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126 Photography Performing Humor

Feminism, Laughter, and Photomontage: 
Comedic Effect and Grete Stern’s 
Sueños

Anna Corrigan & Susana S. Martins

During the early years of Peronism, in 1948 Buenos Aires, a surpris-
ing photographic collaborative venture was shaped on the pages of 
the popular juvenile feminine magazine Idilio. This carefully designed 
publication included numerous pieces — ranging from photo-novels 
to lifestyle tips, to appearance or behavior — that reinforced the repre-
sentations of stylized and idealized femininity proliferating during 
those years in Peronist propaganda and commercial visual culture. 
Every week between 1948 and 1951, Idilio also included a distinctive col-
umn titled “El psicoanálisis te ayudará,” later changed to “le ayudará” 
[“Psychoanalysis will help you”]. (Bertúa 2012)1 This advice column 
mobilized terms and associations from Jungian and Freudian psycho-
analysis to function as a sort of “consultorio sentimental” or agony 
aunt. (Enrique Butelman 1983 quoted in Priamo 2003: 17) The column 
consisted of a dream interpretation conducted by Professor Richard 
Rest, allegedly an American psychoanalyst who exhorted readers to 
participate, promising help with social problems, doubts, anxieties, 
self-knowledge, etc. In order to submit her dream for interpretation, a 
reader would fill out a questionnaire (answering a series of 27 questions 
on subjects ranging from her social behaviour to her biggest fears to 
her childhood) and send this to Idilio with a description of her dream. 
The analysis of selected dreams would then be published, together with 
a photomontage that seemingly illustrated the dream under considera-
tion. While the mere description of such psychoanalytic consultations 
may already strike our contemporary minds as amusing, the humorous 
aspects of this column exceed the circumstances of its publication.

“El psicoanalisís le ayudará” involved the collaboration of three in-
dividuals. Professor Richard Rest was in fact a fictional character de-
signed, and impersonated, by sociologist Gino Germani and editor 
Enrique Butelman, named after their mutual Italian friend Ricardo 
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127Feminism, Laughter, and Photomontage: Comedic Effect and Grete Stern’s Sueeos

Resta. Germani was born in Italy and fled the rise of Fascism to 
Argentina in 1934. Though he later founded the sociology department 
of the University of Buenos Aires and came to be recognized as the 
founder of modern Argentine sociology, during the time of the col-
umn’s publication Germani was academically and intellectually mar-
ginalized. (Priamo 2003: 17) Enrique Butelman studied under Carl Jung 
in Switzerland, and later founded Paidós, a publishing house special-
izing in psychoanalytic and psychological content, in Buenos Aires in 
1945. After 1957, Butelman became a principal organizer and profes-
sor of the psychology department at the University of Buenos Aires. 
(see Plotkin 1999) The column also included the crucial participation 
of the German-Argentinian visual artist Grete Stern. Stern was enlist-
ed to provide the images accompanying the published analysis of these 
dreams, and chose to do so through the medium of photomontage, pro-
ducing the artistic corpus that later became known as the Sueños series. 
(Fig. 2.16)

Although the Sueños were powerful and visually compelling compo-
sitions, they were not artistically valued at the time that they were pro-
duced, which may help to explain why half of the original images are lost. 
The only way to access the series in its entirety is through the collected 
copies of Idilio. (Priamo 2003: 18)2 Despite this, the photomontages of 

Figure 2.16

“Sueeo numero 86: 
Sueeos de fotografía,” in 
Sueños: fotomontajes 
de Grete Stern (serie com-
pleta), ed. by Luís Príamo 
(Buenos Aires: Fundación 
CEPPA, 2003). Published 
1950.
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128 Photography Performing Humor

the Sueños series have recently enjoyed renewed attention from crit-
ics and scholars in Argentina and abroad, and have been exhibited at 
institutions such as The Museum of Modern Art in New York (2015) 
and MALBA in Buenos Aires (2013), among others. Since the early 
2000s, scholars like Maud Lavin, Luis Priamo, Paula Bertúa, and Hugo 
Vezzetti have contributed significantly to understanding the series’ re-
ception and impact. (Lavin 2002; Priamo 2003; Bertúa 2012; Vezzetti 
2003) These studies point to the multitudinous possible readings of 
Grete Stern’s work. We hope to contribute to the existing considera-
tions of Stern’s work by identifying a feminist agenda presented in this 
series through the comedic character of photomontage.

