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abstract:

This art historical close-reading enters into dialogue with theories of class and 

is located at the intersection of visual history, periodical studies and historical 

consumer research. While the term “consuming class” is closely connected to 

the present globalized world, the origins of this social phenomenon date back 

at least to the 19th century. The article examines the ways in which 

photography is used to imagine this class and its sense of distinction. Taking 

as its object Vanity Fair’s November 1922 issue, the author analyzes different 

uses of photography and its relation to readers. Stressing social theories by 

Thorstein Veblen and C. Wright Mills, she defines the consuming class as an 

upper-middle class, searching for a point of orientation in high society culture 

in order to stabilize their own class-consciousness. In this sense, she argues 

that the visual content of Vanity Fair is rather a presentation for – than a 

representation of – the consuming class. The article also examines the 

modern magazine as a display and circulation platform for modern art, 

photography and advertisement which motivates the visual and social 

practice of image consumption.
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Consuming Class. Imagining Upper-Middle 
Classness through Photography in Vanity Fair

Fig. 1: Vanity Fair, November 1922, cover 
by George H. George Clisbee, Vanity Fair, © 
Condé Nast

Revealing social relations 

between different classes of 

society as visual relations, the 

cover of Vanity Fair’s November 

1922 issue displays a scene which 

is iconic for the topic of this essay 

[Fig. 1]: the full-page illustration by 

George H. H. H. Clisbee
1
 shows 

a group of people in the center of 

the image and another person 

placed in its lower left-hand 

corner. The latter, a man with short 

sideburns in a suit, glances 

through opera glasses toward the 

group. The group, consisting of two 

women and a man, is placed on 

a balcony which is recognizable as a box in a playhouse 

auditorium. The cords framing the gap behind the man indicate 

that the background represents a heavy red curtain. The 

accessories and pieces of jewelry suggest that the depicted 

persons must be members of the high society; moreover, they 

appear as a family of two parents and their daughter. However, 

a closer look suggests a visible conflict between these 

generations: while the well-nourished man in the back and the 

woman in the front represent the older generation – indicated by 

their white hair and old-fashioned status symbols like the 

diadem, the tails, and the pince-nez – their slim daughter 

with bobbed hair and less pearl jewelry embodies the cliché of 

the New Woman. Whereas both women are sitting in profile, the 

man confronts the viewer, standing upright, thus completing the 

paternalist image. In contrast to the women, who seem focused 
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on the stage, the man, his eyes hidden behind his glasses, turns 

his gaze toward the auditorium. He seems to be observing the 

young man on the theater’s ground floor, who is not wearing any 

remarkable accessories. Is the latter targeting the daughter, who 

might be the objectified subject of the young man’s desires? Or is 

he looking at something else? What is he actually looking for?

As I regard this composition of visual relations as a 

visualization of social relations, it is not the young man’s original 

motive that the picture concerns. Rather, it is about the way in 

which his looking at the others is staged in the composition: as 

looking up to a higher social strata from a lower perspective. The 

playhouse, whether theater or opera, seems to be the perfect 

setting for such a “production”: following the tradition of the 

baroque court theater, the spatial structure of the auditorium 

represents the class structure of society. Until well into the 19th 

century, the perfect visibility of the royal box had almost the 

same significance as an unhampered view of the stage. The 

illustration depicts the negotiation of class identities in an 

exaggerated manner, by representing only a few stereotypical 

members of society and reducing their interactions to visual 

relations.

Located in the theater’s space, looking becomes a practice of 

(visual) consumption and (self-)determination at the same time. 

Stating this, I refer to Pierre Bourdieu’s wide definition of 

consumption as a form of perception which is defined in terms of 

taste in its broadest sense.
2
 Following this, I argue 

that consumption is an image-based practice which reproduces 

a specific understanding of one’s role in society.
3
 In this sense, 

“consuming class” implies two ways of reading the term. First, 

consuming class – the practice of consuming a specific class 

(its habits, material or visual culture, etc.) different to one’s own 

social status, in order to stabilize it. This corresponds to 

Bourdieu’s definition of distinction. Second, consuming class, 

a social stratum mainly characterized by consumption. This latter 
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understanding is close to a current socio-economic 

understanding of the term.
4
 Nevertheless, the phenomenon 

dates back at least to 1900, and is closely connected to the 

emergence of consumer culture.

Relating to this historical background, I argue that the image-

based practice of consumption is a leitmotif of an urban social 

class that emerged massively from the middle strata of capitalist 

society around the 1920s. Consequently, it was described as the 

“middle class,” and had become the subject of cultural theories 

by the 1930s and again in the 1950s to describe post-war 

society. C. Wright Mills’ White Collar: The American Middle 

Classes (1951) exemplifies this and retrospectively provides 

crucial observations about the social group analyzed in 

this essay. Without referring to it, but very similar to Siegfried 

Kracauer’s 1935 study of the middle class, Die Angestellten

[The Salaried Masses],
5
 Mills emphasizes employment as the 

central characteristic of the middle classes, along with the 

strata’s embeddedness in (urban) mass culture. Concerning their 

lifestyle, Mills sees the growing impact of leisure and 

consumption since the beginning of the 20  century.
6
 In my case 

study, which is a close reading of Vanity Fair’s November 1922 

issue, I focus on these two elements of lifestyle by analyzing the 

issue’s imagery. I believe that a detailed analysis of crucial 

aspects of the readership’s visual culture allows for the 

characterization of its values or habits. Thus, I want to outline the 

consuming class’s (self-)image as promoted by the periodical. 

