
 43  42 

Opposite page, John Ahern, Street Crossing, 1936. 
Overleaf left, Curtis Moffat, Woman looking over shoulder in front seat of a car, c.1925-30.
Overleaf right, Unknown Photographer, Sir David Salomons and his Peugeot Type 9, c.1895.
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The clue, as they say, is in the title: Autofocus: The Car in Photo-
graphy does just that and examines the historical and artistic 
overlap between photography and the automotive world. This 

enthralling book was published in 2019 to coincide with the V&A’s 
exhibition ‘Cars: Accelerating the Modern World' which brought to-
gether 15 diverse cars to tell stories about design and the car's impact 
on the broader world. Autofocus is, however, far more than a mere 
adjunct to that exhibition which ended prematurely as a result of the 
Covid 19 pandemic. 

Undeniably one of the most influential innovations of the modern 
world, the car has revolutionized manufacturing and transformed 
how we move, forever changing our landscapes, cities, environments 
and economies. With each revolution, each transformation, have 

come almost unmatched impacts upon wider culture, changing not 
only the way we live, but the ways we look at and consider the world 
around us. The influence of the car upon photography and the work 
created by photographers since the early 20th century can be clearly 
traced through the V&A's photography collection. 

Autofocus explores the deep cultural significance and impact of the 
car on the history of photography, playing a role both as subject mat-
ter and as a genuine creative vehicle - the means by which photo-
graphers have accomplished many of their great works. Autofocus 
presents over 100 photographs, supported by commentaries and a 
comprehensive introduction, that span from the early years of the 
automobile to the present day. For both photography and car-loving 
audiences, it illustrates the ascendance of the car as a cultural icon, 
and the ways in which it has shaped the world around and ahead of 
us.

The book’s author is Marta Weiss, Senior Curator of Photography at 
the V&A, and she lays out the underlying premise behind the book 
in the first sentence of an Introduction that is succinct, highly in-
formative and eminently readable: “This is not about cars or about 
photographs of cars, it is a book about photographs with cars in them.“ 
Those words very much echo the sentiments behind our own and it 
felt very much like a meeting of minds when I had the pleasure of 
chatting with Marta on a warm summer day in the John Madejski 
Garden at the heart of the V&A. I asked her which were her favourite 
images in the book and understandably all of them held a fascina-
tion but she did pick out Lee Friedlander's photographs, commissioned 
by Harper's Bazaar, of new cars to be launched the following year. 
His pictures are so casual as to seem almost disdainful. Far from gla-
mourising the cars he hides them behind by piles of tyres and noisy 
commercial signs, or views them as a reflection in a cluttered store 
window. These pictures were so far removed from the brief that they 
remained unpublished for years and only now are seeing the light of 
day and being appreciated for what they are, a recognition of the car's 
omnipresence and ordinariness.

Having only ever owned one car in her life (incongruously a 1988 
Buick Le Sabre) Marta is perhaps the ideal person to take a relatively 
detached view of the relationship between the car and photography. 
Accordingly, don't buy Autofocus if you are not prepared to have your 
views challenged. This is not a book which is blindly reverential but 
rather points to the undeniable truth that cars, as vehicles of both 
utility and desire, provide telling insights into what propelled and 
compelled human beings into the modern era.
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