Concretely, this chapter seeks to demonstrate how the Sueños series 
forges a sense of humor, enabled by the medium of photomontage, that 
challenges conventional terms of femininity in mid-century Argentina. 
In keeping with surrealist readings of this series, we argue that it does 
this by rendering the traditional unfamiliar or strange, enabling a per-
spective that frames certain conventions and ideologies as “funny.” 
While the content of Idilio, as well as the written segment of this col-
umn, reinforced a status quo that encouraged conservative standards of 
appearance, behavior, and lifestyle, the Sueños invited women to reflect 
upon (and laugh at) the terms of femininity produced and circulated 
in popular visual culture at the time.3 The type of laughter these imag-
es invite is significant beyond just the scope of this column, historical 
moment, and the medium of photomontage. Indeed, it reveals how fe-
male-ness is formed and performed at the level of visual culture, thus 
asserting the possibility for an alternative to conventional presenta-
tions or performances of womanhood.

Political and Feminist Potentials of Photomontage

Though the inclusion of photomontage in a lowbrow feminine mag-
azine such as Idilio may seem unprecedented, in 1948 the medium it-
self was far from new. Authors like Mia Fineman importantly place 
photo montage in a tradition of photographic fabrication that is as 
old as photography itself. (Fineman 2012) However, classic studies on 
the topic, such as Dawn Ades’ Photomontage, tend to highlight how 
photo montage has been mostly an avant-garde practice, represented 
by well-known figures like John Heartfield and Georges Grosz. More 
specifically, Ades states that the artistic and political applications of 
photomontage became especially significant just after the end of the 
First World War, around 1916, when the Berlin Dadaists began to intro-
duce photographs and fragments of newsprint or magazine clippings 
into their work. (Ades 1986: 12) At this point, the technique involved 
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129Feminism, Laughter, and Photomontage: Comedic Effect and Grete Stern’s Sueeos

an emphasis on “the comic arrangement of photographs” and “the sub-
versive potential of the medium.” (Ades 1986: 14)

Photomontage was not new to Grete Stern either. Though her ca-
reer began years after the height of the Dadaist movement in Berlin, 
Stern was clearly aware of the political legacy of photomontage that 
foregrounded her work. In her lecture entitled “Apuntes sobre foto-
montaje,” delivered in 1967 at an exhibition opening of her work at the 
Foto Club Argentina, she refers to the significance of photomontage 
in Dadaist and surrealist movements in Berlin. She states, “photo-
graphers were not the first to play this game [the disassembling and 
reassembling of images] with photographs.. but fine artists who were 
involved in the Dadaist and Surrealist movements.” (Stern 2003: 31) 
George Grosz, John Heartfield, Man Ray and André Breton are all 
mentioned by name in her speech.

Stern was personally acquainted with the Berlin art 
scene referenced in this speech. As a young woman, 
she lived in Berlin, where she studied photomontage 
for two years under Bauhaus photographer Walter 
Peterhans. It was also there that she, together with Ellen 
Auerbach, opened the commercial photography studio 
ringl + pit in 1929. (Mandelbaum 1995) Until 1933, the 
two produced humorous and inventive advertising im-
ages for products directed at women that undermined 
many codes of commercial production: these were typ-
ically cut-up assemblages of objects, mannequins, and 
silhouettes that simultaneously addressed the masquerade of feminin-
ity and critiqued the consumer culture of Weimar Germany. (Fig. 2.17) 
Despite the limited commercial success of these pictures, they offered 
an ironic take on femininity and consumerism, and granted the authors 
a certain amount of recognition in artistic and avant-garde circles. In 
1933, for instance, ringl + pit won first prize at the Deuxième Exposition 
International de la Photographie et du Cinéma in Brussels, for the poster 
advertising Komol hair treatment. (Béatrice Didier 2015)

These advertising images, ultimately designed to sell a product, re-
veal a parody of the female subject consumed by her own emancipation 
and/or emancipated only through commercial consumption. In her 
book Clean New World, Maud Lavin points out how, in the German 
advertising culture in which the ringl + pit studio functioned, women 
were typically represented as empowered either through the consump-
tion of commodity objects or through their representation as commod-
ity objects themselves. “Advertising images were complex representa-
tions of the anxieties and desires concerning new identities for women... 
In these ads, women were addressed as ‘empowered’ buyers, but often 
only insofar as their power was limited to purchasing products that 

Figure 2.17

ringl+pit, Petrole Hahn 
(1931-33).
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would enable them to construct themselves — through make-up, 
shampoo, powder — as exchangeable objects, commodities.” (Lavin 
2002: 51) The advertising images of ringl + pit poke fun at this confla-
tion of woman and commodity, calling into question the phenomenon 
of the female consumer who buys while being sold as a product herself.