Relying on this example and entering into dialogue with 

(art-historical) theories on class, periodical studies, and historical 

consumer research, my investigation is connected 

with interactions between the specific qualities of the medium of 

photography, the modern magazine as a display and circulation 

platform for modern art, photography and advertisement, and 

the social and visual practice of (image) consumption. As a result, 

this essay will seek an answer to the question of whether the 

th

Amelie Ochs Consuming Class

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 6 / 45



magazine’s portrayal of class is a (reassuring) presentation for or 

a representation of the middle class.

While consumption was already a topic of (Marxist) cultural 

studies, it had become a distinctive field of research into socio-

cultural practices by the 1970s. Since then it has developed 

into a field in which sociologists focus on contemporary 

developments of mass culture and states of society.
7

Consequently, the field was opened to basic research 

from a historical perspective, which is a leading trend to date. In 

several studies, visibility has been regarded as a crucial element 

of consumption.
8
 Especially regarding advertising, the role of 

images – most of all photography – has been scrutinized.
9

Among these studies, I want to emphasize Jonathan 

E. Schroeder’s observation that photography is “a cornerstone of 

visual consumption.”
10

 Roland Marchand’s book Advertising the 

American Dream should also be highlighted in this context, as it 

points out the advertising strategy of giving products a “class 

image.”
11

 Nevertheless, my argument exceeds the context of 

advertising by following Aby Warburg’s concept of visual history 

including “images in the broadest sense,”
12

 and thus 

regarding images of any function in Vanity Fair.

Thorstein Veblen formulated a crucial point for this essay’s 

argument in The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899).
13

 With this 

work, he set a benchmark for research on consumer culture and 

lifestyle analysis of Anglo-America at the beginning of the 20th 

century. His study of pre-Fordist American society is recognized 

for the concept of “conspicuous consumption” – a phenomenon 

which is not limited to the upper classes, but also practiced by the 

middle and lower classes.
14

 In Veblen’s argument, this form of 

consumption derives from “conspicuous leisure”: in order to 

represent and reassure esteem, wealth “must be put in evidence.”
15
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In this regard, he reveals the patriarchal structure of conspicuous 

consumption by describing how wives consume vicariously 

for their husbands.
16

Although the description dates back some 20 years by then, 

the theatrical scene on the 1922 cover of Vanity Fair [Fig. 1] 

appears as a visualization of these theoretical assumptions. 

Clisbee’s composition translates the topos of the 

abovementioned baroque theater into modern times by cutting 

out the stage and royal box. Here, he focuses on a single balcony 

with three theatergoers, putting them in the center of the 

picture. As a result, the box itself becomes the stage for this 

theatrical scene, and its occupants are treated like royalty. 

Whereas the women of the family vicariously focus on the stage, 

the “gentleman of leisure”
17

 exhibits his wealth for the auditorium. 

The man in the bottom-left corner confirms the family’s esteem 

while finding a point of orientation in their status. Thus, for both 

classes, the theater visit is in order to see and be seen.

If we regard the family as members of the leisure class, to 

which class does the young man on the ground floor belong? Is he 

also a (conspicuous) consumer? I argue that his glancing 

through opera glasses can be understood as a metaphor 

for searching, or put differently, looking for something. 

Consequently, I argue that he represents what I want to call the 

consuming class: a social class that is in the process of formation 

at the time, emerging from the middle of society while trying to 

define itself mostly in relation to upper-class culture. The man’s 

posture – in profile, at the edge of the viewer’s space – seems to 

indicate that he is the role model for the Vanity Fair reader.

Vanity Fair  as image vehicle

Launched as a monthly magazine in the United States in 

September 1913, Vanity Fair addressed a readership which was 

interested in art and literature. It was first published as a fashion 

magazine under the name Dress & Vanity Fair. Condé Nast 
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(1873–1942), the founder of the media company of the same 

name, bought the former fashion magazine Dress in order to gain 

an edge over the competitors of his successful magazine Vogue. 

When the art and theater critic Frank Crowninshield became the 

magazine’s editor at the turn of the year 1913/1914, “Dress” was 

removed from the title. Under his aegis, between 1914 and 1935, 

the magazine’s focus shifted from women’s fashion to mainly 

theater, literature, and the arts.
18

 From 1913 to 1936, when the 

magazine was abandoned until its relaunch in 1983, it featured 

a relatively high number of advertisements. In each issue, more 

than a third of around 100 pages contained advertising. 

