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Real Surreal, an exhibition in cooperation with the Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, offers an 
introduction to the world of avant-garde photography between 1920 and 1950. Its central 
themes are the Neues Sehen (New Vision) in Germany, Surrealism in Paris, and the avant-
garde in Prague. A prologue features examples of photography from the 19th century that 
demonstrate the similarities and differences to the Neues Sehen. These are followed by original 
prints from renowned photographers, including portraits, nudes, objects, architecture, and 
experiments that offer a new look at the scope and multifacetedness of photography between 
the real and the surreal. The play of light and shadow as well as experiments with unusual 
perspectives offer striking and instructive examples of this idiosyncratic style. 
 
In addition to some 220 photographs, a selection of historical photography books and 
magazines as well as rare artists’ books allow visitors to immerse themselves in this new view 
of the world. Several famous examples of films, such as An Andalusian Dog by Louis 
Buñuel or Berlin Still Life by László Moholy-Nagy, illustrate the fruitful exchange between 
avant-garde photography and cinema during this time. 
 
Discussions on the pictorial Enlightenment of photography are as old as the medium itself. 
Already in the 19th century, people debated whether photography was capable of more fully 
and accurately depicting life than painting by mechanically representing reality. Not least  
in reaction to the perceived inadequacies of photography, the Pictorialist movement emerged, 
in which photography followed the rules of painting in order to lend it grater artistic autho- 
rity. Around 1920 a new generation of international photographers once again reflected on the 
specific qualities of the tools of photography and developed them into a modern way of 
capturing reality. The continual advance of technical progress in modern society had made 
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photography more accessible: portable roll film cameras came onto the market in large num-
bers. The growing use of photographic illustrations in mass media and advertising increased 
the demand for good photographers. It also changed people’s accustomed modes of seeing, 
which made the Neues Sehen the expression of a perception of reality influenced by the media. 
There was a great diversity of artistic positions. They ranged from the precise recording of 
events in portrait and industrial photography to the choice of new compositions and perspec-
tives at the Bauhaus to photomontage and technical experiments such as photograms and 
solarization as well as staged pictures in Surrealism. 
 
The photographers of the Neue Sachlichkeit sought to show the world as it was. Photography 
was the “reliable tool” that objectively depicted the visible things of the world—in particular the 
products of modern technology—and thus was superior to the subjective perception of the 
human eye. The camera took on the crucial function of technically expanding human perception 
and adequately representing modern life with its cities, machines, and society. Unusual views 
and perspectives led to striking pictures. While bird’s-eye views turned buildings and streets 
into compositions of lines and surfaces, a photograph from another perspective could create 
an unexpected dynamic, and significantly enlarging an object could lead to mysterious effects. 
 
It was ultimately the Surrealists who recognized another artistic tool of écriture automatique, 
which was also called “thought photography,” in the supposedly realistic recording instrument 
of the camera. Beneath the surface of the visible world, they sought to explore the irrational, 
mystic, and contradictory. Documentary photographers became an inspiration for the move-
ment. One of the most important artistic tools of Surrealism, creating images out of 
combinations of pictures, was implemented particularly convincingly in photomontage, in 
which heterogeneous parts of pictures were joined to create new, surprising visual 
contexts. Karel Teige’s collages have a surreal quality, like Brassaï’s pictures of Paris at night; 
this aspect is echoed in another form in Man Ray’s photograms, which capture dream-like 
impressions of light. Staged photographs as well as the many technical experiments with mul-
tiple exposures, negative prints, and solarization sought to fuse dreams and reality, as Breton 
stated in his first manifesto of Surrealism. In this way, the photography of the Neues Sehen 
produced truly ambiguous images that can be seen as either sober, objective representations 
of the visible or as imaginary, subjective reflections of reality, depending on the real or surreal 
perspective of the photographer and the viewer. 
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Specialist tour and lecture 

 

Thursday, 14 April, 6 p.m. 