In 1933, Stern fled the rise of National Socialism in Germany and 
the activity of ringl + pit was consequently halted. She first traveled 
to London, where she married the Argentine photographer Horacio 
Coppola in 1935. In the following year, the two settled in Buenos Aires, 
where Stern lived and worked until her death in 1999. Her European 
background and experience may help to explain why, today, Grete 
Stern is considered one of Argentina’s most important and influential 
photographers and is often credited, together with her husband, with 
bringing modernist photography to the country. The Sueños series she 
came to produce for Idilio, albeit conceptually and contextually diver-
gent from the images of ringl + pit, drew on several aspects already 
present in her earlier work. The Sueños not only activated a related 
photo graphic language, but also similarly explored the conflicting forc-
es emerging from the desire to both perform and disrupt social con-
ventions of femininity. Overall, though, the scope of the work Stern 
produced over her lifetime testifies to her ability to see beyond the 
frame of the national, cultural, and social spaces she occupied. As a mi-
grant female artist in the mid-20th century, Stern’s work reflected the 
worlds she inhabited from a critical distance. The photomontages she 
produced in both Berlin and Buenos Aires deconstructed the tropes as-
sociated with femininity propagated by the mainstream visual culture 
of each city and historical moment through parody and play.

Comedic Effect and Visual Incongruity

This chapter aims to investigate the presence and function of humor 
staged in the Sueños series by analyzing some of the individual photo-
graphic montages more closely. Before doing so, however, it should be 
noted that this series of images — produced by someone with an artistic 
background for a mainstream magazine — could easily reawaken old 
debates about the non/artistic properties of photography. Yet, for Grete 
Stern, who was fully aware of the central role photography played in 
realms that transcended both fine art and commercial circulation, such 
discussions were dismissed as useless. As she articulated some years af-
ter the series’ publication, “to discuss whether or not photography is a 
fine art seems like a waste of time, because the domain of definitions is 
infinite, worn-out and constantly changing. No definition can deny the 
significance of photography to the social, political, and expressive life of 
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man today.” (Stern 2003: 30) Accordingly, 
in the Sueños, her use of photography as 
a powerful visual language clearly worked 
beyond this division of art and life, and was 
more concerned with creating a humorous, 
alternate language for feminist futurity, to 
borrow a concept from Tina M. Campt’s 
book Listening to Images. (Campt 2017)

In the images she produced weekly for 
the pages of Idilio, Grete Stern resumed 
her pioneering approach to photo montage. 
(Fig. 2.18) Surrealist in style and enig-
matically funny in nature, these compo-
sitions continued a long tradition uniting 
Surrealism with the domain of the oneiric. 
Moreover, they were an ingenuous solu-
tion to the question of how to illustrate the 
dream interpretations of Professor Rest 
while also visually portraying a process of 
free association that was integral to the 
deciphering of dreams. In a note on her 
technique, Stern describes photomontage’s ability to represent the 
uncanny by reproducing a credible relationship between dissimilar 
objects or constructing unlikely scenarios. “A distorted perspective 
will always give the effect of the uncertain or the implausible.” (Stern 
2003: 29) Even though Stern usually drew a preliminary diagram to or-
ganize the different photographic elements that would form the final 
montage, she highlights that her decision was ultimately more visual 
than intellectual. This might have been the case because Gino Germani 
frequently set the compositional standards of the images, and stipulat-
ed how the dreams were to be illustrated: “Before I began my work, 
Germani and I spoke about the interpretation. Generally, Germani 
would request a certain layout: that the image should be horizontal or 
vertical, or with a foreground that is darker than the background...other 
times he would tell me that the figure should be doing this or that, or he 
insisted that I include floral or animal elements in the image.” (Stern 
2003: 29) Despite the specific instructions she received, Stern’s images 
would consistently play with or undermine the content of the written 
analysis provided by Germani and Butelman.

In addressing the comedic effect of Stern’s Sueños, the fact that she 
received explicit direction from Germani is particularly interesting, as 
working under such decisive constraints may have stimulated or influ-
enced the humorous strategy of her dream representations. Moreover, 
considering how closely Stern and Germani collaborated, the frequent 

Figure 2.18

“Sueeo numero 36: Los 
sueeos de absurdos,” in 
Sueños: fotomontajes 
de Grete Stern (serie 
completa), ed. by Luís 
Príamo (Buenos Aires: 
Fundación CEPPA, 2003). 
Published 1949.
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contrasts and contradictions between the written and visual compo-
nents of this column are all the more notable. As Paula Bertúa points 
out, “while the verbal element reinforced — through the perspective 
of a medical/psychoanalytic hygienicism — the most traditional ste-
reotypes of femininity, the visual element of the photomontages un-
dermines this model with a critical and ironic gaze.” (Bertúa 2008: 19) 
Through the subversion of Rest’s analysis, these photomontages deci-
sively convert the conservative, moralizing and formulaic approach to 
femininity present in Idilio into a photographic joke.

