of modernist magazines could be only provisional and dialectical: whilst the idealised worlds conjured in photographs and feature articles spoke to the subjective aspirations of modern readers, the magazines also captured the inherent tensions in these ideals, and their contested status. Crucially, the new periodicals responded critically to developments in contemporary culture, engaging proactively and in real time with modernism’s evolving ideas and visual forms. As this book will argue, the assimilation of the machine aesthetic into the cultural mainstream, as the naturalised visual language of modernity, was not – in Germany of 1924, at least – a foregone conclusion: the values of an alternative, organic modernism continued to assert their claim throughout the 1920s. As recorders and critical observers of the contemporary scene, popular magazines both reflected and shaped the process by which the values and aesthetics of the technological era achieved cultural ascendancy at the turn of the new decade.

The historian of magazines encounters the immediate problem of abundance. For each popular title there are multiple issues over multiple years, each issue rich in visual and textual materials: the Weimar monthlies, explored in Part II, had up to 200 pages per issue, with photographs or other graphics on around three quarters of these pages. For a broad-based critical history, such as this book, the volume of source material increases exponentially with each additional title. Material on this scale is impossible to assimilate, and there is the risk of undue subjectivity on the historian’s part: it is all too easy, by selecting out particular materials, to create contingent narratives and hierarchies that support preconceived ideas, or to transform the magazines, by default, into undifferentiated source material for studies within the broader cultural history of the period. To study magazines’ internal culture – their specific ideological formations, aesthetics, and thematic hierarchies – requires robust, generalising criteria, that apply across a range of principal themes and reveal underlying commonalities over time, and between diverse materials.

A defining aspect of the photography of interwar magazines was its preoccupation with repetition and regularity. In the Weimar monthlies, alongside the spectacular geometries of kick-line dancers and the mathematical forms of civil engineering and architecture, photo-pages featured aerial views of modular urban landscapes and photomicrographs of self-replicating natural forms; art photographs thematised the organic and geometric visual order of the material world. The use of repetitious form was equally marked in French magazines, in which a geometric aesthetic appeared both in individual photographs and as an organising principle in page layouts; human patterns, such as the configurations of urban crowds in VU magazine (Chapter 11), served as a kind of visual shorthand in Depression-era narratives of social order and disorder.

The axiomatic foundation of this book, laid out in Part I, is that the patterning aesthetic of popular magazines embodied the communitarian and collectivist ideals of the reconstruction era. Drawing on the visual culture of early twentieth-century modernism (Chapter 3), photographers and magazine editors traced the symbolic forms of a new society in the groupings and regularities of the visual world: in the broadest terms, geometric pattern forms invoked the image of a rationalised machine-age society, and of progress towards this modernist utopia; informal and organic groupings spoke to a dream of sociability and a return to nature. The book’s intention, here, is not to impose a crude, reductive interpretation on complex images, but to describe the underlying cultural resonances of their compositional patterning, for a notional magazine reader of the interwar period.2
 As the book’s figures illustrate, the pattern forms in figurative images ranged in visual intensity, and in symbolic intent, from the emphatic to the infinitely subtle and ambiguous. In the expansive terms proposed in Chapter 2, the symbolic patterning culture of modernism was universalist – embracing both skyscrapers and oxeye daisies.

Alongside its thematic emphasis on visual groupings, the detailed focus of Modernist Magazines is limited to two magazines, which form the spine of the longitudinal case studies in Parts II and III. This book makes no attempt to compete, in scope, with standard works such as The Oxford Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines (a three-volume study of avant-garde periodicals),3
 though it does have one crucial advantage. Unlike the Oxford History, and the excellent Deutsche illustrierte Presse (2016),4
 which present topical chapters on individual titles, the present book is able to track the evolution of its selected magazines – occurring in dialectical relation to the crisis conditions of the late 1920s and early 1930s. Like the magazine reader who becomes familiar with a favourite title over months and years, understanding a magazine’s culture requires time, and the space to explore its developing themes, ideals, and preoccupations; the extended case studies seek to capture at least some of the complexity of these collective enterprises. The focus of Modernist Magazines and the Social Ideal is not, however, limited to two periodicals, as its title makes clear: thematic discussions, throughout the book, place UHU and VU within their respective magazine contexts, and introduce key antecedents and contemporaneous rivals. These are the neighbouring titles on the magazine racks, when our notional German reader picks out the new issue of UHU, or, in Paris, catches up on the weekly news in VU magazine. 

