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“First Pictures” 
New York through the Lens of 

Emigrated European Photographers 

in the 1930s and 1940s

Helene Roth

Prelude

In 1932, the magazine Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung (BIZ) published a photo reportage 
by the German Jewish photographer Erich Salomon; this reportage was taken 
during his trip to New York and titled “Die Gefangenen der Weltkrise – Bei den 
unerwünschten Einwanderern und Deportierten auf Ellis Island im Hafen von 
New York” (“The prisoners of the world crisis – The unwanted emigrants and 
deportees on Ellis Island in New York’s harbor”) (Fig. 1). In a series of six pictures, 
Salomon revisits the emigrants’ and deportees’ situation on Ellis Island from differ-
ent perspectives, capturing with his camera the life of the prisoners on the island.1 
The text in the reportage informs that the island not only served as a deportation 
processing center where mostly European, Asian, and African emigrants were held 
before they were granted entry into the United States, but also as detention center 
where emigrants who had been living in New York for several years were arrested 
because they had not fulfilled all legal requirements at the time of immigration.2 
In a photograph directly to the right of the headline, Salomon focuses on the emi-
grants’ view, through the barred windows, of New York. The skyline of Manhattan 
was considered by many arriving ship passengers to be a symbol of freedom and 
hope, which they first saw and had in mind after days on the open sea when they 
entered the harbor.3 In Salomon’s photograph, however, the skyline and the view 
of the skyscrapers is subdivided into the fine rectilinear structure of the barred 
windows and moves into the distance, behind the delicate grid of gray areas. The 
deserted photograph forms a counterproposal to a happy life of freedom and with 
hope that the emigrants expected from the new life in America. In its strict and 
matter-of-fact composition, it conveys the image of the distanced, unreachable goal 
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of emigration. When Salomon made the reportage on Ellis Island in 1932, he 
could not have guessed that, in 1933, when the National Socialists came to power 
in Germany, the island would again gain importance for emigration from Europe 
in the following years.4 This was the case for many of his European colleagues who 
emigrated to New York in the 1930s and 1940s.

“First pictures”: Through New York with the camera

When the National Socialists came to power and major private and professional 
restrictions were imposed in Germany, Great Britain and neighboring France, 
especially in their capitals London and Paris, offered a first place of refugee for 
persecuted photographers. A second wave of emigration with destinations over-
seas and to the United States of America, especially to New York, began with the 
occupation of France during World War II.5 The entry to the harbor of New York 
City was one of the most commonly desired destinations at this time—it was the 
symbol for the “New World” and a new home for the émigrés. Erwin Blumenfeld, 
a German Jewish photographer, who also emigrated to New York in the 1940s, 
describes this important moment of arrival in the harbor of Manhattan in his 
autobiography Eye to I:

Figure 1: Anonymous, “Die Gefangenen der Weltkrise,” photographs by Erich Salomon, in Berliner 
Illustrirte Zeitung, vol. 41, no. 20 (22 May 1932), 630f. © Private archive Helene Roth.
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On the seventh day, after passing the Ambrose lightship, the steamer slowed 
down. Seagulls screeched, passport officials, pilots and reporters clambered 
on board. For the second time I watched excited the passengers jostle each 
other impatiently with their binoculars on the rails, each watching to be the 
first to spot the first skyscraper. As the veils of the Gulf stream mist thinned, a 
strip of land emerged, silvery green in the distance, a line of dunes rising from 
the Atlantic: the New World! Roofs of disappointingly pretty-pretty toy houses 
began to appear, one beside the next in childish old lady’s colours: pink, mauve, 
light blue, beige, all alike. Behind them rose pointless iron constructions from 
some gigantic Meccano set: Coney Island, New York’s amusement park. […] 
Only at the very last, under the watchful eye of the verdigris Miss Liberty, did 
the immense backdrop of the Manhattan skyscraper with their greyish-mauve 
glaze (every city has its own colour, New York has a purplish tinge), rise up into 
the inhuman August sky […].6

After successfully arriving in New York City, the paths of European emigrant pho-
tographers took different directions. In many cases, the photographers already had 
contacts with other emigrated family members, friends living in New York, or 
American colleagues. Mostly without employment, commissions for magazines, 
or their own photography studios, the exiled photographers undertook this urban 
exploration in private. They were overwhelmed and impressed by the spatial 
dimension of skyscrapers, vanishing points, light conditions, and the big avenues 
of the metropolis. While emigrated writers and journalists were often confronted 
with professional problems caused by the new language, photographers could use 
their cameras as a transnational and universal medium. In the period after their 
arrival, many explored their new hometown by taking pictures of this fascinating 
metropolis.7