Curiously enough, the conditions of comedic effect are parallel to 
the practice of photomontage, in that interrupting, fragmenting, or 
scrambling the viewer’s expectations serve to overturn convention 
and meaning. By juxtaposing elements of incompatible scale, or ob-
jects originating from different contexts in the same scene, “a good 
photomontage has,” in the words of George Lukács, “the same sort of 
effect as a good joke.” (Lukács 1980: 43) This, of course, is not the case 
with every photomontage. Many other examples — from 19th-century 
combination printing developed by Rejlander or Peach Robinson, to 
tactics of photographic manipulation and falsification often used in au-
thoritarian regimes — function differently. In these cases, the process 
of photo graphic manipulation was meant to be imperceptible, convey-
ing a case of myth masquerading as fact. In the modernist avant-garde 
mode of photomontage, however, the image is invested in displaying 
the illusion of this masquerade, emphasizing, sometimes quite cen-
trally, the process of fabrication that is present in the construction of 
the image. As John Berger points out, in a photomontage “appearanc-
es themselves are suddenly showing us how they deceive us.” (Berger 
2001: 186) In this way, the photomontage possesses the ability to crit-
ically reflect upon its own content. Because “the natural continuities 
within which these things normally exist have been broken, and be-
cause they have now been arranged to transmit an unexpected message, 
we are made conscious of the arbitrariness of their continuous normal 
message.” (Berger 2001: 185) The distance and fragmentation that are 
so essential to the political function of the photomontage also imbue 
the medium with great potential for a distinctly humorous effect.

Modernist photomontage practices of fragmentation destabilize 
accepted norms, producing incoherent, illogical or absurd effects. 
Comparably, the incongruity theory of humor holds that “what is key to 
comic amusement is a deviation from some presupposed norm — that 
is to say, an anomaly or an incongruity relative to some framework gov-
erning the ways in which we think the world is or should be.” (Carroll 
2014: 17) That which deviates from the norm is always potentially co-
medic, according to the circumstances under which we encounter this 
deviation. Because humor “is primarily a source of social information 
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about the norms that govern the cultures we inhabit — the cultures 
that are us,” and because through laughter we confront these given 
norms, jokes can be understood as a type of social intervention and 
criticism. (Carroll 2014: 76) When we laugh, we laugh as members of 
a group with a shared vocabulary. In order for a joke to have comedic 
effect, it must be received by a particular community who are subject 
to the rules governing the social expectation that is altered, ignored, or 
disregarded in the joke. “Our converging laughter serves as a signal to 
each and all of us that we are bound together by shared assumptions.” 
(Carroll 2014: 76) In this way, comedy has the potential to forge com-
munity amongst individuals laughing at the shared set of rules or cir-
cumstances they are subject to.

What’s so Funny? A Closer Look at Three Sueños

The incongruity of Stern’s pictures creates the potential for a doubling 
of meaning: on the one hand, it challenges the norms of conventional 
femininity presented in the magazine Idilio. On the other, it disrupts 
and diverges from the moralizing discourse forged by Professor Rest. 
As a result, Stern’s composition is a form of suggesting the possibility 
for personal transformation and social change. The incongruity theo-
ry describes comedic effect as a probable result when deviating from 
a “governing framework.” In turn, Henri Bergson’s theory of humor, 
as described by Martin Shuster, argues that comedic effect takes place 
when certain rigidities that result from our behaving according to con-
vention are pointed out. (Shuster 2013) A joke — in this case a visual 
one — reveals the conventions and the expectations that dominate a 
personality or behavior at any given time. Shuster claims that laughter 
serves to correct the imbalance of convention by illuminating how one 
is, in any given moment, too fixed or rigid in the roles one performs.4 In 
Stern’s Sueños, one can also observe the performative, unexpected el-
ements of refusal that humorously challenge rigidities of social behav-
iors and expectations. Given how incongruent Grete Stern’s Sueños 
appear to be in both form and content, it is vital to further interrogate 
what specific norms and expectations these images are actually sub-
verting. What are the codes and conventions disrupted here to frame 
images as laughable? In what follows, we discuss this question and ana-
lyze a few individual photomontages in greater detail.

