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Once a week throughout the course of three years, Gino Germani handed Grete Stern a letter written 

by an unknown woman. Stern, a photographer, had to illustrate the dreams and concerns the 

anonymous woman described in her letter, and to do so she resorted to the technique of 

photomontage. In a week she had to come up with and elaborate a convincing composition before 

receiving the next commission. It seems ideal for an artist to have all the time in the world to produce 

his or her work, but a commission with a fixed deadline can sometimes be more productive than total 

freedom, which can easily lead to a lack of concentration and laziness. 

 

Grete Stern (Wuppertal-Eberfield, 1904 - Buenos Aires, 1999) made those photomontages for the 

1940s Argentinean weekly Idilio. The magazine, aimed at women, was original for including a 

psychoanalysis section. The readers were encouraged to send letters that would later be interpreted 

by an expert. Gino Germani, an Italian-born sociologist who used the pseudonym Richard Rest, replied 

to the readers using Stern’s images as illustrations. Germani’s texts were a kind of popularisation of 

Freud’s theories, and they mixed pseudo-scientific analysis with the sentimental literature of 

fotonovelas. 

 

The photomontages Grete Stern produced for this section of Idilio, grouped under the title Dreams, 

are exceptional, and some of them can now be seen at Madrid’s Círculo de Bellas Artes. One looks at 

these images and tries to imagine the letters that inspired them. Two opposite concepts coexist in 

them: Surrealism and objectivity. With ‘objectivity’ I do not mean, obviously, that these surprising 

scenes are a document of visible reality, but that they were necessarily based on a specific source. As 

opposed to the somewhat abstract nature of the landscapes of a Max Ernst o a Dalí, Stern had to 

respond to a ‘flesh and blood’ testimony; a reporter of dreams. 

 

One of the few goals art can aspire to is to convey real emotions, and that occurs with the dreams of 

Grete Stern. In The Dreams of Fish, for example, I immediately identify my persistent childhood fear of 

walking into the sea and feeling the unpleasant tickling of fish swimming beneath the surface. The 

unexpected encounter with oneself in a mirror in The Dreams of the Mirror is very eloquent; the four 

reflections of the woman surprised by her own image are like the echoes of the initial fright. For a 

dream to really be disturbing, no matter how unreal its plot or scenario might be, it needs to have 

some sort of connection to our everyday life. The women that inhabit the dreams of Grete Stern are 
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nearly always wearing impeccable clothes. Be it climbing a dangerous cliff or floating in outer space, 

they always wear freshly-ironed skirts or high-heeled shoes, as if they had been transported to those 

places straight from their living rooms. It is through those small details that we are able to recognise 

ourselves in even the most extraordinary of dreams; that is why we remember them when we awake 

and feel the need to tell somebody. 

 

It was probably her work as a 

designer in her native Germany 

–from which she fled after the 

rise of Hitler– that taught Grete 

Stern the art of conciseness. This 

is visible in one of her best and 

most effective photomontages, 

Dream of Jealousy. In it we see a 

close-up of a prototypical Latin 

lover –smart little moustache, 

cigarette, sunglasses– with a 

lustful smile on his face. In each 

of the lenses of his sunglasses 

we can see the reflection of a 

woman who, no doubt, is not his 

wife. I imagine this must have 

been a recurring theme in the 

letters sent by the readers of 

Idilio. No doubt these 

testimonies provided Grete Stern with the sociological ground that informed her art. Stern feeds on 

the role conceded to women in mid-twentieth century society, i.e. that of the housewife. Domestic 

imprisonment is reflected in a photomontage where a woman carries a snail’s shell on her back. The 

theme of the woman-as-sexual-object is summarised by Stern in a scene where a woman adopts the 

form of a lamp. The title could not be more effective: Electrical Equipment for the House. Her critical 

eye and eloquence place Grete Stern on the same plane as John Heartfield and Josep Renau in the 

history of twentieth-century art. 

 

It is deeply ironic that these intelligent attacks on sexism were published in a magazine that 

contributed to perpetuate the traditional role of women as bored housewives. This was partly the 

reason for Grete Stern’s Dreams falling into relative oblivion for twenty years. The little consideration 

intellectuals and artists had for this type of frivolous press led even Stern to underestimate her Dreams 

for a long time. Seen as a whole, we see now that the social comment of the series was aimed equally 

at men and at women who accepted their secondary place in society. In a retrospective exhibition in 

1967, Stern changed the titles that Gino Germani had originally given to her Dreams. In some cases 

there was an explicit intention to enhance their critical stance. It seems all but innocent that The 

Dreams of Reminiscences, where a man throws a fishing net over a woman, should be re-titled 

Consent. 

 

Grete Stern. Dreams. Círculo de Bellas Artes. Alcalá, 42. Madrid. Until 31 January 2016. 

 

 

The Dreams of Reminiscences, later re-titled Consent, 1949. 
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