This phase of arrival represents an interesting topic and starting point for an 
analysis: on the one hand the escape from Europe was only a short time ago, but 
on the other hand the physical arrival on American soil had already begun with 
the docking of the ship. The transcultural oscillation between the old, familiar, and 
the abandoned and the new, future, previously unknown country becomes particu-
larly clear in the first visual impressions of the metropolis. The camera served as 
a medium to articulate a new urban vision and the personal feelings of exile. It is 
remarkable that also European fashion and portrait photographers focused their 
first pictures of New York on urban and architectural views.

Although many of these images can be classified as modern street and city 
photography, there remains a lack of analysis of these images in the context of 
emigration movements from Europe in the 1930s and 1940s, and in migration and 
photography studies.8 It is in this framework that I will put a particular focus on 
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the photographic productions of New York by the Jewish European photographers 
Josef Breitenbach, Hermann Landshoff, and Lisette Model.9 These three photogra-
phers are connected by their self-taught access to photography, as well as their first 
experiences of exile in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s. In Paris, Breitenbach had 
his own portrait studio, Landshoff specialized in fashion photography, and Model 
studied music and voice before she recommitted herself to studying visual arts and 
photography. Due to their Jewish descent, they were forced to leave Europe and 
emigrated from France via different routes to New York in the late 1930s and early 
1940s.10 In 1939, Lisette Model emigrated with her husband, the painter Evsa 
Model, to New York; Hermann Landshoff and Josef Breitenbach arrived in 1941.11 
After their arrival in New York, they took their first divergent, experimental, and 
creative approaches to the process of encountering the metropolis through pho-
tography. Each of the three emigrants photographed first impressions and encoun-
ters with the metropolis in a unique artistic language, utilizing different techniques 
and compositions.12 In this essay I therefore want to discuss the significance of 
these first pictures of Landshoff, Breitenbach, and Model in the context of exile, 
migration, and photography studies. Can photography serve as a visual medium 
for ameliorating exilic experiences and approaching new homelands and cultural 
encounters? To what extent do these first pictures of artist émigrés negotiate per-
sonal emotions and cultural exchanges? What image of the metropolis do these 
photographs convey? Building on Vilém Flusser’s analyses of the creativity of exile 
and Marie Louise Pratt’s concept of contact zones, my paper will analyze in a sec-
ond step if the first pictures can be examined as creative results of their emigration 
within urban and cultural contact zones.13

We New Yorkers: Josef Breitenbach’s experimental skyline 
visions

In 1942, Breitenbach made a photogram-photomontage titled We New Yorkers 
(Fig. 2). Two skyscrapers were photographed at night and combined with a color-
ful diagram of the human nervous system. The diagram is represented in red and 
refers to the blood circulation system of veins and arteries. The bright red color 
in the foreground contrasts with the darkened city and appears like a red signal 
of an electric light sign or billboard. At first glance, this photogram perhaps seems 
peculiar and unapproachable. Breitenbach made this photogram during his first 
year in New York.14 It symbolizes the symbiotic and mutual relationships between 
the city and its inhabitants. Breitenbach refers to the vibrant life in the city, where 
people move in the labyrinth of skyscrapers while the mechanisms of the city allow 
them a dynamic and vivacious life. The picture illustrates the atmosphere of New 
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York, which probably overwhelmed and impressed the photographer upon his 
arrival. Instead of crowded streets, he shows blood circulation, which generally 
represents human life. The key to this photomontage lies in the title and the word 
We. It indicates that Breitenbach already felt settled in New York in the first year 

Figure 2: Josef Breitenbach, We New Yorkers, 1942, 38.4 × 30.5 cm (Plate 10, p. 336). inv.-no. FM 
96/3-33 © The Josef and Yaye Breitenbach Charitable Foundation, Courtesy of the Munich City 
Museum.
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after his emigration—
and consequently saw 
himself as an American. 
Instead of speaking of 
a certain group such 
as The New Yorkers, 
Breitenbach underlines 
his affiliation with the 
city through the word 
We.15 Therefore, the 
picture can be read as 
a manifestation of his 
readiness to identify with the metropolis of New York and with American society. 
At the same time, the image also reproduces the impression of anxiety by losing the 
individuality in the anonymity of the city. “Surrounded by night, the skyscrapers 
take on a disquieting presence. Man, facing these, appears highly vulnerable. He 
is skinned alive, so to speak, disrobed of his individual identity, reduced to a mere 
network of lines.”16