This ratio suggests that consumption was a crucial element of the 

magazine’s self-conception. Furthermore, with a table of 

contents displaying rubrics such as “In and About the Theatre,” 

“The World of Art,” “The World of Ideas,” “Poetry,” “Literary Hors 

d’Oeuvres,” “Satirical Sketches,” and “The World Outdoors,” 

Vanity Fair clearly focused on entertainment and leisure.
19

Crowninshield underlined this program in his first editorial: 

“Vanity Fair has but two major articles in its editorial creed: first, 

to believe in the progress and promise of American Life, and 

second, to chronicle that progress cheerfully, truthfully, and 

entertainingly.”
20

It is important to keep this principle of cheerfulness in mind in 

order to understand Vanity Fair’s images. Crowninshield’s 

perspective emphasizes the entertaining aspect of leafing 

through a magazine and thereby consuming images. By that, 

I mean that the magazine provokes a specific type of readerly 

gaze that has less to do with reading as studying or 

contemplating every picture. When I speak of consuming images, 

I rather think of a fleeting glance that remains superficial. Not 

only does the material character of the magazine (handy format; 

light, coated paper) contribute to this view, but also the amount 

of space devoted to images, especially photography.

Momentous steps in printing techniques at the end of the 19th 
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century made it increasingly possible to print photography in 

mass media.
21

 Here, photography had a documentary function at 

first.
22

 With high circulation numbers, the printed press brought 

new chances for reproduction and range to photography, and 

a new quality of imagery to readers.
23

 Relying on Aby Warburg, 

newspapers and magazines can be regarded as image vehicles 

[Bilderfahrzeuge] which brought a massive number of 

photographs to the private sphere, shaping their audiences’ 

worldview.
24

Regarding Vanity Fair, the medium of photography can be 

understood as the key element of its imagery.
25

 The magazine 

seems to have discovered the potential of photography to 

simultaneously promote the desire for current images and its 

fulfilment. During its first decade, Vanity Fair used photography 

in multiple ways – for example as documentation of artworks, 

goods, cultural events, and public or cultural figures. 

Furthermore, photography had been introduced to readers as an 

artistic practice and was increasingly used in advertising.
26

 Quite 

frequently, it was one and the same photographer who provided 

images for both fields. This can be demonstrated by the 

following example of Vanity Fair’s November 1922 issue, and, in 

particular, the photographer Paul Outerbridge Jr. (1896–1958).

Photography as art and advertising

At the beginning of the 1920s, photography was increasingly 

used in both art and advertising. Furthermore, the categorization 

of photography as one or the other did not matter as much as it 

did in subsequent decades. The following photographs by Paul 

Outerbridge Jr. were published in Vanity Fair at the beginning of 

the 1920s, both presented in full page. However, one serves as 

“advertising” and the other is “art” [Figs. 2a / 2b].

Due to the usual structure of Vanity Fair, the November 1922 

issue opens with 15 pages of large-scale advertisements, each 

filling a whole page. These are followed by several pages of short 
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articles, which are surrounded by small-scale advertisements 

that correlate to the topic of the article. It is not before pages 25 

and 27 that the reader has access to the editorial and table of 

contents. What follows is around 60 pages of content, displaying 

articles, caricatures, or photographs, organized on single pages.
27

Furthermore, the sequence of the articles does not follow the 

systematic table of contents but is completely mixed. Finally, the 

last pages feature continuations of articles and, once again, 

advertisements.

Fig. 2a: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 5: 
Ide Collars advertisement, photograph by 
Paul Outerbridge Jr.

Among the first two-dozen 

pages of advertisements, which 

are easily skipped by the reader, 

an Ide collar advertisement on 

page five (right-hand side) catches 

the reader’s eye [Fig. 2a]: it shows 

a photograph of a white collar 

alone on a chessboard in 

a dynamic composition. Compared 

to other photographs in the issue, 

no other object is featured in such 

close-up as this collar. With a slight 

top view, the chessboard’s grid is 

transformed into a black-and-

white rhombic pattern. The curled 

white collar is placed along the 

picture’s diagonal lines. The name and size on the inside of the 

collar are emphasized by a light source located in the right-hand 

corner above, outside the picture’s space. This modern 

composition clashes with the rich, ornate frame of the picture, 

which is strikingly characterized by a “Victorian ‘spinach’ border”
28

 and an imposing vignette at the bottom, framing the 

company’s name. This display of the name, in addition to the 

placement of the picture in the magazine’s structure, emphasizes 
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that the photograph is indeed an advertisement.

Fig. 2b: Vanity Fair, July 1922, p. 52: 
The Kitchen Table: a Study in Ellipses, 
photograph by Paul Outerbridge Jr.

Just five months earlier, another 

photograph by Outerbridge had 

been introduced to Vanity Fair’s 

readership [Fig. 2b]. Page 52 of the 

July 1922 issue displays a still life, 

showing a bottle of milk, eggs, 

a bowl with milk, and a spoon. The 

objects are placed on a plain, light 

surface against a dark 

background. The areas are not 

separated by a horizon line; rather, 

they seem to form a corner. Three 

striking elements of composition, 

typical of studio photography, are 

similar to Outerbridge’s collar 

photograph: the close-up with a top view, diagonals structuring 

the composition, and the invisible light source from the right-

hand side, beyond the picture. However, there is a clear 

difference to the first picture in the repetitive curves which 

determine its composition.
29

 This aspect is further stressed by 

the title (or is it a headline?) below the photograph: “The Kitchen 

Table: a Study in Ellipses.” In addition, the caption gives further 

insight into the process of composition: “Suggesting How the 

Modern Conception of Abstract Design may be Applied to Still 

Life Photography.” Although it is a very short explanation, it 

contains several signal words, namely “study,” “modern,” 

“abstract design” and “still life,” which place photography in the 

context of (modern) art. This matches the rather spare framing, 

which appears less as a frame than a mat, and its classification in 

the table of contents’ category: “The World of Art.”