In 1948, two years after the political rise of Juan Domingo Perón and 
in the first year of the Sueños’ publication, Argentina experienced rapid 
economic growth and an influx of rural populations into city centers, 
especially Buenos Aires. (Horowitz 2012) Such changes in social mo-
bility and economic distribution inspired profound transformation in 

LUP LGS Photography Performing Humor.indb   133 19/02/2019   09:26

Reprint from 'Photography Performing Humor'  -  ISBN 978 94 6270 165 6  -  © Leuven University Press, 2019



134 Photography Performing Humor

the urban centers of Argentina, especially in regard to the position of 
women in society. (Bertúa 2010) Through the 1940s, and increasingly 
with Eva Perón’s growing popularity from 1946, standards of beauty 
and appearance shifted towards an image of the professional, happy, 
active and educated woman; these images of modernity defined new 
standards of beauty and feminine performance, and also created new 
roles for women to fill. (see also Newman 1990) Images of women 
engaged in both domestic and professional activities dominated: “In 
posters and illustrations, in newspapers and magazines, images prolif-
erated that showed conventional representations of women taking care 
of their children, their husband, or as high-powered professionals in 
the modern, industrialized world, taking advantage of their newly-won 
civil and political rights.” (Bertúa 2010: 9)

Idilio was a product of its time. Directed at the newly emergent urban 
middle class of Argentina, this popular magazine sought to reflect the 
anxieties of the “mujer moderna,” overburdened with her obligations to 
occupy the role of political actor, professional, 
wife and mother. The analysis provided in “El 
psicoanálisis le ayudará” incorporated many 
of the social codes that enforced these con-
ventional expectations of women. (Vezzetti 
2003: 149) In some readings, the column pro-
moted a picture of traditional femininity and 
domesticity: “In the network of relationships 
and dependencies that surround the life of 
these women there is always a husband, a boy-
friend, or a father at the center of the conflict. 
And any advice given about love adheres to a 
strict sexual morality.” (Vezzetti 2003: 154) 
Stern’s images, however, employ the symbols 
and iconography circulated by cultural and 
political institutions (such as domestic appli-
ances, the figure of the baby, or the style and 
fashion worn by many of the dreamers) to first 
define a picture of acceptable feminine behav-
ior and then visually reimagine the narratives 
constructed around this picture.5

In one of the photomontages (Fig. 2.19), we see a woman in the 
act of ironing what appears to be a miniature, flattened man wearing 
a wrinkled shirt. She cradles his limp figure in one hand and with the 
other passes an iron over his legs, in front of his genitals. Though the 
woman’s face and head are not included in the image, her clothing style, 
jewelry and the iron she holds suggest an upper-middle context, much 
like those in which Stern’s protagonists typically appear. Her long 

Figure 2.19

“Sueeo numero 93: 
Sueeos de conflictos ma-
trimoniales,” in Sueños: 
fotomontajes de Grete 
Stern (serie completa), ed. 
by Luís Príamo (Buenos 
Aires: Fundación CEPPA, 
2003). Published 1950.
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checkered skirt is very pragmatic; she wears the modest clothing of 
a housewife. The hand that grasps the iron wears a bracelet and ring. 
The male figure is pictured upside-down on the ironing board and his 
gaze is directed away from the viewer. He is held by his wife’s hand but 
appears to turn away from her slightly, as though lazily struggling to 
escape her grip. In Stern’s illustration, the husband is a thin piece of 
material pressed against the ironing board and held between his wife’s 
two fingers, as lifeless as a puppet or prop.

Because the magazine did not publish the descriptions of the dreams 
originally sent in by the readers, one can only guess at their content 
through Professor Richard Rest’s printed response. In this case, he de-
scribes the domestic duties carried out by the dreamer as “a symbol of 
the home life and the tranquility and peace of the family.” (Richard Rest 
quoted in Priamo 2003: 137) As opposed to these peaceful and tranquil 
associations, however, the act of ironing here supposedly implies the 
deep turmoil this young wife experiences in her marriage. Rest looks 
to the definition of “planchar” (to iron), or “to smooth something out, 
remove the creases or crinkles, to leave something in the necessary con-
ditions for it to be used comfortably.” Thus, he concludes that a lack of 
mutual understanding is at the root of this imagery. “There was asper-
ity between them, and this is exactly what the wife seeks to remove.” 
According to this analysis, the act of ironing symbolizes the wife’s de-
sire to smooth out the creases in her relationship. Stern’s visual inter-
pretation, however, suggests another reading.

In ironing out her husband, the wife seeks to remove the “wrinkles” 
in her relationship by carrying out her domestic duties and adhering to 
her role as wife and homemaker. The strategic placement of the iron 
over the man’s genitals, though, suggests that the housewife is symbol-
ically castrating her husband. The iron in her hand becomes a phallus, 
positioned as a sort of punch line to the conflict of the unhappy house-
wife. The symbolic weight lent to the act of ironing is converted into a 
cartoonish illustration of the tensions involved in the domestic dynam-
ics between husband and wife. The housewife is depicted as a home-
maker/castrator, violently ironing out the wrinkles in her marriage to 
be found upon her husband’s flat physique. While Rest’s analysis sug-
gests the explanation of the dream is as logical as the seamless relation 
between domestic chores and the peace and tranquility of the home, in 
Stern’s illustration this equivalence between household appliances and 
domestic tranquility plays out as darkly comedic. Though only pictured 
from the waist down, the dreamer appears as the dominating, decisive 
force in fate of her relationship. The husband, like the tranquil home 
life ensured by the dreamer’s domestic diligence, is represented as an 
unsubstantial and “thin” fantasy. In Stern’s montage, this domestic 

LUP LGS Photography Performing Humor.indb   135 19/02/2019   09:26

Reprint from 'Photography Performing Humor'  -  ISBN 978 94 6270 165 6  -  © Leuven University Press, 2019



136 Photography Performing Humor

drama plays out as a humorous criticism of the su-
perficiality of the roles allotted to husband and wife.