In addition to We New Yorkers, further photographs of the artist’s first years in 
the metropolis exist, which also show complex experimental perspectives on his 
new home and can be read as a reference to surrealism. During his time in Paris, 
Breitenbach had contact with Surrealist artists and photographers (such as Man 
Ray) and was able to collect and implement inspirations for his own photographic 
work.17 On May 8, 1945, he took several images on the occasion of the Victory in 
Europe Day (V-E Day).18 On the same day, the photographer Alfred Eisenstaedt 
also created a series of images of cheering and kissing people in Times Square; 
Breitenbach, however, stayed away from the crowded avenues and turned his atten-
tion to the traces of the festivities amidst the skyscrapers from a city graveyard 
(Fig. 3). A guidebook of the Trinity Church describes that the cemetery is one of the 
few places in central Manhattan that retains the original and historic character of 
old New York: “Here in fair weather the office workers come at noon to rest in the 

Figure 3: Josef Breitenbach, 
Victory Day Parade, New York, 

1945, 35.3 × 28 cm. 
inv.-no. FM 93/346-6 © The 

Josef and Yaye Breitenbach 
Charitable Foundation, 
Courtesy of the Munich 

City Museum.



117“FIRST PICTURES”

green and sunlight of God’s Acre. Strangers to the city stroll about the paths trying 
to identify the great names of the past.”19 Breitenbach thus stood at a historical site 
in American history and referred to this fact by integrating the national flag and the 
statue into the image motif. Due to the combination with the waving paper flags 
and ticket ribbons, this photograph has a dynamic moment as well as an aesthetic 
quality.20 The photo theorist Kelly George wrote that “even if the image is realistic 
in the sense that the scene is not manipulated or constructed, it can be classified as 
surrealistic.”21 In Breitenbach’s image, as in much surrealistic photography mostly 
constructed by photograms, the paper strips of light buzz weightlessly across the 
paper. This impression is reinforced by the choice of the remarkable location. By 
using photographic techniques or collage-like compositions of several elements (as 
in We New Yorkers), different levels of reality and multilayered experimental per-
spectives on the cityscapes of New York arise in one of Breitenbach’s first pictures. 
Characterizing both of Breitenbach’s photographs is a lack of people captured in 
the city views; rather, the artist represents them in symbolic forms through dia-
grams and surrealist techniques.

Going with the !ow: movement and dynamics in Lisette Model’s 
Running Legs

The network of European emigrated photographers also included Lisette Model, 
who arrived in New York in 1938, and who was a colleague of Breitenbach at 
the New School of Social Research as of 1951.22 Lisette Model was also struck 
by her new home and the vibrant urban life in the city. This fascination can 
be seen in two series created in the first years after her emigration. Until 1939, 
Model explored the city and photographed urban shop windows in a modernist 
aesthetic. The photographs produced for the series Reflections were taken either 
inside or outside of shop windows and reflected the comings and goings of pas-
sersby as well as the architecture of the skyscrapers and shops. The result is a 
multilayered picture in which the window display and the street scenes reflect 
and represent the complex urban life that overwhelmed her. Simultaneously, the 
inside and outside of this dynamic street scene becomes visible to the viewer in an 
entangled palimpsest. One can feel the fascination for the wide avenues, skyscrap-
ers, billboards, and shop windows where the pedestrians pass by. In contrast to 
the window displays of the photographer Eugène Atget or Bernice Abbot, Model 
sought a creative and artistic image. She deliberately works with different levels of 
reality and experiments with light, shadows, angles, and perspectives, depending 
on which objects are more or less pronounced. In her series Reflections, the viewer 
and the observed passersby flow together into one image, whereby the gaze can be 
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directed from inside to outside or vice versa. The images are also reminiscent of 
a collage of photographs, which “were all on the same plane, showing the bustle 
and the commercial activity, and at the same time the grandeur and the chaos 
of the city.”23