It is interesting to note that in both cases the photographer’s 

name is only featured in very small characters at the bottom of 

the frame’s margin. This stresses the dominance of the image 
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over the name of its creator. Indeed, the photographer’s 

marginalization opens up the possibility of embedding the 

photographs in different contexts and uses. However, 

Outerbridge is not an exception here: commercial work was 

customary to photographers at the time, and making a living as 

an “artist-photographer” was far from reality.

Fig. 3: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 30: 
A New Method of Realizing the Artistic 
Possibilities of Photography, rayographs 
by Man Ray. © Man Ray 2015 Trust/ VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2021.

During the last decades of the 

19th century, the Pictorialists 

claimed that photography should 

primarily be art. However, in the 

context of American photography, 

some Pictorialists formed an 

integral part of photography’s 

introduction to advertising. 

Besides the example of Edward 

Steichen, the Clarence H. White 

School of Photography, where 

Outerbridge had studied 

since 1921, should also be named in 

this context.
30

 It is telling 

that Margaret Watkins 

(1884–1969), another student and 

subsequently a teacher at the White School, refers to modernist 

painters in order to describe a “new, direct attitude” 

toward advertising photography: “With Cézanne, Matisse, 

Picasso, came a new approach. […] beauty of subject was 

superseded by beauty of design, and the relation of ideas gave 

place to the relation of forms.”
31

 In the discussed photographs, 

Outerbridge seemingly adapted these principles and applied 

them to still life photography, whether or not this was 

advertising. It seems that he treated all kind of subjects 

with design as the primary aspect. This matches Elspeth H. 

Brown’s observation of a “substantial creative autonomy” in 

advertising photography in the 1920s.
32

 Thus, photography 
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regarded as both art and advertising (or rather neither solely) 

has been put forth by historians of photography, who criticize the 

limited perspective on the medium through the lens of art history. 

For example, Patricia Johnson states that the art-historical 

perspective on photography has been characterized by 

a distinction between autonomous and applied art: referring to 

Outerbridge’s Ide collar as an example, she claims that the 

depiction of the original context has been avoided, “in an attempt 

to recategorize his advertising images as art.”
33

 In ignoring the 

context of advertising in the history of photography, an 

important function of photography would be undermined: its 

contribution to the staging of goods. Concerning the strategies of 

displaying goods, photographic composition should be regarded 

as an aesthetic surplus.
34

 The photograph represents a real 

object, and, at the same time, it transforms the represented 

object into an image. The critic Temple Scott paraphrased 

this specific quality of advertising photography in 1925 as 

a connection of “[t]ruth and taste.”
35

 Relying on this observation, 

I want to rephrase Scott’s thought by borrowing a term from the 

economist, journalist, and writer Alfons Paquet: I argue that the 

Schauwert [show value] of things – whether objets trouvés, 

everyday objects, or goods – is revealed by photography.
36

This show value, which addresses the viewer’s “joy in beauty, 

curiosity, or the thirst for knowledge,” makes the photograph an 

object of image consumption.
37

 Indeed, following the theory of 

cultural industry, I argue that photography as an (appealing) 

aesthetic “good” of mass culture takes the form of a commodity 

itself.
38
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Displaying images for consumption

Fig. 4a: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 71: 
Stars, Foreign and Domestic, photographs 
by [Nickolas?] Muray and [Maurice?] 
Goldberg.

To illuminate the commodity 

character of photography, I want 

to examine other examples in 

Vanity Fair’s November 1922 issue. 

On page 50, four rayographs by 

Man Ray are presented to the 

readership on a single page [Fig. 

3]. In comparison to other 

examples, a different pattern of 

portraying 

a photographer’s/artist’s work 

becomes clearly noticeable: 

unlike the staging of a single image, 

the arrangement could be 

described as a “hyperimage.”
39

 The 

page displays the four rayographs 

and a portrait of the artist, each subtly framed, with short text 

comments between them followed by a title and subtitle 

underneath. This form of arrangement exists in other Vanity Fair

issues during the periodical’s initial decades, and is used for all 

kinds of pictures, whether depictions of stars, cars, or men’s 

accessories [Figs. 4a–c]. This layout deals with a number of 

pictures by arranging them around a central axis. In this pattern, 

all images, mostly photographs, are treated equally. It reminds us 

of displays of artifacts in books and museums, but also refers to 

the exhibition of goods in display windows or catalogs.
40

Regarding the page from this perspective, the images become 

hybrid “artifact-goods,” displayed for consumption, and the 

layout might be understood as symptomatic of the context of 

(visual) consumption.

