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Within the framework of the inaugural 
event Train Zug Treno Tren., the  
exhibition organized by Photo Elysée, 
Destins croisés/Crossing Lines/ 
Freie Bahn/Coincidenze di percorso, 
explores new approaches to railway 
history for over more than a century 
and a half, from the earliest train 
experiences in the 19th century to 
its uses today. 

It first examines the relationship 
between the expansion of the rail-
roads, in particular, the construction 
of the Saint Gotthard tunnel between 
the Swiss cantons of Uri and Tessin 
(1872-1880), the advent of the cinema 
– wasn’t one of the earliest and most 
famous films in the history of cinema 
(1895-1896), that of Louis and Auguste 
Lumière, called L’Arrivée d’un train en 
gare de la Ciotat [Arrival of a Train at 
La Ciotat] ? – and the artistic and liter-
ary works of the avant-garde artists 
of the first half of the 20th century, in 
particular, the writer Blaise Cendrars 
and his multiple artistic endeavors in the 
areas of painting, cinema and music.

From room to room, the exhibition 
unfolds, revealing the breadth of this 
theme whose objectives and impli-
cations are symbolic, political, eco-
nomic, urban, social and cultural, all 
at the same time. Visitors will encoun-
ter the jargon and expressions linked 
to railway representations; they will 
be transported over tracks, tunnels, 
bridges and railway stations in 
Switzerland and beyond; they will 
discover emblematic places such as 
Saint-Lazare and the Pont de l’Europe 
in Paris, as well as the El lines in New 
York; they will be exposed to the  
complexity of the social relationships 
specific to railway stations, trains and 
railway cars; they will follow the strug-
gles and battles of those who worked 
for the railways; and finally, they  
will be exposed to new points of view 
through other forms of travel. 

Composed of nearly 350 works, docu-
ments and objects, this rich exhibition 
develops along three “routes” and 15 
themes or “stations,” like the legs of  
a train trip, the sequence of railway 
cars in a train, and the succession of 
compartments in each car. The first 
“route,” running from the 19th to the 
early 20th century, consists of visions, 
utopias and the spirit of conquest. 
The second is devoted to the first 
functions of the railroad - from learning 
how to use it to one’s advantage, to 
the melancholy associated with the 
journey itself, revealing, on the one 
hand, the different types of displace-
ments and situations encountered 
within the train station and, on the 
other, the visual and physical figures 
encountered in the railway car. 
Between fascination, inspiration and 
interrogation, certain dimensions 
specific to the railway universe consti-
tute the third: the faces of those who 
worked there during the darkest hours 
of its history, the astonishing peculiar-
ities of trains from other horizons, and 
alternative contemporary practices.

And in a curious, unexpected and 
surprising way, these new journeys (re)- 
connect the real and the imaginary, 
yesterday and today, immobility and 
movement, seeing and the seen, the 
experience and its memory, here and 
elsewhere, by emphasizing the circula-
tion of the narratives and the images 
through the ages, the mediums and 
the supports. 

Finally, this project aims to link the 
evolution of esthetic languages and 
artistic forms with the changes in 
lifestyles from the 19th century to the 
present day, while focusing on the 
visions, testimonies and direct experi-
ences of artists, poets, bystanders, 
travelers, railroad workers and other 
inhabitants of the world.

INTRODUCTION
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Das Stahltier [The Steel Animal] (1935) 
and Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times 
(1936), that the cinema definitively took 
possession of the train and invested it 
with its own specific jargon and faces.

One of the main themes of this exhibi-
tion is the constant interaction between 
the development of photography,  
the birth of cinema and the rise of rail-
ways. Through the multiplicity of the 
works exhibited, the locomotive as a 
machine is thus placed at the same 
level as the photographic camera, the 
movie camera and the film projector. 
The train compartment is seen as a 
new form of the camera obscura and/
or projection room. The camera lens, 
the projection screen and the railway 
car window are frames in or on which 
images come to a halt or gradually 
unfold. The headlights of a train in the 
night are transformed into the lumi-
nous rays of a double projector cut-
ting through space. The rails under the 
train pass by like the celluloid tape  
of a photographic negative or a movie 
film. The gears of both symbolize, in 
turn, the marvels of mechanical engi-
neering or the tentacular machine.

However, these three processes can 
also be brought together at the level 
of the visual experience. The percep-
tion of reality is no longer fixed and 
frontal, or unique and continuous, but, 
instead, fragmented and crisscrossed 
by multiple movements. The writer 
Blaise Cendrars would later echo this, 
in particular, in the famous project he 
developed in 1913 with the artist Sonia 
Delaunay-Terk, La Prose du Transsibérien 
et de la petite Jehanne de France 
[Prose of the Trans-Siberian Railway 
and of Little Joan of France], which 
they jointly described as a “synchro-
nous representation of simultaneous 
painting and text”. At the same time, 
the poet Guillaume Apollinaire pro-
duced his first calligrams between 
1913 and 1916, unprecedented literary 

spaces where the text becomes image 
and the image text. Around 1918, his 
contemporary, Tristan Tzara, produced 
collages of syncopated and discontin-
uous words as narrative figures. The 
train is present everywhere as a cata-
lyst of forms, energies and innovations. 

The challenges of space, time, move-
ment, light and point of view are thus 
part of these intersecting destinies of 
photography, the cinema and the new 
means of locomotion. Reality is there-
fore observed from the sky as well as 
from the ground, from below as well as 
from above, at full speed as well as in 
slow motion, by day as well as by night, 
in full swing as well as on the verge of 
collision. Planes, trains and cars are 
constantly crisscrossing each other in 
the landscape of Metropolis, a film 
emblematic of contemporary life and 
the city. Some time later, the American 
photographer O. Winston Link, a spe-
cialist in rail traffic in the United States, 
synthesized the extraordinary nature 
of these simultaneous events specific 
to the modern world through images 
that have become iconic today. 

The relationships that link photogra-
phy, cinema and the railway three 
great inventions of modern life that 
emerged during the 19th century, are 
obvious. These processes of discovery, 
vision and diffusion of a new world 
in full expansion have everything in 
common. In 1896, one of the very first 
films in history, produced by Louis and 
Auguste Lumière, was entitled L’Arrivée 
d’un train en gare de la Ciotat [Arrival 
of a Train at La Ciotat]. Then, in 1904, 