In a different image, one of the Sueños de muñecos 
in the series, the figure of a chubby baby in the fore-
ground, arms outstretched and advancing on the 
female protagonist, dominates the frame of the im-
age. (Fig. 2.20) The dreamer stands at a distance, re-
coiling and clutching her hands over her face. She is 
pictured in formal, modest clothing. At first glance, 
the image could be a still from a noir film: two tall, 
shadowy walls enclose the anguished dreamer, as an 
insurmountable threat bears down on the protago-
nist. In this case, the threat is an oversized baby, with 
a mass and height equal to hers. Both figures face 
each other on a narrow sidewalk. In her dream, the 
subject encountered this doll and felt simultaneously 
drawn to and repulsed by it.

This scene of terror and anguish is punctuated by a sense of the ab-
surd: the baby, the embodiment of harmlessness need, inspires a terror 
in the dreamer that seems overstated and incongruous given the situa-
tion. However, in the photomontage it is evident that it is the pressure 
of maternity and motherhood this dreamer recoils from. The image of 
a person recoiling from a baby, perhaps even a doll, may at first seem 
silly. Yet, even a baby can be frightening. One possible reading of this 
scene is related to the pressure to bear and raise children that wom-
en faced under the renewed emphasis on the family under Peronism. 
Stern represents this anxiety and societal pressure surrounding mater-
nity and motherhood through distorted parody.

The “monster” in question (an animated baby doll the dreamer is 
both attracted to and repulsed by) is terrifying in its need for and pur-
suit of the dreamer. The humor in this photomontage resides in the 
dreamer’s seemingly inappropriate fear when confronted with the 
figure of an apparently harmless, yet disproportionate baby doll. Here, 
it is clear that “incongruity does not involve only a play with spatial 
dimensions.” (Kaplan 2017: 16) The perceived incongruity reveals the 
expectations held by the viewer surrounding how a woman fitting a 
certain profile should react to a baby reaching out to her, namely with 
care and affection. Through exaggeration, we experience a direct con-
tradiction or deflation of this expectation that again holds a tragicomic 
result. The photomontage is at once sympathetic and empowering: the 
dreamer, instead of cowering and refusing to face this monster, must 
confront and identify the true source of her anguish.

Finally, in a third image titled Los sueños de reminiscencias, a young 
girl swoons outside a stark concrete building. (Fig. 2.21) Above her, a 

Figure 2.20

“Sueeo numero 39: Los 
sueeos de mueecos,” in 
Sueños: fotomontajes 
de Grete Stern (serie 
completa), ed. by Luís 
Príamo (Buenos Aires: 
Fundación CEPPA, 2003). 
Published 1949.
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man dressed in a suit and tie reaches his arms out 
of an upstairs window and looks down to her. She 
stands on a ground of jagged, loose rock. The sky 
visible above the top of the house looks stormy and 
dark. The cubic, almost windowless structure over-
whelms the frame of the image, and in its center is a 
net, which seems to fall from the man’s outstretched 
arms and onto the young girl. The dreamer is pic-
tured as literally trapped in romantic entanglement. 
Interestingly enough, this scene can be read as a 
subversion of the standard narratives of romance 
and courtship, riffing on iconic balcony scenes in 
love stories, such as that of Romeo and Juliet. In 
the photomontage, gender roles are reversed as the 
woman stands beneath the window reaching above 
her toward the object of her affection: the man at the 
balcony. Stern’s image proposes that as long as the 
dreamer’s liberation lies within her inflated expecta-
tions of romantic love, she is already ensnared.