Of course, these examples show that the grouping of images 

indicates a thematic connection. Nevertheless, it is not clear at 
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first glance to which functional area – art, advertising, or 

documentary – the represented photographs should be 

classified. For example, with regard to the images alone, the 

portraits on page 71 could be considered as modern portrait 

studies or simply a display of a specific group of people [Fig. 4a]. 

This ambiguity of photography is the reason why, in “Rhetoric of 

the Image,” Roland Barthes defines it as a “message 

without a code.”
41

 It is a form of image which is open to 

interpretation. However, as Outerbridge’s examples have shown, 

the paratext accompanying the image(s) “helps […] to choose the 

correct level of perception.”
42

 Thus, the linguistic framing should 

be described as an interpretation controlling connotation.
43

Fig. 4b: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 79: 
Getting Ready for the Coachwork 
Exposition, unknown photographers.

On page 50 [Fig. 3], the correct 

perceptual level is indicated by the 

title: “A New Method of Realizing 

the Artistic Possibilities of 

Photography.” Furthermore, the 

artistic value of the rayographs is 

stressed by the description of Man 

Ray as “the well-known American 

painter, living in Paris and closely 

allied with the modern school of 

French art.”
44

 His portrait is placed 

in the center of the page as a point 

of reference – and also 

like a trademark, which is 

symptomatic for the fact that there 

is no clear distinction between art and advertisement in Vanity 

Fair. Further references, like the titles of the works and the 

rather long quote by the French poet and critic Jean Cocteau, 

stress the relevance of these “Experiments in Abstract Form.”
45

On the one hand, this makes an impression on the readers and 

challenges their connoisseurship. On the other hand, this system 

of references makes the images easier to consume by 
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“democratizing” knowledge: similar to a museum guide or an 

offstage voice, the short comments on the images sharpen the 

reader’s awareness of relevant details. For example, the caption 

accompanying the upper-right-hand rayograph says: “‘Imitation 

of the Gyroscope by the Magnifying Glass, Assisted by a Pin.’ 

Note the contrasts of light and shade.”
46

 Here, the interplay of 

text and image gives a clear idea of what is relevant in 

this context. Barthes even argues that “the text directs the 

reader through the signifieds of the image, causing him to avoid 

some and receive others,” what he calls the “repressive value” of 

the text.
47

 Readers absorb the text’s interpretation, and by 

conditioning, they learn, at best, to reproduce and apply the 

aesthetic judgment.

Fig. 4c: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 86: 
Metropolitan Shopping Opportunities 
for Men, unknown designers.

Referring to the aesthetics of 

home journals, the art historian 

Irene Nierhaus outlines the didactic 

arrangement of magazines. She 

argues that there is 

a normalization of specific socio-

political discourses, correlating to 

historical period, culture, and 

gender, through the (re-

)presentation of role models in and 

by a magazine’s imagery. The 

magazine’s contents know right 

from wrong, and this distinction is 

preserved and exhibited in the 

magazine’s “display.” It produces 

a specific lifestyle by permanently repeating motifs in variations.
48

This view of the aesthetic and social embeddedness of 

magazines corresponds to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus: he 

defines this as the incorporated lifestyle – an ethos – of a specific 

class, which structures the action and perception of members of 
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the class, and at the same time is structured by them. As 

a system of dispositions, the habitus is the reproductive factor of 

the class system.
49

 Correlating to this and following Nierhaus, the 

magazine as an element of everyday visual culture is both 

product and stimulus for the consolidation of a specific habitus.
50

For example, in Vanity Fair, the combination of an image tableau 

of three axes with short text comments which support 

a superficial view of the objects and persons depicted, manifests 

and stimulates a consumerist attitude toward the images and 

their content. This display strategy typically fits the purpose of 

monthly magazines, in which “the new [is] the fashionable.”
51

Consuming modernity

Referring to the examples analyzed so far, it is noticeable that, 

in all cases, the modernity of the images and/or their depicted 

objects is emphasized. This might be connected to the fact 

that photography was by that time regarded as an expression of 

modernity and a medium related especially to the bourgeoisie.
52

Writing about the display and discussion of modernist culture in 

popular periodicals, Natalie Kalich points out that Vanity Fair

“establish[ed] itself as the how-to guide for mastering 

modernism and modern culture.”
53

Scholars, therefore, have 

related the magazine to middlebrow culture.
54

 In a 1928 

advertisement for the magazine itself, the self-image of an 

“instructor of modernity” is emphasized: “You won’t always 

understand modernism. But you should at least be able to 

appreciate it. There is a way, an easy way, to know and enjoy the 

newest schools of modern thought and art.”
55

 In promising 

(future) readers an easy way of appreciating modernism, the 

advertisement humorously signifies both the complexity of 

modernist art and literature and the cheerfulness of consuming 

culture. By assuming the audience’s inability to fully understand 

avant-garde culture, it equates to a reformulation of class 

differences. More importantly, the phrasing stresses the 
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necessity of knowing about modernism in order to have a chance 