Georges Méliès, in his famous short 
film Le Voyage à travers l’impossible 
[The Impossible Voyage], recounts 
a railway adventure in the form of  
a tale that is both satirical and dream-
like. However, it was not until the 
period between the two world wars 
with, among others, Abel Gance’s 
La Roue [The Wheel] (1923), Fritz Lang’s 
Metropolis (1927), Dziga Vertov’s 
Chelovek s kinoapparatom [Man with 
a Movie Camera] (1929), Willy Zielke’s 
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transport raw materials to factories, 
followed by goods between industrial 
centers and, finally, rural and urban 
travelers. In the Swiss Confederation, 
it was not until the years 1840-1850 
that the first cross-border, inter-can-
tonal and cantonal railroads were 
established. However, it was the con-
struction of the Gotthard line, made 
possible by the construction of the 
tunnel of the same name between 
the cantons of Uri and Ticino, which 
remains the most outstanding symbol 
of the architectural, technical and 
human saga of the railway in 
Switzerland. The accounts of the 
Frenchman Adolphe Braun, published 
in the form of photographic albums 
distributed throughout the world, 
accurately reproduced these bridges, 
viaducts, galleries, passageways, 
tunnels and other openings that sprang 
up from and penetrated the Swiss 
landscape in defiance of gravity and 
topography. Photography also focused 
on the heroism of these teams of 
manual laborers that “made” the 
Gotthard from 1872 to 1880. Crews were 
largely composed of cross-border or 
foreign workers whose working condi-
tions were deplorable. The famous 
strike of July 27-28, 1875, during which 
four people died, ten were injured 
and 13 arrested, is a testimony to the 
many people who died or were injured 
during just slightly over seven years 
of construction. 

With the inauguration of the Gotthard 
Tunnel in May 1882, the north and 
south of the Confederation were no 
longer separated by the Alps. Germany 
was directly connected to Italy, and 
Switzerland was once again at the 
heart of Europe. Destinations that 
were once improbable became con-
ceivable. Everything was suddenly 
possible and then instantaneously 
became a reality, accelerating lifestyles 
or, on the contrary, suspending them 
contingent upon new, unprecedented 

standards. For example, the local time 
that was manually announced in bell 
towers according to the natural course 
of the sun and that differed by a few 
minutes from village to village, gave 
way to an immutable time regulated 
and punctuated by universal mecha-
nisms of which the clock and the train 
were an integral part, above and 
beyond the station master’s whistle! 

At the same time, in France, as early 
as the 1850s, other photographers 
crisscrossed the country to document 
the progress of the railroad through-
out the country, as well as the con-
struction of large railway stations in 
each province. The images of Édouard 
Baldus, collected in albums that are 
still widely admired today, are the 
most remarkable. The new points of 
view adopted by certain photogra-
phers were so visually striking that 
painters, engravers and poster artists 
quickly adopted them, creating new 
codes of representation in every pos-
sible area of the arts. The railroad thus 
became the heartbeat of the modern 
world, the aspiration of the capitalist 
society of the second half of the 19th 
century. Human beings were suddenly 
transformed into railway passengers, 
rapidly becoming commuters and 
landscape consumers.

In photography, the notion of “proof” 
makes it possible to reveal a latent 
representation – the negative – as  
a positive image – the print. Likewise, 
the challenge of the railroad to over-
come its own “proofs” can be consid-
ered as the “positive image” of this 
new world brought about by the eco-
nomic, industrial and urban revolution 
of the 19th century. Conquering space 
and time, pushing back borders and 
established limits, while constantly 

innovating are all fundamental values 
that guided the railroad boom in 
Europe first, and then throughout the 
world. And it was by overcoming the 
geographical and technical constraints 
of their time that the railway pioneers 
built the routes that are still in use today. 

The railways first showed their use-
fulness in Great Britain, Belgium, 
Germany and France as early as the 
1820s. Initially, they were used to 
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expanded and modernized between 
1837 and 1889. Thanks to its success 
and, therefore, to its potential for 
enrichment, private real estate inves-
tors built a new urban center just 
behind it, with a metal bridge as its 
pivot point, “as if suspended over the 
tracks”. Its center was baptized Place 
de l’Europe, and all the streets leading 
to it were named after a European 
economic or industrial capital. 
Inaugurated in 1868, this “European 
district” became one of the main 
showcases of the entrepreneurial 
spirit of the Second Empire. Its main 
avenue – Opéra de Paris – Comédie 
Française – Louvre – Jardin des Tuileries – 
was to become its cultural showcase. 

Captivated by this new spectacle of 
the city and modern life, onlookers 
rushed to the bridge to observe the 
ballet of trains entering and leaving 
Paris, the latest models of locomo-
tives or the activities of the railway 
workers. Many avant-garde painters 
such as Gustave Caillebotte, Norbert 
Gœneutte, Édouard Manet and Paul 
Signac also set up their easels there. 
During the year 1877 alone, thanks to 
a special authorization, Claude Monet 
made no less than 12 paintings from 
the vantage point of the edge of the 
Saint-Lazare tracks. New composi-
tions were created on the spot, with 
the five sloping roofs and the station’s 
clock as a backdrop, the famous rail-
ings of the bridge at eye level and the 
railroad tracks below. Some artists 
focused on the continuous comings 
and goings of the hurried passengers 
or the engines in full action, or on the 
more static moments of contempla-
tion of onlookers hypnotized by the 
burning rays of the sun reflected on 
the plumes of white steam. 

Photographers were not to be outdone, 
as shown by the album devoted to all 
the important areas of the Saint-Lazare 
station, produced by Louis-Émile 

Durandelle between 1885 and 1887 
at the request of the Compagnie des 
Chemins de Fer de l’Ouest, which 
managed the establishment and its 
traffic at that time. During the period 
between the two world wars, Laure 
Albin-Guillot, Pierre Boucher, Brassaï, 
Henri Cartier-Bresson, Ergy Landau, 
Roger Parry and René-Jacques contin-
ued to photograph this exceptional 
site, focusing, in particular, on the power 
and magnificence of the locomotives 
and, as of 1924 onwards, increasingly 
streamlined electric engines. 

However, admiring the engines from 
the edge of the platform or when they 
were running at full speed was no lon-
ger enough. Following the example of 
René Groebli and Jakob Tuggener in 
Switzerland, and François Kollar and 
Éli Lotar in France, photographers 
quickly boarded the trains. They could 
then experience the speed and the 
power of the engines in real time, as 
well as share the life of the conduc-
tors and mechanics on board, the new 
heroes of modern times. The writer 
Émile Zola was also one of the first 
chroniclers of the railways through his 
famous novel La Bête Humaine [The 
Beast Within], published in serial form 
in the weekly magazine, La Vie Populaire 
[Popular Life], in 1889.

The extremely rapid progress of the 
railroad not only changed 19th century 
society, but also wove an unprece-
dented web at the core of cities and 
landscapes due to the repetitive suc-
cession of stations, platforms, tracks, 
rails, bridges and tunnels. France, 
and especially Paris, was among 
the first examples of these urban 
transformations.

The first French railroad line for pas-
sengers only was inaugurated on 
August 24, 1837. It left from the center 
of Paris and, in just 25 minutes, took 
passengers by steam locomotive and 
then stagecoach to Saint-Germain-
en-Laye, a place for Sunday outings 
located 18 kilometers west of the capi-
tal. This station, known as the “West” 
station, was an undeniable success 
and was soon renamed the “Saint-
Lazare” station. It was constantly 
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printed color plates were then pub-
lished to help future passengers  
navigate the murky waters of railroad 
travel. As an example, the “Railroad 
Game” was published in 1855 by 
Charles Gangel in Metz, based on 
an idea by Ernest Henry, then head  
of the transportation division of the 
Nancy-Saarbrücken train line. 