In Richard Rest’s analysis, he easily concludes that the dream refers 
to long lost love. The concrete structure represents the house from 
her adolescence with a young man in it whom she has long associated 
with friendship and affection. As Rest reports, “once again we see here 
how the unconscious reveals the true significance behind a relation-
ship.” (Richard Rest quoted in Priamo 2003: 120) In this passage and 
elsewhere, Rest positions the subconscious as a kind of authority who 
reveals the truth behind these dreams. The house contains no doors 
or windows, other than the one through which the dreamer sees her 
friend. Equating the house (according to Rest, “a typically feminine 
symbol”) with the dreamer’s adolescence or youth, Rest concludes that 
the dreamer is being told by her unconscious to return to her youth and 
confront her romantic love for her friend. While Rest’s analysis sticks 
closely to the formula of a storybook romance, Stern’s image propos-
es an alternative interpretation. The centrally placed net that is about 
to fall directly onto the dreamer is mentioned nowhere in Rest’s text. 
In fact, Rest describes the dreamer “dancing in front of the house of 
her adolescence” with no reference to the net that is pictured in Stern’s 
illustration as about to ensnare her. The home is nightmarish and un-
welcoming. However, the dreamer seems entirely unaware of these 
hostile surroundings: she and the man in the window wear placid, smil-
ing expressions.

In this example, the dreamer is pictured as oblivious to the confine-
ment in her future. The photomontage can be read as a foreboding 
depiction of what awaits the dreamer if she were to take Rest’s advice. 

Figure 2.21

“Sueeo numbero 22: 
Sueeos de reminis-
cencias,” in Sueños: 
foto montajes de Grete 
Stern (serie completa), ed. 
by Luís Príamo (Buenos 
Aires: Fundación CEPPA, 
2003). Published 1949.
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The comedic effect of this dream’s visual analysis resides in its subtle 
but clear subversion of the fairytale romance that is predicted by the 
written analysis. The photomontage warns the dreamer of the unrealis-
tic expectations Rest encourages her to adopt, expressed as a trap she is 
dancing straight into. The subtle reversal of conventional gender roles 
and expectations pictured here contributes to the comedic effect of this 
image. The dreamer’s obliviousness increases this comedic effect, em-
phasizing the incongruity of the lovers’ expressions and the situation in 
which they find themselves.

Photographic Humor as Fugitivity

In their effort to undermine convention, Grete Stern’s Sueños can be 
interpreted as an artistic operation wherein humor is used as a political 
device that articulates alternative possibilities for conceiving of female 
subjectivity. Moreover, Stern meaningfully addresses the complicated 
sexual politics of Surrealism — a movement saturated with an eroticiz-
ing male gaze that often contradicted the principles of agency and free-
dom integral to the movement’s very ideology. In fact, as Jo Anna Isaak 
has pointed out, in this male-dominated movement where women 
are simultaneously celebrated and excluded, “the role for women was 
that of agent or sexually liberal muse, not fellow revolutionary.” (Isaak 
1996: 192) In this context, it is all the more significant to see how Stern, 
like many other women artists working closely with Surrealist circles 
(from Meret Oppenheim to Claude Cahun), employed comedic effect 
as an efficient tool of feminist intervention.

The fact that most contributions made by female artists to the 
Surrealist movement have remained largely absent from the move-
ment’s official recorded history may not be surprising. In this chapter, 
however, our intention is not to unveil the silent history of Stern’s pe-
culiar project, but rather to suggest how the Sueños may crucially par-
ticipate in critical revisions of the role of women artists in the Surrealist 
movement. In feminist reinterpretations, Surrealism becomes a plat-
form from which to question conventional and commercial terms of 
womanhood. In the book Mirror Images: Women, Surrealism and Self-
Representation, Whitney Chadwick describes how the Surrealist move-
ment offered women the possibility to “escape what they perceived 
as the inhibiting confines of middle-class marriage, domesticity, and 
motherhood.” (Chadwick 1998: 5) This movement’s resistance to the 
conditions set by middle-class convention inspired artworks that con-
sider femininity a category defined by social and cultural institutions. 
As Chadwick notes, the works of female Surrealist artists are concerned 
with “a self-consciousness about social constructions of femininity as 
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surface and image, a tendency toward the phantasmic and oneiric, a 
preoccupation with psychic powers assigned to the feminine, and an 
embrace of doubling, masking, and/or masquerade as defense against 
fears of non-identity.” (Chadwick 1998: 6) The Sueños share with this 
feminist Surrealism a treatment of the feminine as artifice or masquer-
ade, and it constitutes an example of how the oneiric landscape can be-
come political terrain.