of taking part in legitimate culture.
56

According to Bourdieu, “legitimate culture” is the culture of the 

ruling classes, and the fine arts are an essential part of it. In 

Photography: A Middle-brow Art, a study of the social uses of 

photography carried out by Bourdieu in the first half of the 

1960s, he points out that art sets norms for aesthetic judgment 

against which photography has to compete.
57

 This, apparently, 

was a concept perpetuated decades before, as Vanity Fair’s 

judgement on photography refers to it as the basis for evaluation 

even in the 1920s. Whereas Man Ray’s first profession as 

a painter seems to guarantee his status as an artist, this status is 

fundamentally questioned when it comes to photographic 

“newcomers” on the art scene. In the case of Outerbridge’s still 

life discussed above [Fig. 2b], signal words relating to art (study, 

modern, abstract design, still life) point to the relevance of his 

photographic work. However, in the case of his colleague 

Margaret Watkins, the disparity between photography and art 

remains. It is implied in the formulation that her still lifes should 

be regarded as “successful attempts to impose a modernist 

pattern on prints made with the camera.” Furthermore, the text 

stresses that Watkins “is, strictly speaking, an amateur.” 

Whereas, the artistic potential of the photographs is recognized 

by relating their composition to Pablo Picasso and “Brancusi,” her 

work can only be insufficient when compared to the canon.
58

Discussing the value of photography in relation to modernist 

art is part of the concept of modernity.
59

 In that concept, Europe, 

especially Paris or France more generally (and thereby bourgeois 

culture), are referred to as places of contemporary longing. 

Conjuring French culture as a model of modernity is symptomatic 

for Vanity Fair (and therefore most likely for its readers). The 

majority of the artists portrayed in the magazine are 

from France or are related to the European art world. They are 

only acknowledged as “proper” artists when they had been to 
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Paris to study, as in the case of Man Ray.
60

In a certain sense, the desire to be part of highbrow culture is 

reflected in Vanity Fair’s recurring reference to a discourse on 

modern art, and to Paris or Europe as places to be. What is at 

stake for its readers is being the cultural avant-garde of the 

middle class. This theme is taken up in a humorous way in a story 

by Nancy Boyd in the same issue. In “Diary of an American Art 

Student in Paris,” euphoric entries reveal the student’s ambitious 

plans for her stay in the city.
61

 For example, before her arrival, 

she plans to visit the Louvre every day. Quite different to that, 

later entries point out that she is actually busy going to cafés, 

chatting to like-minded people, and looking out for celebrities. 

Although the story is told from the first-person perspective, 

which allows the reader to identify with the protagonist, the 

exaggerated euphoria and stereotypes create distance to the art 

student. What is exemplary here, is that when it comes to 

everyday life in Vanity Fair, the tone changes to irony. Similar to 

the front cover analyzed at the beginning of this essay, the visible 

counterpart to such stories is provided by the numerous 

caricatures or humoristic drawings. In this regard, Kalich 

correctly points out that: “Ultimately, Vanity Fair successfully 

promoted modernism by appealing to its readers’ desires to be 

perceived as modern, while simultaneously assuming an 

audience sophisticated enough to appreciate an ironic treatment 

of an aesthetic movement that, at times, took itself too seriously.”
62

Thus, I argue that this cheerful treatment of everyday life in 

relation to modernist culture is not only a didactic strategy to 

enable the audience’s “entrée into sophisticated circles.”
63

Moreover, I suggest that this distance to “real life” 

symptomatically correlates to the audience’s “status panic.”
64

This term by the social theorist Emil Lederer is reintroduced by 

Mills in his White Collar study. He points out that the white-collar 

worker’s self-consciousness, based on unstable and ambivalent 

Amelie Ochs Consuming Class

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 20 / 45



esteem, was a primary characteristic of the emerging middle 

classes in the US during the 1920s.
65

 Referring to Lederer, Mills 

states that this “status panic” was caused by the middle classes’ 

“negative” definition, being placed in society “between 

independent employers and wage-workers.”
66

 Therefore, 

“aspired-to and dreamed-of features” are preferred by the 

middle classes for the stabilization of self-esteem.
67

 The 

photographic depiction of these features, and, in contrast, the 

irony in the negotiation of everyday life in Vanity Fair, seems to 

express this state of panic.

Representation of versus presentation for the 

consuming class

This vision of “aspired-to and dreamed-of features” is 

represented in Vanity Fair, especially by the medium of 

photography. However, the modernist approach of relating 

photography to art and popularizing the knowledge of art does 

not imply education about the medium of photography, which 

could lead to a critical distance toward it. This lack of education 

supports an affirmative attitude toward photography and its 

commodity form.