However, even if the railroad offered 
a promise of speed, freedom and dis-
covery for the population at large, it 
was reserved first and foremost for a 
wealthy elite already accustomed to 
national and international exchanges. 
The middle class, in search of nature 
and open spaces, quickly followed 
suit. In the end, it was adopted by the 
working classes as well, the time of 
a simple Sunday afternoon at the 
water’s edge. These crowded trains 
that took these working masses just 
a few kilometers from the capital, and 
later to the Normandy coast, were 
nevertheless known as “pleasure” trains!

The reality of the journey was indeed 
more bitter depending on which 
social class the traveler belonged to. 
Whereas ordinary citizens crossed 
and mingled in the hustle and bustle 
of the train terminals, it was not so in 
the cars where everything was differ-
entiated once again according to the 
traveler’s comfort or progressive dis-
comfort. First class accommodations 
were designed to resemble cozy, 
almost private lounges, where people 
could converse among themselves, 
read and write, and update their 
travel diaries. The second class was 
a notch below, semi-public and rela-
tively quiet. The third class, with its 
wooden benches, was transformed 
into a collective space for joyful, 
rowdy and boisterous exchanges, 
but which could quickly turn into an 
uncomfortable promiscuity. As for 
the fourth class, it was open to all the 
elements! Numerous satirical drawings 

published in the popular press echoed 
this, in particular, those of Honoré 
Daumier, published as serial comic 
strips that were particularly appreci-
ated by the public. 

Under the monumental glass roofs of 
these modern cathedrals that were 
the large urban train stations of their 
day, new professions dedicated to 
travelers appeared – porters, street 
vendors, candy, newspaper and sou-
venir sellers, etc. – in addition to those 
specific to the railways themselves – 
station managers, ticket agents, 
reception staff, train traffic managers, 
controllers, etc. The platform where 
passengers boarded the train, the 
train that took them somewhere else, 
the car that defined their social status 
were not worlds apart. They were just 
interstices outside of space and time 
that characterized travel time. On the 
contrary, they were societal micro-
cosms that exacerbated the tempera-
ment of each person: good or bad, 
benevolent or inflexible, but all terribly 
human. The paintings by Georges  
d’Espagnat, Evert Jan Boks and Camille 
Léopold Cabaillot-Lassalle are true 
narrative time capsules, on a par with 
the best the movies have to offer.

For travelers at the beginning of the 
19th century, arriving at the station, 
buying a ticket, dropping off their lug-
gage, waiting for the train, looking for 
their car, and experiencing the time  
it took to get from one place to another 
were new forms of adventure that 
required new learning tools. The stage-
coaches and then the tramways of 
the past, pulled by horses moving at a 
slow trot, still had a certain degree of 
flexibility. With the railroad, it was now 

the users who had to adapt to the time 
constraints and speed of its opera-
tion, finding their bearings and marks 
as best they could. In 1904, the film-
maker Georges Méliès made this one 
of the themes of his famous film, 
Le Voyage à travers l’impossible [The 
Impossible Voyage], proof, if any were 
needed, of the improbable nature 
of these first train experiences where 
curiosity competed with dismay, 
enthusiasm with panic. Numerous 
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As soon as the whistles of the station 
managers sounded, the trains took  
off at full speed, cutting through the 
sound and fury of the cities, the  
suburbs and the countryside, almost 
indifferent to the landscapes they 
crossed, as shown in the sequence 
shot of Georges Méliès’s film, Panorama 
pris d’un train en marche [Panorama 
from Top of a Moving Train], dated 
1898. The massive silhouettes of the 
locomotives stand out against the 
tangle of railroad tracks as they leave 
the stations, with their plumes of swirl-
ing white smoke merging with the first 
clouds. Vue de la gare du Luxembourg 
à Bruxelles, [The Luxembourg Station in 
Brussels] by the painter Henri Ottmann, 
dated 1903, is one example. The 
American pictorialist photographer 
Alfred Stieglitz made two of the most 
memorable images in the history of 
the medium on this same theme and 
during the same years, 1902-1903: 
The Hand of Man and In the New York 
Central Yards. “The hand of man”  
or the power of the machine? 

However, it was above all the photogra-
phers of the period between the two 
world wars – here, Laure Albin-Guillot, 
Pierre Boucher, François Kollar, Germaine 
Krull, Ergy Landau, among others – 
who put all of the inventiveness of the 
artistry of the avant-garde artists at 
the service of the universe of the train. 
Panoramic or close-up views, frontal or 
diagonal visions, plunging or low-angle 
views, views from the sky or at ground 
level, effects of superimposition, speed 
or blur, everything contributed to 
accentuating the heroism, dynamism 
and power of the train through the 
image. The painters of the day were also 
part of the movement, as witnessed by 
the two paintings of Auguste Chabaud, 
certainly done on the bridge over the 
tracks of the Gare du Nord in Paris.

The reality was of course more com-
plex than these few exceptional 
photographs. The railroad not only 
affected the metropolises and terri-
tories that it spanned but, above all, 
transformed the relationship of the 
individual to time and space. On the 
one hand, from inside his train car, 
settled into his seat, the traveler expe-
rienced a new vision that was neither 
really fixed nor really mobile, but simi-
lar to an unfurling of images that was 
both continuous and changing, regu-
lar and chaotic, fast and slow. His eye 
therefore had to constantly adapt to 
the acceleration and deceleration of 
the train, to the sequence of turns and 
slopes, to the succession of near and 
far, not forgetting the glare of the sun 
in front or the total darkness of the 
tunnel passage. The cinema and its 
flow of images, photography and its 
play of light and shadow, the train and 
its route, all came together and merged 
to create a new event for the eye. 

On the other side, outside, facing the 
monumentality of the stations or the 
grandeur of the viaducts, our percep-
tion of the urban and natural sites was 
transformed as well. The scale of the 
city or the landscape was suddenly 
trivialized, or at least miniaturized. The 
human being was only a tiny figure in 
comparison to the railway infrastruc-
tures that spanned it, as emphasized 
in the exhibition by the series of paint-
ings, drawings and photographs by  
Bill Brandt, Cyrus Cornut, André 
Kertész, Laurence Stephen Lowry, Jean 
Marchand, Paul Signac, Philipp Giegel, 
O. Winston Link and others. And, for 
the onlooker at the level crossing, the 
speeding train was just a shrill blast 
rather than a tangible form. A new 
mythology was born, made of gears, 
connecting rods and pistons in per-
petual action: the modern spirit! 
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interest in the effervescence of the 
technological advances presented 
in the international and universal exhi-
bitions of the day to create original 
visual shocks. Their attachment to the 
railroad was therefore not surprising 
since it symbolized speed, vertigo and 
the disruption of space and time, vision 
and sensations. 