The two titles at the heart of this book were exceptional, both in their own right, and as representative of a wider class of photo-illustrated magazines of the period. UHU, explored in Part II, was an imaginative and beautifully made monthly ‘revue’, launched by the leading German publishing house Ullstein Verlag in October 1924. The magazine was typical of a new style of progressive popular monthly of the Weimar era, presenting a mix of topical features, light fiction, and lavish photogravure illustrations, aimed at a middle-class readership: it was ‘readable in a train journey from Berlin to Hamburg’.5
 
UHU’s contributors, over its nine-year run, included many of Germany’s leading writers, photographers, artists and designers – Kurt Tucholsky, Kurt Szafranski, Walter Gropius, Vicki Baum, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Sasha Stone, Walter Benjamin … – a roll call which points to the intimate dialogue between avant-garde and mainstream culture at this period.

The French weekly news magazine VU, launched in March 1928, was the product of an equally rich visual and journalistic culture. As Part III describes, VU was a pioneering title, without immediate competitors in its early years: Chapter 1 provides a provisional outline of the magazine’s lineage – notably, the sporting magazines La Vie au grand air and Match l’Intran. VU’s achievement lay in marrying the reportage style of German news supplements such as Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung with the optimistic ideals of technological modernism. Like UHU’s communitarian visions – though without the German magazine’s cult of nature – VU’s modernist utopia was invoked in images of rationalised collectivity and social order, and in the patterned configurations of page layouts. The magazine’s progressive idealism shaped, in turn, its agonised, searching response to the Depression crisis and the rise of Hitler. As Chapter 11 describes, the collapse of the liberal modernist ideal in the turmoil of the early 1930s was inflected in the destabilised, oppositional structures of VU’s photographs and graphic designs.

The language of patterning

A key assumption underlying the visual readings in this book is that regular (geometric) patterns and irregular (non-geometric, informal) patterns share a basic property: the elements in the pattern seem to belong together. This ‘togetherness’ is forcefully expressed in many of the contrasting pattern forms in this book: see, for example, the flock of cranes and the aeroplane formation in Figure 6, or the irregular and linear groupings in Hannah Höch’s scrapbook (Figure 21). The premise of Modernist Magazines is that visual unities such as these had a particular cultural resonance in the interwar period, as symbolic figures of community and social order; and that the ‘strength’ (coherence and stability) and regularity/informality of these patterns informed this symbolisation. 

To develop this thesis demands a theory of pattern that embraces irregular and regular groupings, and accounts for their dynamic properties. In the absence of current critical theory in this area, Modernist Magazines outlines a provisional approach (Chapter 2), introduced here as pattern theory. The methodology, based in the Gestalt tradition and the present-day science of perceptual organisation, falls outside of critical orthodoxy, and will require, for its full defence, a book of its own. As presented here, pattern theory appears as a bespoke toolkit: a small set of critical terms, and a body of theoretical assumptions, on which some – not all – of the book’s visual readings are built. The burden of this book is that critical and scientific theories of visual experience need not be incompatible: that an account of the visual system’s constructive role in cognition does not negate a historicist approach to visual culture. If the reader experiences no such incompatibility over the course of this book, then the approach may perhaps have taken its first forward step.

Absent from Chapter 2, and from the book as a whole, is any account of the philosophical traditions on which pattern theory builds. The defence of the theory demands a historicist treatment, relating the proposed methodology to key antecedents: Owen Jones’s Grammar of Ornament (1856); the formalist theories of the Vienna School – Wölfflin, Riegl, Panofsky, Sedlmayr;6
 Siegfried Kracauer’s critical studies of Weimar mass culture; postwar engagements with Gestalt theory in the work of Ernst Gombrich, Rudolf Arnheim, Susanne K Langer, Gyorgy Kepes, Kevin Lynch. The complex task of situating pattern theory within these fragmentary, conflicting theoretical traditions lies, clearly, beyond the scope of the present book. For better or worse, pattern theory is introduced here on its own merits, in the hope that the dedicated chapter provides at least adequate temporary foundations.