Prominently discussed by Barthes, photographs are supposed 

to be images of (historic) evidence. They convey a “having-been-

there.”
68

 The stabilizing, suggestive power of photographic 

images lies in this specific quality. The photographs in Vanity Fair

show, and more specifically design a distinct worldview. Since the 

1920s, Marxist approaches in art history (represented 

for example by Frederick Antal and Max Raphael) have pointed 

out the correlation between specific artistic styles and social 

classes. In the 1970s, Nicos Hadjinicolaou systematized 

this approach in his dissertation Art History and Class Struggle 

(1978). In the context of this essay, one terminological definition is 

especially fruitful: Hadjinicolaou suggests replacing “style” 
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with “visual ideology,” in order to open up the formal analysis of 

works of art toward an analysis of class ideology.
69

 The English 

translation of the original French term narrows its meaning: 

idéologie imaginée not only implies visual but also imaginary

ideology.
70

 This notion is relevant for the understanding of the 

worldview represented by the photographs in Vanity Fair. The 

magazine’s visual ideology is aspired to and consumed by its 

readers. This worldview does not coincide with the real world; 

instead, it shows only aspects of it.

Fig. 5a: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 36: 
Dobbs & Co. advertisement for hats, 
photograph by Alfred Cheney Johnson.

It is important to stress that 

Vanity Fair infrequently features 

articles on work. Furthermore, one 

would never find features 

documenting the life of 

a middlebrow person or the living 

conditions of the working class in 

the magazine. However, this is 

a deliberate decision to appeal to 

a certain readership looking 

for amusement. This underlines 

Mills’ argument that leisure and 

work are strictly separated in the 

self-image of the middle classes. 

Leisure accompanies the “holiday 

image,” which is “fed by mass-media personalities and 

happenings.”
71

 In this argument, he relies on Lowenthal’s study of 

biographies in popular magazines. Lowenthal observed a rise of 

“idols of consumption” since the beginning of the 1920s.
72

 They 

are “directly, or indirectly, related to the sphere of leisure time: 

[…] They seem to lead to a dream world of the masses.”
73

Regarding the spread “Stars, Foreign and Domestic” [Fig. 4a], 

showing portraits of actors and actresses, Lowenthal’s argument 

becomes evident once again: short comments are proof of the 

stars’ fame, pointing out achievements and “high talent and 
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magnetic personality” or “gracious presence.”
74

 Through the use 

of superlatives, “[t]he language of promotion,” and portraits 

made by renowned photographers, the actors are stylized as 

heroes and become trademarks.
75

 As Lowenthal writes: “The 

success of our heroes of consumption is in itself goods of 

consumption.”
76

Fig. 5b: Vanity Fair, November 1922, p. 11: 
Técla advertisement for necklaces, 
unknown photographer.

Emphasizing the role of 

consumption as an integrating 

factor for affiliation to a social 

group or a way of living up to 

society’s expectations, scholars 

studied images of role models in 

magazine advertisements in the 

first half of the 20th century.
77

 In 

this context of simplified and 

typified portraits in 

advertisements, Elspeth H. Brown 

brings up Barthes’ terminology by 

stressing “the connotative

meaning” of these photographs.
78

These role models can also be 

found in Vanity Fair. For example, 

a Dobbs Hats advertisement reproduces a stereotype of the 

English gentleman with crossed legs, a tweed coat, and a walking 

stick, in a photograph by Alfred Cheney Johnston [Fig. 5a]. He is 

the counterpart to the New Woman with bobbed hair, 

photographed for an advertisement for a pearl necklace 

(or rather selling it) [Fig. 5b]. According to Lowenthal, whether 

celebrities or anonymous models, the stylized heroes depicted on 

a huge scale in the magazines are pseudoindividuals.
79

 He 

subsequently remarks: “The pseudoindividualization of the 

heroes corresponds to the pseudoindividualization of the 

readers.”
80

 Instead of individualization, stereotyping is taking 
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place.

The homogeneous vision of the present in Vanity Fair is 

condensed by images showing “representatives” of the dreamed-

of reality (celebrities, artworks, consumer goods). Therefore, the 

magazine’s “photographic cosmos” should not be regarded as 

having-been-there, according to Barthes; moreover, it turns out 

to be a so-be-it in the sense of utopian future prospects.
81

This, finally, leads me to the assumption that one cannot speak 

of a representation of the middle or consuming class in Vanity 

Fair. Rather, Vanity Fair’s content is a presentation for

consumers of culture. No actual depictions of ordinary people are 

present in the magazine, but items and role models of a specific 

lifestyle are envisioned – i.e. visualized and brought to mind – by 

the quasi-transparent medium of photography. The photographs 

serve as substitutes for the goods and artworks depicted, and 

affect viewers’ “emotions, ideas and actions.”
82

 The images 

consequently become a breeding ground for the consumers’ 

satisfaction of needs.
83

 They do indeed satisfy those needs to 

a certain degree: the consumption of images creates a sense of 

belonging to the modernist avant-garde of the time.

The focus on Vanity Fair’s visual ideology refers to the 

problematic relationship between photography and objectivity.
84

In his study on the social uses of photography, Bourdieu argues 

that the popularity of the medium is grounded in its promise of 

objectivity.
85

 He unmasks objectivity as a social allocation which 

contributes to the stabilization – or rather reproduction – of 

social status: “Photography is considered to be a perfectly 

realistic and objective recording of the visible world because 

(from its origin) it has been assigned social uses that are held to 

be ‘realistic’ and ‘objective’.”
86

 Regarding the role of photography 

in magazines, Bourdieu makes a crucial point by highlighting the 

aspect of the reproduction of a canon, representing a worldview 

which is conventional to a specific social stratum.
87

 At the same 
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time, he stresses the risk of confirmation “in the tautological 

certainty that an image of the real which is true to its 

representation of objectivity is really objective.”
88

 Following this, 

I argue that this misunderstanding offers a good reason why the 

ideology depicted through photography in Vanity Fair should be 

regarded not only as visual, but first and foremost as imaginary. 