The film, La Roue [The Wheel], directed 
by Abel Gance in 1923, is the symbol 
of this spirit of the times. In 1927, the 
Spanish filmmaker, Luis Buñuel, said of 
it: “The most vivid glitter of steel, the 
rhythmic succession of wheels, pistons 
and mechanical forms ever created, 
this is an admirable ode, a poetry that 
is completely new to our eyes. [...] The 
very text, which rises and falls, rotates, 
rapidly breaks down into lights or dis-
sipates into shadows, merges with the 
general movement; it too becomes 
an image.” This result is largely due to 
the multidisciplinary teamwork of the 
French painter Fernand Léger, the 
Swiss writer Blaise Cendrars and the 
Swiss composer Arthur Honegger 
throughout the shooting. The latter 
completed Pacific 231, a symphonic 
movement dedicated for the first time 
to the eponymous steam locomotive! 
The musical composition would itself, 
once again a first, be put into images 
by the Russian filmmaker Mikhail 
Tsekhanovsky in 1931, and then by the 
French director Jean Mitry, former 
assistant to Abel Gance, in 1949. The 
Czech artist František Kupka, who 
arrived in Paris in 1896, would in turn 
translate the dynamics of Pacific 231 
into paintings in the years 1935-1936. 
However, as early as the 1920s, he was 
already praising gears, connecting 
rods and pistons, as shown here in 
L’Acier boit n°2 [Drinking Still II], dated 
1927-1928. 

However, this fascination for mechani-
cal gears as well as clocks soon proved 
to be dizzying, even mind-boggling. It 

was prophesized by two dystopian 
films, considered today as master-
pieces of the 7th art. In Fritz Lang’s 
1927 film, Metropolis, two smoking 
locomotives turn into a single mon-
strous creature that ruthlessly immo-
lates the unfortunate workers in its 
path. In 1935, Charlie Chaplin once 
again focused on this figure of the 
sacrificed worker in Modern Times, 
this time illustrating his plight via a 
relentless assembly line, albeit a more 
burlesque but no less incisive exam-
ple. Faced with allegories proclaiming 
new existences founded on a new 
synthesis between art, poetry and 
humanity, and parables decrypting 
the entropic systems of a capitalism 
that incessantly promotes yield and 
profit, certain particularly clear-sighted 
artists anticipated not only the crises 
and the conflicts that would tear the 
world apart during the years 1930-1940, 
but especially questioned the very 
values on which modernity was based.

As of the middle of the 19th century, 
the golden age of the industrial revo-
lution, the need to produce the accou-
trements of “modernity” by infusing it 
with the principles of innovation and 
progress was felt. The avant-garde 
artists of the first decades of the 20th 
century went even further by breaking 
down the boundaries established 
between the different artistic domains 
(painting, sculpture, photography, cin-
ema, architecture, design, decorative 

art, fashion, literature, poetry, typo-
graphy, music, opera, theater, dance, 
etc.). They approached artistic cre-
ation, life and the world in general 
in an experimental, event-oriented, 
dynamic and simultaneous way.  
As expressed by the Russian artist, 
Natalia Goncharova: “We want to  
proclaim the unheard of, to recon-
struct life and to bring the multi- 
faceted soul of man to the pinnacle.” 
In this context, artists took a particular 
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EXPERIENCES  
OF 
MELANCHOLY
BETWEEN 
ENCHANT MENT  
AND 
DISEN- 
CHANTMENT



The title of this painting is above all 
symbolic of the different situations 
produced by the El. On the one hand, 
it separates the world below – that 
of the street – from the world above – 
that of the platforms, thus upsetting 
the vantage point and the view of the 
observer. Indeed, the passengers no 
longer observe the city at the level of 
the public sidewalk, but instead at the 
level of the windows of the first and 
second floors of the buildings, most 
often occupied by offices or apartments. 
On the other hand, the crosspieces  
of the support structures create a 
constantly shifting play of light and 
shadow on the ground, as seen here 
in the photographs of Berenice Abbott, 
Andreas Feininger, Saul Leiter and 
Vivian Maier, and the prints by Mark 
Freeman and Louis Lozowick. The  
photographer, Nathan Lerner, and the 
painter, Ralston Crawford, go even 
further by focusing, each in his own way, 
on the purely graphic aspect of these 
unprecedented metal constructions 
that rival those of the viaducts that 
span rivers, like the Brooklyn Bridge 
over the East River. Realism competes 
here with abstraction.

Sheltered by the immense porticos that 
support the tracks, the street not 
only recovers its identity, but the “soul 
of New York” gains in proximity and 
sociability. For example, the section of 
the Third Avenue El that crossed the 
working-class Bowery neighborhood, 
between Astor Place and Chatham 
Square, was the subject of numerous 
paintings, drawings, engravings,  
photographs and films that quickly 
became emblematic of American art. 
The works of Reginald Marsh and Alice 
Neel bear witness to this. They depict 
a rich and colorful urban fabric driven 
by notions of diversity, solidarity and 
inclusion. Indeed, like an open-air train 
terminal, different populations criss-
cross and meet under or at the edge 
of the El: from shoppers to restaurant 

customers, from barflies to theater- 
goers, from the regulars of the tattoo 
parlors to the refugees from the mis-
sions and soup kitchens, not to mention 
the passengers themselves who come 
and go at the station doors. 

Symbols of movement and freedom, 
the overhead railroads thus became 
synonymous with openness, autonomy 
and emancipation. Unfortunately, in 
New York like elsewhere, these innova-
tive urban transport structures were 
nevertheless gradually dismantled 
from the 1940s-1950s onwards in favor 
of underground subways. A page in 
the history of the railway was turned.

During the second half of the 19th cen-
tury, faced with constant traffic jams 
and numerous accidents between 
trains, streetcars still pulled by horses, 
carriages and pedestrians, some cit-
ies decided to elevate their railroads. 
In the summer of 1868, New York inaugu-
rated its first aerial railroad line, called 
the Elevated Line or El. Some time later, 
half of the population, that is to say, 
nearly a million people, used this new 
urban transport system, which covered 

the entire city from one end to the other, 
every day. From then on, Manhattan 
would fascinate the European avant-
garde as much as the American mod-
ernists. The British painter Christopher 
Richard Wynne Nevinson dedicated 
one of his most important paintings to 
New York in 1920: The Soul of the Soulless 
City (‘New York – an Abstraction’). In 
this painting, the rails almost literally 
pierce the heart of the mineral mass 
of the buildings. 
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fide palace on rails, proportionate to 
their aspirations. The Orient Express 
was built in 1883 by the International 
Sleeping Car Company. From 1919 
onwards, the Simplon-Orient Express 
transported travelers from the heart 
of Europe to the shores of the Bosphorus 
in just a few days, via Lausanne, of 
course, followed by Milan, Venice, 
Trieste, Zagreb, Belgrade, Sofia and, 
finally, Constantinople, the gateway 
to the Orient. Some routes continued 
on to Athens, while others, thanks to 
the Taurus Express, went as far as Cairo 
via Ankara, Aleppo and Jerusalem, and 
even to Baghdad via Mosul. 