Magazine histories


Modernist Magazines and the Social Ideal is a child of the digital era: the book’s primary source materials are my own digital facsimiles of magazine pages photographed, by kind permission, at the National Art Library, London, the Kunstbibliothek Berlin, and the Robert Lebeck archive. This collection was supplemented by materials in online archives: principally, the outstanding Illustrierte Presse archive containing searchable runs of the leading Weimar monthlies; the Gallica archive of the Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris; digitised runs of VU and Voilà on the website of the Musée Nicéphore Niépce (MNN), Chalon-sur-Saône.7


The supple advantages of digital technology, allowing the researcher to summon magazine pages at the click of a mouse, extend beyond simple convenience and economy. In the case of the present book at least, without this capacity to range freely over time and across different publications the thematic chapters could not have been written – or would have been very different. There is reason to hope, therefore, that the important books published this century in the field of magazine studies mark the dawning of spring in the digital humanities, and that many further critical texts will follow: recent titles on the modernist period include the Oxford History of Modernist Magazines and Deutsche illustrierte Presse mentioned previously; Thierry Gervais and Gaëlle Morel’s The Making of Visual News (2017); Danielle Leenaerts’s Petite histoire du magazine Vu (2010); and Michel Hockx et al., A Space of their Own (2017), on women’s periodicals in twentieth-century China (not cited in the present book) – a collection which suggests the possibilities, in the digital era, of a new globalised, post-colonial agenda in magazine studies.8
 

The foundations of Modernist Magazines lie in the new accounts of modernism that emerged in the final decades of the last century, challenging both the conventional hierarchies and conceptual paradigms of art history. Jeffrey Herf’s Reactionary Modernism (1984), and the revisionist histories that built on this (Chapter 1), provide the essential framework for my reading of Weimar magazines in Part II.9
 An equal debt, perhaps less acknowledged in the chapters that follow, is due to the pioneering work of historians such as Hanno Hardt and Bernd Weise, whose detailed scholarly accounts of the German photo-illustrated press began appearing in the late 1980s.10
 The axiomatic basis of these histories, as of the present book, is that the magazines and illustrated supplements of the early twentieth century were more than mere ephemera, blithely recording the fashions and innovations of modern life. They were cultural actors in themselves, celebrating but also critiquing the forms and practices of the emerging technological society. This book seeks to capture something of this dialogue between magazines and their milieux, in the era of utopian modernism and of the catastrophic collapse of these progressive ideals.
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Part I

Social Modernism


1

The Idea of the Whole

We are convinced that this flood will never disperse. … We live in it – not like fish in water, but like the seafarer on the ocean who knows the treachery of the sea. 

Paul Renner, ‘Das Lichtbild’ (The Photograph), 1930

The European popular magazines of the 1920s and early 1930s built their appeal on visions of a youthful, harmonious modernity, characterised by outdoor leisure, communality, and the peaceful application of modern technology. Whilst the components of this ideal varied from title to title, and evolved over time within individual magazines, its common principle was one of tolerance: the reconciliation, or mutual coexistence, of opposing forces, ideologies, and traditions. The defining question, inflected in the utopian imagery of German popular monthlies, and addressed with explicit urgency in the 1930s editorials of VU magazine, concerned the nature of modern society: how could individuals, and nations, learn to live together, and avoid a return to civil unrest and the catastrophe of war. 

From this general perspective, the idealist visual culture of interwar magazines relates to broader societal hopes and fears, regarding the nature of technological modernity. Images of the natural world and traditional life published in Weimar monthlies, alongside photos of film stars and modern interiors, added picturesque variety to the magazines’ photo-pages. Such juxtapositions also, however, speak to the profound historical dilemmas in German society and cultural life in the era of mass industrialisation: the dichotomy between traditional and modern ideals, the values of an urbanised, technological present and
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