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AUGUST SANDER

Rediscovered in the ’70s, August Sander is now recognised as one of the best portrait photographers of our century.

His realistic images offer a unique document of German history, from the Empire to the Weimar Republic, from the Nazi regime to the early years of the Federal Republic.

His portraits, meticulously divided according to social class, constitute his life’s work.

Artists, musicians, writers, doctors, lawyers, teachers, bourgeois landowners and workers: Sander spent years, money and energy establishing relationships, travelling and tirelessly photographing typical figures from society.

The photographer's intention reflects the conviction that “Photography is like the image of a mosaic, which is complete only when it can be identified as part of a whole".

The entire collection of portraits was to be divided into 45 portfolios of 12 photographs each, designed to reflect “the existing social order”.

His personal vicissitudes, conditioned by the events of the first and second world wars, did not allow him to complete his project, and the work remained unfinished.

“Men of the 20th century" should be viewed as a systematic inventory of German society, a precious historical source, unicum in the history of the art of photography.

“…I attempt to express the characteristic aspects which the person’s inclinations, life and times have written on their face, which therefore provide a lifelike, expressive, characteristic portrait which corresponds perfectly to the character of the person photographed.”

August Sander, 1907

“I still must say that that in all these things the best time in my spiritual evolution was between ’20 and ’30. That was our age, the age of the recovery.

August Sander, 1951

AUGUST SANDER

1876
Born on November 17 in Herdorf, Germany, in Siegerland (Rheinland-Pfalz)

1882-90
Attends evangelical elementary school in Herdorf

1890-96
Goes to work as a miner and on his father's farm. Meets photographer Heirich Schmek. An uncle’s benevolence allows him to buy his first camera.

1897-99
Military service in Trier.

Cultivates an interest in photography, and is apprenticed in the local studio of Georg Jung.

1899
Starts travelling for two years in Magdeburg, Halle, Leipzig, Dresden and Berlin. Attends the academy of painting in Dresden.

1901
Becomes chief operator in Greif studios in Linz.

1902
Marries Anna Seitenmacher, daughter of a chancellor. His marriage offers him access to “high society”.

Sander and Franz Stuckenberg take over Greif studio, renaming it “Sander & Stuckenberg”.

1903
Reads literature and art magazines, collects paintings and furniture, joins the Linz choir and is officially admitted to the circle of local notables.

His photographs of these years testify to his transformation into a cultivated member of bourgeois society and his pride in his new status.

Son Erich born on November 22.

1904
Dissolves the company established with Stuckenberg and is left sole proprietor of the studio in Linz.

Participates in international exhibitions. In Wels (Austria) and Paris he is awarded two gold medals, and in Leipzig the “Founders’ Award under the high patronage of His Majesty the King of Saxony”.

1906
A solo show of 100 prints opens at the Landhauspavillon in Linz on his 30th birthday.

1907
His second son Gunther is born on November 7.

1909
Sells the studio in Linz and moves to Lindenthal, Cologne.

1911
Twins Helmut and Sigrid are born on June 23, but only the daughter, Sigrid, survives.

1914
Successful exhibition at the Deutschen Werkbund in Cologne.

1918
Returns to Cologne. Resumes his work as a portrait photographer in Westerwald.

1920-25
Joins the “Kölner Progressiven” group of artists and becomes close friends with Franz Wilhelm Seiwert and Heinrich Hoerle.

1922
Breaks with all his art photography ambitions to dedicate his efforts to "exact photography", as he calls it. This new orientation involves a type of photography that emphasises all details, without embellishing or hiding anything.

1926
Meets writer Ludwig Mathar. Together they decide to write a book about Sardinia.

1927
Travels in Italy for three months and takes more than 500 photographs.

Exhibits about 100 portraits at the Kölnischen Kunstverein.

1929
Publishes the volume “Antlitz der Zeit” (The face of time), a selection of 60 photographs offering a preview of his compendium of portraits “Men of the 20th century”, published by Kurt Wolff of Transmare, a Munich publishing house. The introduction is written by Alfred Döblin.

1933-37
In some volumes in the series “Deutschen Lande – Deutsche Menschen” (German land – German men), focusing on different regions of Germany, Sander’s photographs appear focusing on various figurative themes: portraits, architecture, studies of nature and cultural context.

1934
His son Erich, a humanities student and registered member of the KPD (the German Communist Party) is reported to the authorities and sentenced to 10 years in prison.

Sander concentrates more on nature and landscape photography.

1936
The volume “The face of time” is seized by order of the Nazis and the illustrations are destroyed.

1939
When the Second World War breaks out, Sander attempts to save 40,000 negatives, storing them in the cellar of his home in Cologne. He and his family escape to Westerwald, and protecting negatives becomes more and more important during the war.

1944
His son Erich becomes ill and on March 23 he dies of unknown causes in Siegburg prison, just as his prison term was about to end.

The Cologne apartment is destroyed by bombing.

The Sanders move to an apartment sublet from a family of farmers in Kuchhausen.

Sander manages to take about 10,000 of his most valuable negatives to Kuchhausen and save them.

1946
About 30,000 negatives stored in the cellar of his Cologne apartment are destroyed in a fire.

1951
Exhibition in “2 photokina” gallery in Cologne.

1952
Edward Steichen, director of the photography section at the Modern Art Museum in New York, visits Kuchhausen to choose the photographs to be exhibited in the exhibition “The Family of Man” (1955).

1953
Sander sells to the city of Cologne “Köln wie es war” (Cologne as it was), 16 hand-bound linen portfolios containing a total of 412 enlargements (including negatives).

1957
His wife Anna dies in Kuchhausen on May 27.

1958
On April 25 he becomes an honorary citizen of his native town, Herdorf.

1959
His selected portraits are appreciated in the November issue of "du" (You) magazine, accompanied by articles by Golo Mann, Manuel Gasser and Alfred Döblin.

1960-61
First class federal medal of merit and award for culture of the German Photography Society.

1962
Publication of the volume "Deutschenspiegel” (The German Mirror) with an introduction by Heinrich Lützeler.

Exhibition in Mexico.

1964
Dies on April 27 in Cologne, at the age of 87.