In addition to speed, comfort and 
safety, the International Sleeping Car 
Company promised, above all and 
for the first time, an unforgettable rail 
experience. The company developed 
a dream product tailored for selected 
customers and widely publicized it 
with illustrated brochures and posters. 
The Orient Express also inspired liter-
ary bestsellers such as Agatha Christie’s, 
Murder on the Orient-Express, pub-
lished in 1934, and films that have been 
shown on screens around the world, 
such as the legendary scene in Terence 
Young’s 1963 film, From Russia with Love. 
Everyone knows all about the train 
without ever having set foot on it! And 
no one doubts that Hercule Poirot and 
James Bond are among its most iconic 
passengers, not to mention many the-
ater, opera and music hall artists, from 
Josephine Baker to Marlene Dietrich, 
and including Jeanne Moreau and 
Sophia Loren, just to mention a few. The 
general public followed these tours 
abroad – from theaters to casinos – 
through the pages of the popular mag-
azines of the day. An entire network 
of tourist institutions as well as cultural 
ones cropped up from metropolis to 
metropolis in order to satisfy the plea-
sures and dreams of an increasingly 
international bourgeoisie, especially 
in the outposts of colonized countries. 

America was not to be outdone, 
already linked to Europe by the great 
transatlantic liners. In 1950, Life 
Magazine sent its best reporters – 
journalist Roy Rowan and photogra-
pher Jack Birns – to document the 
journey from London to Istanbul. They 
chronicled the passengers’ lives on 
the train, from the sleeping car to the 
restaurant car via the smoking room. 
And they also reported on the train’s 
stopovers at stations along the route. 
On the one hand, there was the inter-
nal and external railway crews, as well 
as the hotel deliverymen, couriers, 
post office employees and newsagents 
and, on the other, a local population 
that provided the illustrious travelers 
with unfamiliar and exotic commodi-
ties that were as yet unknown to them. 

Not only did worlds come closer 
together thanks to these exceptional 
trains, but above all, information 
became international and the scope 
of knowledge was expanded to 
include new cultures, if not other civili-
zations. Historians, researchers and 
artists of all ilks who boarded the Orient 
Express returned to Europe with new 
insights into the past, present and 
future of the Near and Middle Eastern 
peoples and their cultures.

Almost 20 years after the construction 
of the Gotthard Tunnel, the construction 
of a second railway tunnel was begun 
under the Simplon Pass, between Brig 
in Switzerland and Domodossola in 
Italy. It was inaugurated on May 19, 
1906, and remained the longest tunnel 
in the world until 1982. However, it 
remains especially engraved in our 
memories because of its association 
with the Orient Express, the mythical 
train that never ceases to fascinate 

and arouse our passions. The Orient 
Express is considered to be the very 
example of an industrial and commer-
cial creation that went from being 
a technical object to a universal cul-
tural icon. 

Seasoned diplomats, courageous poli-
ticians, daring entrepreneurs, intrepid 
adventurers, wealthy tourists, inspired 
writers and other world-renowned 
celebrities were in pursuit of a bona 
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It is true that throughout the 19th cen-
tury, railroad companies implemented 
innovative communication and mar-
keting strategies. On the one hand, 
numerous colored game boards served 
as instructions for future travelers. 
On the other, spinoff products such as 
boxes, fans and postcards were sold as 
souvenirs or advertising items. Finally, 
miniaturized steam engines made of 
tin were produced in Great Britain as 
early as 1840. They were soon joined by 
various forms of railway cars to create 
the first “toy trains,” known as Carpet 
Railways. As for the models on rails, they 
appeared at the beginning of the 20th 
century. They were intended for chil-
dren and adults alike and marketed by 
companies such as Märklin in Germany 
and Hornby – creator of the Meccano 
and Dinky Toys brands – in the United 
Kingdom, two companies that are still 
well known among collectors today. 

The objective of this railway universe 
dedicated to children was of course 
educational as well as recreational. 
The train is mentioned in children’s 
books as well as in nursery rhyme lyrics, 
not to mention the new animated car-
toons of the day. For example, Mickey’s 
Choo-Choo was released by Disney 
Studios in 1929. Walter Elias Disney – 
known as Walt Disney – was himself, 
at the age of 16, a newspaper, candy, 
fruit and soda vendor in the cars of the 
Missouri Pacific Railroad, thanks to 
the clout of his uncle, Michael Martin, 
engineer for the Atchison, Topeka and 
Santa Fe Railway. Throughout Walt’s 
life, he retained a passion for steam 
locomotives and built his own model 
train, the Carolwood Pacific Railroad, 
in his garden, a forerunner of the firm’s 
first amusement park, the Disneyland 
Railroad. The railroad world rapidly 
became one of the most popular 
types of toys purchased for birthdays 
and holidays, especially in the new 
urban department stores aimed at the 
general public.

The arts were part of the same momen-
tum, and the model train was rapidly 
featured in paintings, drawings, 
engravings and photographs gener-
ally linked to representations of child-
hood. The train can be seen in the 
works of the master of modernity, Pablo 
Picasso, the Swiss artist, Paul Klee, 
and the heroine of outsider art, Aloïse 
Corbaz, who associated the train with 
representations of the Christmas holi-
days. While the Lausanne photogra-
pher Suzi Pilet identified the railway 
tracks with sleep and dreams, Andy 
Warhol presented a more melancholic 
and almost nostalgic version at the 
very beginning of his career as an  
artist in New York.

As Aloïse Corbaz proclaimed, if “the 
train expresses an overwhelming 
sense of joy,”it is because it remains 
the most poetic means of escape and 
of surpassing oneself, from the thirst 
for travel to the allure of discovery, 
from the desire to transcend boundar-
ies to the exploration of unknown 
worlds. The railroad is the best path 
to dreams.

On January 25, 1896, when Louis and 
Auguste Lumière presented their film, 
L’Arrivée d’un train en gare de la 
Ciotat [Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat], 
for the first time in Lyon, the terrified 
audience hurriedly left the theater, 
convinced that the locomotive was 
about to burst through the screen and 
come crashing down next to their 
seats. Eight years later, when Georges 
Méliès projected Le Voyage à travers 
l’impossible [The Impossible Voyage] 

in 1904, the spectators, finally accus-
tomed to the filmmaker, were amazed 
by the flight of the cars into the starry 
sky. Thus, with regard to the cinema  
as well as to the train, the public did 
not take long to go from fear to fasci-
nation, and then from attraction to 
enchantment. For example, Emperor 
Napoleon III had a real garden railway 
built in the heart of the park of the 
Château de Saint-Cloud for the sole 
use of the young Prince Imperial!
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this amorous exchange. The physical 
and mental experience of farewell 
can also be seen here in a painting by 
Giorgio de Chirico. In his work, L’Addio 
dell’amico che parte all’amico che 
rimane [The farewell of the friend who 
leaves to the friend who remains] 
(1950), the locomotive – albeit in the 
background – suggests a departure, 
whereas the title confirms and above 
all illustrates the goodbye that is mate-
rialized in the handshake between the 
two men. 