After her emigration, Model started a second series that also articulates these 
experimental and creative ways of seeing and her first impressions of this metrop-
olis. From 1940 on, for at least two years, she followed the hectic and dynamic life 
of the newly experienced city with great perseverance and consistency in a series 
named Running Legs (Fig. 4). In close-up pictures, the photographer focused her 
camera on the passersby. Instead of a full portrait, she decided to take only the view 
of the running legs. In these pictures, we can see high heels, shoes of business men, 
and groups or individuals rushing by as quickly as possible. The dynamic moments 
are also captured in the blurred and fuzzy photographic technique. The cropping of 
the subjects as well as the blurring evokes a dynamic movement extending beyond 
the edge of the photograph.24 The series of photographs has a cinematographic 
rhythm and gesture to the anonymous and crowded life of the metropolis, which 
expressed Model’s own anxieties about New York urban life. In this context, it is 
important to explain the artist’s photographic technique and camera type. Model 
used a Rolleiflex camera, which hangs in front of the upper body.25 To frame a pic-
ture, the photographer uses the finder on the top of the camera. Therefore, Model 
must have been very flexible and mobile to capture the running legs and must have 
held her camera in a very unique position—perhaps squatting on the edge of the 
sidewalk next to a building. It is remarkable how the photographs were taken, and 
the process also feels somewhat mysterious as nobody appears to have noticed her 
actions—again underlining the anonymity of the big city. Consequently, Model has 
visually not only captured the perceived dynamics of the street, but also operated 
dynamically herself in active photographic gestures behind the camera as well as 
in movements such as stooping, bowing, and lowering her gaze.

For Model it was crucial, she explained in an interview, “that a photograph 
must be a product of the present, not of the past. It must refer to everything that 
holds meaning for us in life at this time.”26 For her, the camera was therefore “an 
instrument for detection: it shows us not only what we know, but also explores 
new aspects of a world in constant change.” In the context of exile, which can also 
be read as a state of liberated existence, these images also reflect moments of the 
fugitive, the unstable, and the overwhelming.27 Thus, Model used patterns that can 
also be transferred to life immediately after the arrival in the new home. In contrast 
to Breitenbach, who photographed the monumental and architectural framework 
of the metropolis, Model stood in the midst of the metropolitan, documenting 
microcosms of New York. Model’s special and unusual point of view also aroused 
great interest among American photo experts.28 Finally, through the contact and 
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help of the art director Alexey Brodovitch, an image of the Running Legs series was 
published in Harper’s Bazaar.29

Day or night? The infrared photographs of Hermann Landshoff

Hermann Landshoff is also connected with the previous two photographers by a 
similar emigration route to New York.30 Likewise, Hermann Landshoff wrote about 
this important moment of arriving securely in New York in his autobiography: 
“Great desire to pass the Statue of Liberty at the entrance to New York Harbor. 
It has once again become a living symbol for many inhabitants of the Old World, 
something concrete, a lifestyle.”31 Because he was unable to immediately find work 
as a fashion photographer, he dedicated himself to documenting urban architecture 
in his first months of exile in New York, creating photographic portraits of the city. 
Although he limited his work to the glamorous side of New York and its impressive 
high-rise architecture, he also explored the city with a creative way of seeing. In his 
archive, I found three pictures taken during his first year in New York. With their 

Figure 4: Lisette Model, Running Legs, New York, 1940, 81 × 101.6 cm. © The Lisette Model 
Foundation, Inc. (1983). Used by permission.
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high black-and-white contrast and detailed clear depth of field, these pictures differ 
from Landshoff’s later works. In one picture, the edges on the right and left side are 
framed by two high-rise buildings (Fig. 5). The middle is framed by the cityscape 
and a cloudy sky. By broaching the two buildings at the top and the side, Landshoff 
evoked and emphasized the impressive height of these monuments, which extend 
beyond the picture. The artist wasn’t standing in the middle of nowhere or on the 
outskirts of the city, but in the center of Manhattan. The building on the right side 
is St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and the building on the left side is probably Rockefeller 
Center. He took this picture from a slightly raised perspective, perhaps standing 
on a rooftop terrace. This very dense and heterogeneous picture is underlaid by 
the special technique of infrared photography, a complex photographic process in 
which infrared-sensitive recording material and a special filter are used.32 Through 
this technological feature, the film, which is normally sensitive to visible light, can 
block the visible light spectrum with the filter, making possible a new way of seeing. 
The artist and photographer Raoul Hausmann explains that

a photographer [must] be different, more comprehensive and more specialized 
at the same time than before. He has to get to know many things and materials in 
their effect on the photochemical layers. […] Here, above all, the photographer 
has to learn: the best means of representation is the detailed contrast range.33