In accordance with the Freudian description of humor as not re-
signed but rebellious, comedic strategies played a decisive role in this 
artistic intervention, as the case of Grete Stern’s Sueños well demon-
strates. Jo Anna Isaak’s book The Revolutionary Power of Women’s 
Laughter considers how laughter serves as a platform of social and po-
litical analysis in feminist art. Feminist art is understood in this con-
text not to be a homogenizing category, but rather “an agency of in-
tervention — an ongoing activity of pluralizing, destabilizing, baffling 
any centered discourse.” (Isaak 1996: 4) Given this impulse to desta-
bilize and “baffle” social convention, laughter appears as an appro-
priate method of intervention into the “centered” discourse of male- 
dominated art movements. As Isaak argues, “in providing libidinal 
gratification, laughter can also provide an analytic for understanding 
the relationships between the social and the symbolic while allowing us 
to imagine these relationships differently.” (Isaak 1996: 5)

Though Stern never explicitly elaborated on the function of hu-
mor in this series, her photomontages as a whole consistently cri-
tiqued the place of women in society through parody, calling attention 
to the rigidity of convention. The political force of the Sueños series 
thus depends upon this critical and collectivizing power of laughter, 
which functioned as a kind of counter-propaganda, revisiting George 
Orwell’s idea that every joke is a tiny revolution. As Paula Bertúa high-
lighted, the dreams depicted in the photomontages “are not individual 
but collective.” (Bertúa 2008: 13) The fact that the series was originally 
destined not for the art world but for a popular magazine expands the 
nature and intensifies the impact of Stern’s images. Not only because it 
reached a wider audience, but also because it challenged, from within, 
the institutional framework of the feminine magazine wherein these 
pictures were published.

In conclusion, the Sueños series is a productive example of a kind of 
feminist vision that uses laughter as a subversive strategy, or a “mode of 
dissent against established authority.” (Kaplan 2017: 76) Furthermore, 
Stern’s pictures for the psychoanalytic column make clear how laugh-
ter itself is a process of analysis. It allows us to imagine new or differ-
ent relationships between the “social and the symbolic” and the codes 
that define constructions of behavior, circulation, and performances of 
womanhood. Given its insubordinate quality, humor may function as a 
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site of empowerment for whoever is laughing. According to this under-
standing, laughter also becomes a strategy for imagining female agency 
in a misogynistic culture or society.6 Similarly, Stern’s photomontages 
crucially disrupted the terms of the female subjection that these practic-
es — of the magazine as a whole and of Richard Rest’s inter pretations 
in particular—were designed to create and arrest. Moreover, they also 
offered its viewers the power to imagine and perform (in the present) 
a different future, a future that has not happened yet, but must. Thus 
conveying aspirations of mobility, agency and freedom, Grete Stern’s 
Sueños are much more than unusual photographic illustrations of wom-
en’s dreams; they are profound images of fugitivity.7

Notes

1. “La sección comenzó llamandose ‘El psicoanálisis 
te ayudará.’ A partir del décimo número ese título 
fue reemplazado por ‘El psicoanálisis le ayudará.’ El 
cambio de pronombre, que denota mayor formalidad 
en la apelación a los destinatarios probablemente 
estuvo motivado por la voluntad a convocar no sólo 
a un público lector juvenil, sino a la franja etaria 
adulta.” (Bertúa 2012: 42). [The section was first called 

‘Psychoanalysis will help you’ [informal]. After the 
tenth issue that title was replaced by ‘Psychoanalysis 
will help you’ [formal]. The change of pronoun, which 
signifies greater formality in the address to the readers, 
was probably motivated by a desire to speak to not only 
a juvenile readership, but also an adult age bracket.] [all 
translations are ours]

2. “Only a bit more than half of the complete works of 
the Sueños are known. The only way of accessing this 
collection is through printouts of the copies of Idilio... 
Two thirds of the complete production of the Sueños 
have no second generation negatives that would enable 
the production of an excellent photographic copy 
today.” (Priamo: 2003: 18)

3. “The photomontages hugely exceeded their original 
motivation and turned into a rebellious authentication 
that staged the oneiric fantasies of the readers, but 
which also undermined the verbal discourse with 

operations of diversion, questioning, irony, and con-
frontation.” (Bertúa 2012: 25)

4. “One perhaps focuses on one convention to the 
detriment of others, thereby instantiating rigid action. 
One becomes too much a fire marshal (as in Jim 
Carrey’s famous character on In Living Color) or too 
little a rational agent (as in various varieties of slap-
stick). Amusement is the recognition, social in nature, 
of this occurrence, and laughter its result.” (Shuster 
2013: 622)

5. “Stern appropriated and reelaborated areas of 
artistic iconography and rewrote, through visual 
configuration, stories constructed about the woman.” 
(Bertúa 2010: 14)

6. Isaak, citing Bakhtin’s Rabelais and his World, notes, 
“in the course of his writing a history of laughter, 
Bakhtin reveals not just that women have historically 
been aligned with the popular comic tradition, but that 
they have a political stake in this site of insurrection.” 
(Isaak 1996: 19)

7. This work was supported by FCT Portugal – 
Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia under projects 
SFRH/BPD/79102/2011, UID/PAM/00417/2013 and 
PTDC/CPC-HAT/4533/2014.
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