As for states such as wandering, wait-
ing and day-dreaming, they are cap-
tured by Sabine Weiss in several of her 
photographs. Whether in the series 
Pennsylvania Station, New York (1962) 
or the photograph Gare de Lyon, Paris 
(1955), the Swiss photographer immor-
talizes a certain directionless drifting 
inherent to the downtime of waiting. 
Moreover, the light rays passing through 
the windows and the backlighting 
that appears seem to transform the 
station into a life-size light box. A few 
decades later, the photographer 
Bernard Plossu immortalized a scene 
in Milan similar to those of Sabine 
Weiss. Although situated in a different 
time frame and a different place, the 
scattered travelers and the beams of 
light are always present, like common 
denominators of the stations and the 
journeys of the last two centuries. Akin 
to the photographic object capable  
of transforming an ephemeral moment 
into an immortal memory, the stations 
suspend time and make it – so to 
speak – eternal. 

The phenomena of urbanization, 
which emerged in the second half of 
the 20th century, generated a daily 
mobility, which itself was conducive 
to the creation of habits among com-
muters. Louis Stettner, after having 
worked for a year in a New York train 
station, photographed it in his series 
Penn Station (1958), which shows – from 

outside the window – men reading dif-
ferent newspapers. The interior of the 
train car seems to be transformed 
into a living room, as if the photogra-
pher and his lens were intruding into 
the private space of these commuters 
in suits and ties. However, human 
exchanges, proximity and the constant 
interweaving of people is only one 
side of the coin, because train stations 
can also be synonymous with isolation 
and melancholy, emotional states 
that can be found in the photographs 
of Klaus Zaugg, Auf der Hardbrücke 
in Zürich [On the Hardbrücke in Zurich] 
(1957), Marvin E. Newman, Railroad 
Yards, Southside, Chicago (1950), and 
Robert Doisneau, La Passerelle de 
Villeneuve [The Villeneuve footbridge] 
(1950). Whether on a bridge or in the 
middle of the track, these solitary sil-
houettes mingle with the clouds and 
smoke, and seem to melt – or even dis-
appear like ghosts – in a melancholic 
and metaphysical railway landscape. 

Through the works brought together, 
the surroundings of the railway stations, 
the terminals and the interior of the 
cars become, in turn, spaces condu-
cive to social interactions, friendly or 
amorous exchanges, or personal intro-
spections that become tangible and 
almost palpable through the artist’s 
eye, intense manifestations of fragile 
and fleeting emotions. 

Even if the railroads were mainly utili-
tarian and functional at the beginning, 
the technical progress of the post-war 
period considerably improved trans-
port and travel conditions. The railway 
networks were gradually modernized, 
and trains were used more and more 
often by travelers. As a consequence, 
this means of transport and the universe 
that surrounded it were transformed 
into social forums where multiple 
interactions took place. Passengers 

moved around, got lost, crossed paths, 
met and left each other, and indulged 
in various and diverse activities. The 
station halls, the platforms as well as 
the interior of the cars become silent 
witnesses to the intimate and per-
sonal experiences of the passengers, 
like the couple immortalized by Henri 
Cartier-Bresson in the photograph 
Gare de l’Est ou Gare du Nord, Paris 
(1958). The man and woman meet  
or separate, and time is suspended in 
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waiting to see the screen finally light 
up. Is this the reason why some train 
stations are submerged in darkness, 
and why the trains leave the cities 
through a series of bridges and tun-
nels that alternate between darkness 
and bedazzlement? And yet, the pas-
sengers also seem to act as if they 
were just “passing through,” suspended 
in time and space, without any precise 
desire, without any real objective, 
almost ready to accept anything 
depending on the circumstances or 
chance, or even a slip of the tongue 
or an unintentional gesture. An encoun-
ter on the platform, a meeting of the 
eyes, a train taken or missed, the 
wrong seat, a forgotten station stop, 
or even the unpredictable triggering 
of a switch can therefore transform 
destinies. Between moving and being 
moved, there is only a fine line. 

Locked in this box of light and shadow 
that is the train car, Bernard Plossu’s 
photographs bear witness to this phe-
nomenon. In Suzanne Bomhals’ photo-
graphs, we see the traveler’s mind 
voluntarily cutting itself off from the 
world. In those of Michael Ackerman, 
the mind is invaded by introspection 
or reverie, or indulged in the deepest 
of slumbers like in the photos of 
Nicolas Bouvier, Henri Cartier-Bresson, 
Harry Gruyaert, Wang Ningde and 
Marc Riboud. In the photos of Tom 
Arndt, Werner Bischof, Monique Jacot 
and Nan Goldin, the passenger’s gaze 
stops at his immediate reflection in 
the glass, stares into the empty space 
in the distance, or is absorbed by the 
landscape outside that passes before 
his eyes like a movie without a script 
or subtitles. On the other hand, his 
curiosity may be aroused by all types 
of encounters and conversations, like 
in the photographs of James Barnor. 
And, like in the photographs of Henri 
Cartier-Bresson and Wang Ningde, his 
body can, for its part, let itself go to 
express a certain intimacy in defiance 

of established social conventions, from 
the arms that protect it, to the most 
incongruous positions. Only the whistle 
of two vowels makes the difference 
between compartment and 
comportment… 

However, and above all, time is not  
as linear as it appears. At the heart  
of this microcosm that is the train, 
it never stops circulating between 
thought and action, prefiguration and 
reality. Each passenger thus imagines 
that his journey is unique, and only 
lives the journey for himself. He 
believes he is different but acts like 
everyone else. He thinks of himself as 
a blank page, and imagines the sto-
ries of others. He considers himself as 
being in movement, and sees himself 
as being immobile. He leaves, dissem-
inating fragments of memory in the 
place he has just left, and projects, 
upon his arrival, memories of events 
that have not yet occurred. And the 
more he deviates from his starting 
point, the more traces he leaves, evi-
dence that would allow him – or others 
such as a friend or a loved one, or 
even a policeman, a detective or a spy 
– to follow his tracks. From departure 
to arrival, it is the same loop that traps 
the traveler in his seat and offers him 
no escape except the meanderings  
of his own imagination, the story he 
tells himself. The truths of the train are 
all illusions – these drifting images – 
of the journey.

The span of a railway journey is a par-
ticular lapse of time; the space of 
the train car a paradoxical place. The 
actual speed of the train sometimes 
competes with the slow pace of the 
journey perceived by the traveler. 
Everything is planned in advance and, 
yet, everything can elude us. We are 
alone and in a group at the same 
time. We constantly see and are seen. 
In other words, the eye as well as 
the mind and the body are constantly 

presented in a premeditated and 
involuntary way. Moreover, the train 
and the journey are abstract notions 
in themselves, forcing us to look, to 
become aware. And, like the cinema, 
they not only put life in motion, they 
illuminate it!