In addition to application in science and medicine, this photographic technique 
is also used for cityscapes. Because of the special filter and the red light, disturb-
ing effects such as fog and haze can be converted into a detailed, clear picture. 
This example of Landshoff’s first picture and urban vision can be seen as a very 
good result of this infrared process. The photo also meets the criteria described 
by Hausmann for a high-contrast image that also achieves a graphic character 
through backlighting. It can be claimed that Landshoff not only experimented 
with cutting-edge technologies but also evoked a new way of urban seeing in this 
new home and a different perspective to visualize the fascinating skyscrapers. The 
“new” New Yorker Hermann Landshoff opted for a photographic process through 
which he could feel his new hometown in a different way. He tried to emphasize the 
vertical architecture of the metropolis while focusing on the ambivalence between 
modern and historical buildings. It seems interesting that Landshoff used infrared 
technology only in his first pictures in New York. In this respect, the terms of arrival 
and experiment should be considered interrelated.

During his first two years in his new home, Landshoff took pictures not only street 
scenes but also portraits, which originated in private settings. Until now, these por-
traits have received little attention in art, photography, and exile studies and represent 
a little-recognized research topic. This area also includes the extensive portrait series 
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of various predominantly European exiled artists who, after emigrating, attempted to 
reestablish themselves in the New York art scene and to get in touch with American 
colleagues. In 1942, Landshoff created a photo series of the exiled Surrealist art scene 
in New York. He took two group portraits and several individual portraits in Peggy 
Guggenheim’s house, which was a meeting point for the Surrealist circle.34

Figure 5: Hermann Landshoff, New York, 1941, 29.4 × 24.2 cm (Plate 11, p. 337). inv.no. FM-2012/200.99 
© bpk, Münchner Stadtmuseum, Sammlung Fotogra#e, Archiv Landshoff.
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In one of these group portraits, Landshoff chose a staged arrangement in 
which the space and the dimensions of size also includes Peggy Guggenheim’s 
convoluted collection of art objects, masks, and paintings (Fig. 6). The members 
of the Surrealist community are poised on the gallery in the balcony windows, 
looking straight into Landshoff’s camera, Landshoff standing in the living room 
below. From left to right, we see Leonora Carrington, Fernand Léger, John Ferren, 
Berenice Abbot, Amédée Ozenfant, Peggy Guggenheim, Frederick Kiesler, Jimmy 
Ernst (Max Ernst’s son from his first marriage), Stanley William Hayter, Marcel 
Duchamp, Kurt Seligmann, Piet Mondrian, André Breton, and Max Ernst. 
Surrounded by artifacts and collected masks from Africa and North America, the 

Figure 6: Hermann Landshoff, Die Surrealisten in den Balkonfenstern im Haus von Peggy Guggenheim, 
New York, 1942. inv. no. FM-2012/200.191 © bpk, Münchner Stadtmuseum, Sammlung Fotogra#e, 
Archiv Landshoff.
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creative art scene of the Surrealists is positioned above. They are standing more or 
less above the art and give the image of a lofty and pseudo-spiritual touch. With 
the exception of Guggenheim, John Ferren, and Berenice Abbot, this photograph 
shows only European emigrants who had recently arrived in their new American 
home—the metropolis of New York. But even Ferren, Guggenheim, and Abbot 
were familiar with Europe, as they themselves had lived on the continent for many 
years: Abbot lived in Berlin from 1921 to 1929, and had later lived in Paris, where 
she worked as an assistant to the photographer Man Ray and had even portrayed 
numerous intellectuals of the Parisian art and culture scene of the 1920s.35 Thanks 
to Peggy Guggenheim, Abbot opened her first studio in Paris in 1927. Guggenheim 
also spent the 1920s and 1930s in Paris, where she had close contact with famous 
artists such as Man Ray and the Surrealists. Because of her Jewish descent, she fled 
to New York in 1941 with her complete art collection.36

Apart from the two prominent group portraits attesting to the Surrealists’ 
meeting in New York, other Landshoff recordings made in Peggy Guggenheim’s 
townhouse testify to the community connection, such as portraits of Max Ernst 
or Leonora Carrington.37 In the following years, Landshoff not only portrayed 
emigrated artists and creative networks but also photographers.38 All images share 
common traits in that the caption refers to the job title and full name of each 
person. Notably, the subjects were not shot in a photographic studio, but in their 
personal environments at home or at their places of creative work. Landshoff pre-
cisely identifies each individual in a professional setting, thus acknowledging each 
as an artist.