Through the collector’s eyes 

Specialist tour with Dietmar Siegert, Sammlung Siegert, Munich 

Thursday, 23 June, 6 p.m. 

Photography in modernism and its continued influence in Switzerland 

Lecture by Dr. Thilo Koenig, freelance author, University of Zurich 

 

 

Film and discussion 

 

Thursday, 21 April, 6 p.m. 

An Andalusian Dog (director: Luis Buñuel, France, 1928) 

Introduction and discussion with Peter Purtschert, lecturer, film department, ZHdK 

 

Thursday, 9 June, 6 p.m. 

Berlin Still Life (director: László Moholy-Nagy, Germany, 1932) 

Introduction and discussion with Dr. Jan Sahli, research associate, department of film studies, 

University of Zurich 

 

 

Presentation and reflection 

 

Thursday, 7 July, 6 p.m. 

Influences of Surrealism today 

With Magdalena Baranya, artist; Thomas Baumgartner and Samuel Koch, students, ZHdK; 

moderation: Prof. Marianne Müller, director, bachelor program for media and arts, 

specialization in photography, ZHdK 

 

 

Workshops for adults 

 

Saturday, 21 May and 25 June 2016, 1–4 p.m. 

Blue prints 

With Yolanda Ludwig, art educator, photographer 

We will engage with masterpieces of avant-garde photography and examine the various 

photographic tools that underscore their artistic expressions. After viewing the exhibition, we 

will experiment with cyanotype, a photographic printing process that produces a cyan-blue 

print, to create our own surreal pictures. 

Registration and information: vermittlung.bellerive@museum-gestaltung.ch, 

Tel. +41 43 446 44 69, cost: 45 CHF 

 

 

mailto:vermittlung.bellerive@museum-gestaltung.ch


4 

Workshops for families 

 

Sunday, 29 May and 19 June, 10:00 a.m. – 12:30 p.m. 

Drawing with light - photographic experiments 

For families with children 6 and older 

With Ursina Spescha, cultural educator 

Registration and information: 

vermittlung.bellerive@museum-gestaltung.ch, tel. +41 43 446 44 69 

Cost: CHF 12 for adults, CHF 5 for children (admission and workshop) 

 

 

Workshops for schools 

 

Surreal worlds 

The world of the Surrealists is full of fantastical beings made of bizarre combinations and 

portals to another reality. In the exhibition we will trace the path from early portraits to technical 

and artistic photographic experiments. Afterward we will create surreal compositions out of 

parts of pictures. 

For students in the 4th to 10th grades 

With Yolanda Ludwig, art educator, and Ursina Spescha, cultural educator 

Length: 2 ½ hours 

Registration / information: vermittlung.bellerive@museum-gestaltung.ch, Tel. +41 43 446 44 69 

Dates: www.museum-bellerive.ch 

 

 

Open house 

Sunday, 12 June 

Free admission 

 

Tour for singles 

Saturday, 16 July, 3 p.m. 

Followed by a reception 

 

Public tours 

Every Sunday, 2 p.m. 

Additional offerings and information: museum-bellerive.ch 
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Catalog 

Real Surreal: Meisterwerke der Avantgarde-Fotografie 

Das Neue Sehen 1920–1950, Sammlung Siegert 

Wienand Verlag, edited by Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg 

CHF 39, available in the museum shop and online 

 

 

Summer opening hours 

Tuesday to Sunday, 10 a.m. – 5 p.m. 

Thursday, 10 a.m. – 8 p.m. 

Holidays: 1 May, Ascension Day (5 May), and Whit Sunday and Monday (15 and 16 May), 10 

a.m. – 5 p.m. 

Closed Mondays 

 

 

Museum Bellerive 

An Affiliate of the Museum für Gestaltung Zürich 

Höschgasse 3, 8008 Zurich, tel. +41 43 446 44 69 

www.museum-bellerive.ch 

Tram 2/4 or Bus 33 to Höschgasse 

 
 
 
An exhibition in cooperation with the Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg. 
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