The passengers, firmly ensconced in 
their seats, are impatient to discover 
what is going to happen around them, 
like spectators in a movie theater 
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the eyes and body of the train con-
ductor. The result was published in 
1949 under the title Magie der Schiene 
[Rail Magic], a milestone in the field 
of photography books, even though it 
contains only 15 photographs and  
a preface by René Schlachter. The 
images are so powerful that each one 
sums up the inner experience of the 
train engineer, between symbolism 
and realism, light and shadow, power 
and speed, sweat and steam. But it 
is above all the film, La Bête Humaine 
[The Human Beast], directed by Jean 
Renoir in 1938, based on the epony-
mous novel by Émile Zola published 
in 1890, which remains engraved in our 
memories. For the first time, the focus 
was on the relationship between man 
and the machine, an encounter of  
a rare intensity between the driver, 
his locomotive - the Lison - and their 
tragic fate. It is this unparalleled 
fusional relationship that gave rise 
to the different nicknames attributed 
to locomotives throughout the world 
and over time: the Human Beast, as 
well as the Steel Animal, the Iron 
Horse, the Lady of the Rails, the Giant, 
Big Boy, Giant on Call, Super Power, etc.

It is true that one of the first French 
railway disasters, which occurred 
between Versailles and Bellevue on 
May 8, 1842, left a big impression. 
Antoine Provost’s painting shows the 
train transformed into a monster of 
metal, fire, smoke, flesh and blood. 
Similarly, the accident of October 22, 
1895, when a locomotive failed to stop 
and literally destroyed the facade of 
the Gare de l’Ouest in Paris, is one of 
the most famous in the history of the 
railroad as well as in that of news  
photography. Following the death of a 
newspaper vendor in her stand below 
the station, the responsibility of the 
engineer and the conductor was 
established. Nevertheless, the relent-
less demands of their job served as 
mitigating circumstances.

Like the miners, the railway workers 
paid a heavy price for their alienating 
work as well as for their social and pro-
fessional demands. Jules Grandjouan’s 
poster illustrating their grievances 
proves it to us. Given the strictly eco-
nomic and political interests of the 
first private railroad companies, the 
improvement of extreme working  
conditions, of safety rules that were 
too lax and of shamefully low salaries 
came about only after a long and 
hard struggle. 

However, the end of the railway work-
ers’ lives long remained synonymous 
with anonymity, solitude and misery, 
as seen, on the one hand, in the paint-
ing by the Swiss painter Gustave 
Jeanneret, Sans Espoir [Hopeless], 
dated 1890, and, on the other, in Robert 
Doisneau’s photograph, Le Retraité 
du chemin de fer [The Railroad Retiree], 
dated 1945. Far from their machines, 
these aristocrats of the railroad were 
only forgotten heroes. But others 
picked up their burden, as evoked by 
a photograph by O. Winston Link – 
a leading expert on American railroads – 
showing an elderly person and a child 
contemplating a particularly fascinat-
ing smoking locomotive at night.

The railroad cannot be reduced to mere 
machines and gears, nor to a mode of 
transport and routes scaled down to a 
function of time. Instead, it is character-
ized, above all, by the men and women 
who have made it what it is today. 
However, it was a long time before these 
people were represented in a way that 
was neither official nor censured, and 
the paintings and the photographs that 
show all of their diversity in terms of age, 
sex, roots and origin were even rarer.

In France, in 1930, the photographer 
François Kollar, son of a Slovakian 
station master and former railway 
worker, was commissioned to produce 
a series of articles on “work in France,” 
which was published in two volumes 
by the Éditions des Horizons de France 
in 1932. Nearly 20 years later, the Swiss 
photographer René Groebli directly 
boarded the locomotive cab of a train 
so as to experience first-hand the 
journey from Zurich to Paris through 
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washed and cleaned the trains, and 
worked in the cars, whose existences 
and names were ignored by history. 
And what about the populations of 
colonized countries who saw the trains 
pass by without benefiting from the 
resources they carried or the potential 
they brought. Finally, there were the 
forced displacements of populations, 
the war trains and the trains that 
deported people to unknown destina-
tions, never to return.

In times of conflict, railway stations are 
among the first sites to be destroyed. 
Preventing the transport of goods or 
weapons, locking up the population 
within the walls of cities, and prevent-
ing soldiers from leaving their barracks 
are thus strategic acts. The rare paint-
ings by the Austrian artist Herbert 
Ploberger that survived the Allied 
bombing of German cities attest to 
this destruction of railway stations 
during the Second World War. At the 
same time, La Bataille du rail [The 
Battle of the Rails], a film directed by 
René Clément in 1945 focuses on the 
heroic actions of railway workers who 
were part of the French resistance 
to the Nazi occupation of France.

Direct testimonies of the deportation 
trains during the Nazi period were 
rare, making them all the more poignant. 
Nearly 45 years after the events, the 
Austrian writer and artist of Roma 
origin, Ceija Stojka, finally managed 
to represent what she experienced 
and saw in the camps of Auschwitz-
Birkenau, Ravensbrück and Bergen-
Belsen. Created after the fact and in a 
hurry, she produced nearly a thousand 
paintings over a period of only 20 
years. Her images of the conditions 
of internment and extermination of 
Jews, Roma, communists, resistance 
fighters, homosexuals, mentally ill and 
other so-called “degenerate” people 
are horrifying. 

On another note, Switzerland has 
always played a major role in the field 
of humanitarian aid, as seen in the 
photographic accounts of Werner 
Bishop, René Burri and Hans Steiner 
concerning the treatment of orphans 
who were victims of the Second World 
War. However, the end of the great 
conflicts was far from having stemmed 
the flow of refugees, exiles or emi-
grants in Europe, as the most recent 
events of our day well prove. In the 
1970s, the Swiss photographer Jean 
Mohr documented the arrival of 
migrants at the Cornavin Train Station 
in Geneva. During his school years, the 
young Hans-Rudolf Mohr was harassed 
because of his German origins. He 
changed his name and, like his father 
before him, became involved with 
organizations such as the International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the 
United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees. Inspired by this experience, 
the particularly empathetic and 
benevolent way in which he captures 
the gestures and the looks of these 
migrant workers translates with accu-
racy and intensity their hope for a bet-
ter life, as much as their self-sacrifice 
with regard to the difficulties they will 
have to overcome in the future. 