The infrared photograph and portrait photography of Hermann Landshoff can 
be seen as a connecting element to his emigration, accompanying the photographer 
on his life journey from Munich via Paris to New York. It can therefore be assumed 
that the photographs illustrate his own personal examination of the forced change 
of location and exile in New York and also depict his attempt to establish himself 
professionally as well as privately in his new home.39 The portraits can be read as a 
testimony and contemporary document of a very close network of emigrated artists 
in New York exile, and can also be read as the first pictures—the first portraits—of 
their new home.

Photography as a creative medium in the context of exile

This essay analyzes how European emigrant photographers captured their first 
visual contacts shortly after their arrival in New York. In the works of Josef 
Breitenbach, Lisette Model, and Hermann Landshoff in the 1940s, American 
street photography was subjected to a reinterpretation of the arriving émigrés, 
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which is also seen in the context of their exile experiences. These first pictures are 
examples of creative and experimental first visual interpretations of the metropo-
lis. Breitenbach, Model, and Landshoff chose their own photographic languages 
and styles and transferred their visual emotions into artistic images. It is crucial 
to remember that the experience of displacement and exile as an existential expe-
rience of crisis also carries with it the potential of failure and the stagnation of 
creativity and artistic expression. However, the media philosopher and photo the-
orist Vilém Flusser suggests a positive assessment of exile and seeks to refute the 
hypothesis that exile can only be evaluated negatively. In his 1984 essay “Exil und 
Kreativität,” he argues for a more positive revaluation and defines exile as a breed-
ing ground for creative acts, for the new.40 In his subsequent book The Freedom of a 
Migrant (German version published in 1994), Flusser dedicates a whole chapter to 
this topic of exile and creativity, in which he views “exile as a challenge of creativ-
ity”41 and clarifies his reasons for this hypothesis. In exile, the émigrés were torn 
from their accustomed surroundings, customs, and habits, which they had known 
in their lives before emigration. Exile is, to them, “an ocean of chaotic informa-
tion,” in which “the lack of redundancy does not allow the exile to receive this 
information.”42 To be able to live in their new homes, the émigrés must first trans-
form the new information into meaningful messages and “must produce data.”43 
According to Flusser, processing data is synonymous with creation and therefore 
the émigrés must be creative.

One can therefore speak of creation of a dialogue process, in which either 
an internal or external dialogue takes place. The arrival of expellees in exile 
evokes external dialogues and a beehive of creativity spontaneously surrounds 
the expellee. He becomes the catalyst for the synthesis of new information. If, 
however, he becomes aware that his dignity resides in his rootlessness an inner 
dialogue develops that consists of an exchange between the information that he 
brought with him and the ocean of waves of information that wash about him 
in his exile. At this point he attempts to make creative sense of what he brought 
with him as well as of the chaos that surrounds him in the present. When such 
internal and external dialogues resonate with each other, not only the world but 
the settled inhabitants and expellees as well are transformed creatively.44

Flusser argues that the new work in exile is created through creative dialogues, 
which can be characterized by a “cracking of the self and an opening to the other.”45 
These statements can certainly be applied to the examples of Josef Breitenbach, 
Lisette Model, and Hermann Landshoff presented in this paper. Combining famil-
iar and appropriated photographic techniques, working methods, and genres, these 
three photographers created new creative and experimental views and articulations 
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of the city in their examination of urban life in exile. In his images We New Yorkers 
(Fig. 2) and Victory Day Parade (Fig. 3), Josef Breitenbach refers to surrealism, which 
he already knew from his years in Paris, although the urban architecture of New 
York and life in the big city also gave him new photographic impulses. As already 
demonstrated in her photographs of the beach promenade in Nice, Lisette Model 
chooses unusual perspectives and cutouts. Like Breitenbach, she visualizes the 
dynamics and anonymity of big-city life in the excerpts of the passing passersby in 
Running Legs (Fig. 4). Hermann Landshoff, on the other hand, attempts to visualize 
the parables of modern metropolitan photography and the architectural contrasts 
in Manhattan between modern and Gothic architecture through the use of infrared 
technology in his image New York (Fig. 5).