Referring to Barthes, this specific quality – not to say style – of 

photographic representation could be described as “real 

surreality.” He sees photography characterized by “spatial 

immediacy and temporal anteriority,”
89

 or to put it in more 

general words, by the difference between photographic reality 

and the beholder’s reality. These different material realities meet 

on the surface (or should I say interface?) of the photographic 

image. The real surreality of the photographic objectivity in 

Vanity Fair is the representation of the consuming class’s 

imaginary ideology, and as such it is a presentation correlating to 

the emerging class’s needs at the same time.

Conclusion: (image) consumption as 

compensatory practice

In his study on visual consumption, Schroeder emphasizes 

that the virtual reality of social media has become a constitutive 

part of our reality by showing us the range of contemporary 

consumption: it “involves looking, watching, spectatorship, seeing 

sites, gazing, window shopping, browsing, perusing, traveling, 

viewing, surfing the Web, navigating the Internet, and many 

other visual processes.”
90

 Apart from practices interlinked 

with the digital age, these modes of visual consumption were 

prefigured by modern magazines.
91

 Finally, I want to point out 

one aspect that is crucial to image consumption and relevant 

for class relations. Regarding Vanity Fair as an example, I argue 

that consuming class is a compensatory practice grounded in 

status panic. It is a form of consumption which is not motivated 
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by the objective of use, but only by the sake of satisfaction.
92

 It is 

not solely compensatory, insofar as it fills an inner void and 

produces a sense of belonging to a social class. Of course, middle-

class women or men cannot afford the displayed goods, but at 

least they know about them or have seen them in the magazine. 

Indeed, leafing through magazines substitutes for a shopping 

trip, and viewing images which take the form of commodities 

serves as an ersatz act of consumption. Moreover, not only is the 

consumption of goods compensatory, but also the consumption 

of art: the magazine has the potential of being a surrogate 

for a visit to a museum or gallery. This relates to current 

discussion on middlebrow culture. Relying on Daniel Tracy’s 

comparison of Vanity Fair and The New Yorker, Faye Hammill 

points out that: “‘middlebrow’ may be taken to refer to a mode of 

circulation, reception, and consumption of cultural products. In 

more affirmative terms, middlebrow culture can be understood 

as a space where art encounters consumerism, and pleasure 

combines productively with self-improvement.”
93

 Expanding 

this description, I argue that the compensatory practice of image 

consumption has a stabilizing effect, with consumption being 

a practice integrating both consumer culture and the discourse 

on art. Therefore this class, characterized by having no class 

consciousness, finds a point of orientation not in itself, but in 

celebrities as role models and the status of the upper class. 

Indeed, I argue that the construction of a class image in Vanity 

Fair cannot be limited to advertising photography, but is created 

by the juxtaposition of advertising photography, art 

photography, and celebrities.

Borrowing Hadjinicolaou’s terminology, Vanity Fair’s imagery 

could be described mostly as a positive visual ideology which 

might be understood as an affirmation of the dominant visual 

ideology.
94

 Nevertheless, the appropriation of legitimate culture 

by consuming this culture through substitutive images could be 

regarded as a symbolic class struggle between the upper and 
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middle classes. On the one hand, the usage of photography 

helped to establish a popular discourse on (previously) upper-

class culture. On the other hand, the medium of photography 

itself was elevated to a cultural norm. This attempt to establish 

new cultural norms has been successfully perpetuated 

since then. In identifying with the introduced artists, the 

consuming class appears as the cultural avant-garde of the 

middle classes. In contrast to this, the aspect of reproduction is 

directly linked to photography. It is not only objects and images 

which are reproduced and circulated; moreover, in affirmatively 

displaying legitimate culture, social relations are also 

reproduced; Vanity Fair is an instrument of reproduction. In 

this regard, and in contrast to the high standards of living 

embodied by the precious goods and role models represented in 

photographs throughout the magazine, the cover image of 

Vanity Fair’s November 1922 issue is a “strong message,” as 

Barthes would put it.
95

Vanity Fair readers, identifying with the 

man in the bottom-left corner, see themselves peeping 

through opera glasses in order to spy on the upper class. Relying 

on Mills, the social constellation on the cover can be regarded as 

a symptom of the period: “by the 1920s in America a democracy 

of status vision had come about; the area of prestige was truly 

national; now the bottom could see the top—at least that version 

of it that was put on display. […] For those on the bottom, the top 

presented was real and it was dazzling.”
96

 Nevertheless, there is 

a crucial difference between the Vanity Fair reader and the man 

in the drawing: the magazine allows the reader to be at eye level 

with high society.
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