Wars, invading armies, deportations, 
exiles and humanitarian convoys have 
upset our peaceful relationship with 
the railway universe. A universal sym-
bol of freedom and opportunity, of 
development and the promotion of 
cultural values, the railway also has 
more controversial, ambiguous and 
darker hidden sides. The first one to 
come to mind is the different catego-
ries of cars that outclassed some 
and downgraded others according to 

social origin and economic power. 
There was also the segregated access 
to the station terminals and waiting 
rooms, as revealed in the 1864 paint-
ing by the Scottish painter Erskine 
Nicol, representing Irish emigrants at 
the Ballinasloe station on their way 
to Galway to embark for America. And 
then there were the workers, most 
often emigrants, who erected the 
bridges and dug the tunnels, laid the 
tracks, built the stations, repaired, 
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about from all these expeditions into 
unknown territories where trains  
play a significant role: Among Russian 
Youth (1932), Turkestan Solo: One 
Woman’s Expedition from the Tien 
Shan to the Kizil (1934), Forbidden 
Journey: From Peking to Kashmir (1937) 
and Cruises and Caravans (1951), as 
well as thousands of photographs 
precisely annotated and preciously 
preserved today at Photo Elysée. 

As Europe was shifting towards radical 
confrontations that would lead to the 
battles of the Second World War, Ella 
Maillart’s gaze, as politically commit-
ted as it was empathetic, sought to 
grasp and decipher the way in which 
populations lived, thought, created, 
exchanged and struggled to preserve 
their identity and knowledge, culture 
and beliefs. “Suddenly, I understand 
something: Paris is nothing. Neither is 
France, Europe or the Whites. Only one 
thing matters in the face of any and 
all particularities. It is the magnificent 
machine that we call the world.” Ella 
Maillart – just like Nicolas Bouvier, 
another great Swiss travel writer – 
was thus emblematic of new forms of 
reporting for which it was not so much 
a question of observing and testifying 
as of understanding and sharing other 
“ways of the world” based on what 
one perceives, experiences or feels. 
Wasn’t it Nicolas Bouvier himself who 
affirmed that one must let oneself be 
“remodeled” by the journey? 

Others would take these railroads of 
the extreme to the north, south, east 
and west, and would once again be 
astonished by what they saw. The sta-
tions and trains of other places thus 
recall railroad experiences, which, 
because of their particularity, their 
otherness and their plurality, under-
mine all our established certainties. 
The photographs of Werner Bischof, 
René Burri, Martine Franck, Rodrigo 
Moya, Françoise Nuñez and Bernard 

Plossu taken in Peru, Mexico, China, 
India, Thailand, Sri Lanka and Ethiopia 
bear witness to this phenomenon.

Today, artists like JR go even further. 
Through a multitude of artistic media, 
he upends the territories in which he 
enters by giving a face, a voice, an 
identity – if not an existence – through 
the photographic representation of 
the people who live there. JR’s trains 
are no longer anonymous or inter-
changeable, but instead reveal the 
multiplicity and richness of the people, 
in particular those of women, essential 
and yet most often forgotten.

“You think you are making a trip, but 
soon it is making you – or unmaking 
you.” (Nicolas Bouvier). In the quest 
for meaning pursued by these travel-
ing photographers, there are appar-
ent “defeats” that are true victories.

Daughter of Paul Maillart, a wealthy 
fur trader from Geneva, and Dagmar 
Klima, a Danish sportswoman, the 
writer, journalist and photographer 
Ella Maillart was, like her mother, an 
outstanding athlete in the disciplines 
of field hockey, sailing and downhill 
skiing. The world championships in 
which she regularly participated allowed 
her to travel around the world, partic-
ularly to Moscow. Her attraction to 
far-off places led her to the Caucasus 

in 1930, and then to Soviet Central Asia 
in 1932. In 1934, she convinced the 
editor of Le Petit Parisien to send her 
to Manchuria, a state created in 1932 
by the Japanese in China. There she 
met the renowned reporter of the 
Times and MI6 agent, Peter Fleming. 
Together, they embarked on an 
unprecedented journey of 6,000 kilo-
meters, from Beijing to Srinagar, a 
city in Kashmir located in northwest-
ern India. Many notable books came 
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For four years, he photographed his 
fellow travelers - the train hoppers - 
and their nomadic life: jumping from 
one train to another, crisscrossing the 
United States in a freight car, living 
with a backpack and a sleeping bag, 
sleeping on the edge of the tracks. For 
them, trains are as much a means of 
going from one place to another as a 
living space made of sensations and 
intensity, of encounters and friend-
ships, as seen in the artist’s skewed 
frames. Whereas Mike Brodie’s young 
train hoppers use moving trains, the 
homeless photographed by Andrea 
Star Reese live inside disused railway 
tunnels that they have transformed 
into makeshift homes. It is a popula-
tion that hides by necessity or by obli-
gation under the city, unless it is the 
city that hides and marginalizes them 
in its interstices. In the series Urban 
Cave (2007-2014), we discover Chuck 
and Lisa and follow them in their 
everyday activities such as returning 
home or reading a book while sitting 
on rails that are no longer in use. The 
photographer’s use of light and chiar-
oscuro echoes a sense of confinement, 
and the composition of the image 
only reinforces the isolation that 
emerges from their living conditions. 

However, disused rails can also be 
seen as a playground, as in Julien 
Beneyton’s photographs where teen-
agers are having fun on the edge of 
the “petite ceinture,” the old, aban-
doned railroad line that used to run 
around Paris. If, as we learn from the 
title of the work, a ball was lost, then 
the area around the tracks is a space 
that is available and conducive to 
fleeting moments of carefree happi-
ness, framed by overgrown bushes, bare 
trees and houses with tagged facades. 

The exhibition closes with other con-
temporary works in which the railroad 
is transformed into a path of life to be 
traveled in order to reach a wonderful 

elsewhere, as revealed in Paris at Sunrise 
(Poppy) (2013) by Olivia Bee. The lens 
accompanies a group of young adults 
along the rails at sunrise. Like a char-
acter in its own right, it follows them, 
almost interacts with them, and allows 
us to experience this bucolic early 
morning stroll with them. As for Audrey 
Nervi’s work, Which way?, D (2018), we 
can imagine an even more metaphori-
cal meaning: the tracks divide, like a 
harbinger of a decision or a choice to 
be made. The three characters emerge 
from a luminous point at the bottom 
of the canvas and move together 
towards a moment of certain change. 

Are the railroads, perhaps, the place 
where everything is possible?

Sometimes synonymous with technical 
progress and social change, other 
times instruments of war and danger-
ous machinery, railroads have also 
become places of wandering and 
oblivion, vacant spaces conducive to 
the development of alternative lives 
or refuges for people on the margins 
of our societies. In New Mexico, in 
1985, Bernard Plossu immortalized a 
freight train on the outskirts of Santa 
Fe that seems to have been left there 

and abandoned. No human traces are 
visible, only a few buildings whose func-
tion is unknown and a tarpaulin on which 
the word “EXOTIC” is printed. While 
it is unclear what this image actually 
represents, it leaves the viewer with a 
feeling of emptiness and abandonment. 

In the series by the American artist 
Mike Brodie, A Period of Juvenile 
Prosperity (2006-2009), the freight 
trains are anything but unoccupied. 
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