In a second step, these first pictures of Breitenbach, Model, and Landshoff can 
also be analyzed through Mary Louise Pratt’s concept of contact zones. Pratt’s con-
cept of contact zones is defined as a term “to refer to social spaces where cultures 
meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in context of highly asymmetrical 
relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived 
out in many parts of the world today.”46 From a methodological-theoretical point of 
view, her concept, which originates from the field of postcolonial studies, could be 
transferred to migration and exile studies. Therefore, the social and urban spaces 
of emigrants could also be read as contact zones where different cultures, tradi-
tions, languages, as well as different artistic and photographic aesthetics, coincide. 
The photograph of Landshoff showing the gathering of exiled Surrealists at the 
home of Peggy Guggenheim clearly shows a social contact zone—the contact zone 
and network of emigrated artists in New York and, at the same time, referring to 
Flusser, the creative dialogue between the European and American art and art 
market characterized in the circle around Peggy Guggenheim (Fig. 6). Therefore, 
Hermann Landshoff, by taking this photograph, was also included in this social, 
cultural, and intellectual contact zone in exile. Beside networks and social groups 
as contact zones, which can be experienced through images by émigré photogra-
phers, the metropolis itself and urban life can be seen as a contact zone where 
modern aesthetics, architecture, and the social life were explored and visualized in 
different modalities. The photographs of Breitenbach, Model, and Landshoff are 
therefore examples of these varieties of urban contact zones (Figs. 2–5). In contrast 
to Peggy Guggenheim’s home, which can be seen as a more private contact zone, 
the streets and architecture of New York City can be interpreted as a public con-
tact zone, in which the exile life in the metropolis is expressed in photographs. For 
Breitenbach, Model, and Landshoff, New York as a city was itself a contact zone 
where they could express their first impressions by using different photographic 
techniques, cameras, and aesthetic modes of view. Consequently, they were also 
able to transform and manifest parables of metropolitan life such as anonymity, 
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mass accumulation of city crowds, and the specific architecture of New York. In a 
broader understanding of the concept of contact zones, the examples of Landshoff, 
Model, and Breitenbach reveal the close interdependence of European emigrants 
and their American colleagues; in the 1940s, these European emigrant artists were 
instrumental in establishing new artistic principles and interacted in new contact 
zones visualizing these encounters in their first pictures. Additionally, in the years 
following their arrivals, all three protagonists actively participated in the photogra-
phy scene in New York both privately and professionally, establishing new photo-
graphic contact zones, such as working at the New School for Social Research, for 
the Photo League, or for magazines such as Harper’s Bazaar.47

In the context of the conference “Photography, Migration and Cultural 
Encounters in America,” this essay will contribute to a broader and new under-
standing of photography in the field of migration studies: even though forced emi-
gration particularly leads to a turning point in artwork, the exilic career of these 
three photographers could also instigate new forms and techniques.48 Above all, the 
modern urban space and the metropolitan life of New York opened up new creative 
photographic approaches, which they visualized in their first pictures. To conclude, 
photography can be read as a visual medium that émigrés could access without 
language barriers and problems of understanding as they were far away from their 
homeland; photography is also both linked to exile and articulates the artists’ own 
artistic ideas. Photographer Andreas Feininger, who emigrated to New York in 
1939, describes this as follows in his essay A Philosophy of Photography: “Photography 
– the language of vision – is my medium. Bridging the barriers of speech and 
alphabet, it is understood by everybody anywhere, making it the ideal means of 
universal communication, each picture a self-contained statement, short, precise 
and true.”49 Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that not all emigrated photogra-
phers could quickly reestablish themselves in the professional field in their exile in 
New York. They could not always manage to prevail against the competition and 
start a productive career in their new home. In other cases, due to financial prob-
lems, they had to earn money in other areas or often their partners were the main 
earners. Finally, it should be emphasized that the work and life of many emigrants, 
apart from the photographic canon, is still inadequately researched.50
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Plate 10: Josef Breitenbach, We New Yorkers, 1942, 38.4 x 30.5 cm (Fig. 2, p. 115). inv.-no. FM 96/3-33 
© The Josef and Yaye Breitenbach Charitable Foundation, Courtesy of the Munich City Museum.
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Plate 11: Hermann Landshoff, New York, 1941, 29.4 x 24.2 cm (Fig. 5, p. 121). inv.no. FM-2012/200.99 
© bpk, Münchner Stadtmuseum, Sammlung Fotogra#e, Archiv Landshoff.
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