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Lectures

Three evening lectures at The Museum of Modemn Art will explore
the fundamental transformations in artistic value and pictorial syn-
tax in the nineteenth century that led to the invention of photog-
raphy and laid the foundations of modern art.

—Tuesday, May 12, 8:15 EM. Peter Galassi, Director of the
Exhibition and Associate Curator, Department of Photography,
The Museum of Modern Art

— Monday, May 18, 8:15 EM. Robert Rosenblum, Professor of
Fine Arts, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University

—Tuesday, May 26, 8:15 kM. Kirk Varnedoe, Associate Professor,
Institute of Fine Arts, Mew York University

Tickets for cach lecture are $4, Members $3, students with current
identification $2.¢o. Tickets are available at the Lobby Intormarion
Desk or through the mail by sending a stamped, self-addressed
envelope with payment to the Department of Education, The
Muscum of Modern Art, 11 West 53 Street, New York, New York
1oo19. The exhibition will be open to ticket-holders at 6:30 BM.
prior to cach lecture.

Gallery Talks

Informal talks on the exhibition will be given by graduate students
in art history. Consult the schedule at the Lobby Information Desk.

Publication

Photographer unknown. Tramtphal Estry of the Bavarian Army into
Muemich, 1871. Albumen-silver print from a glass negative, 8% x 7% in.
Lunn Gallery, Washington, DLC.

Front pael:

John Constable, Study of the Trank of an Elm Tree, ¢ 1821 (2). il on
paper, 12 ¥ 9% in. Vicaoria and Albert Museum, London

Before Photography: Painting and the Invention of Photography by
Peter Galassi, Director of the Exhibition and Associate Curaror,
Department of Photography, The Museum of Modern Art. Intro-
ductory essay with 38 reference illustrations; 82 plates, nine in
color, reproducing every work in the exhibition; catalogue contain-
ing biographies of the painters and photographers in the exhibition
and comments on the plates; annotated bibliography. 152 pages.
Published by The Museum of Modern Art, New York; distribured
by New York Graphic Society, Boston. Clothbound, $22.50 (Mem-
bers, $16.87); paperbound, $12.50 (Members, $9.37). Special price
for paperbound book during exhibition, $10.00 (Members, 37.50);
available only in the Museum Storcs.

This exhibition has been organized with the aid of a grant from the
Mational Endowment for the Arts.

BiEZE ©OREE
PiH O% @G REEATP SE =Y

Painting and the Invention of Photography

The Museum of Modern Art, NMew York
May o= July 5, 1981



PHOTOGRAPHY WAS INVENTED in the early nineteenth century by
four or five individuals working independently of each other. The
invention was announced publicly in 1839, Why was photography
invented, and why ar thar particular time? The conventional
answers to these questions concentrate on the technical aspects of
photography and on earlier mechanical aids to art. One result of
this approach is that photography is gencrally regarded as a
mechanical intruder upon art — an outsider that proceeded to dis-

rupt the course of painting. This exhibition is designed to show that

the invention of photography was, rather, a natural development in

ERC ITECE O CHICTI F'I'Ell'.l-rlﬂl .1I1'

“The u]tlmatc roots of photography, both technical and artistic, lie
in the fifteenth-century invention of lincar perspective. Thart earlier
invention adopred vision as the sole basis of representation: every |
perspective picture shows its subject from a particular point of
vicw, at a particular moment. Initially, painters embraced perspec- '
tive as a tool of rational compasition. Only gradually did they
develop formal strategies capable of suggesting the immediacy and
relativity of everyday visual experience; only after centurics of
experiment did they come to value pictures that seem to be caught

¢ the eye rather than composed by the mind. This gradual trans-
I'crmau-:rﬁ'ii‘l‘ﬁ'iﬂﬁ"al’-:lr1tcg'. MHM1IEE rc':-.‘hod maturity in

p*lm:-;n. shared the 4.::unu|.|mu_'ﬁ.|l. art was m:l a whn.l-: nf mhc:_r_lmj_,

public thetoric bt ¥ medion of individual perceptions of the

Jean- Antoine- Théodore Baron Gudin. Sailtng Slip on the Se, 185739, Uil
on paper, mounted on pancl, 15% = 25% in. Kunsthalle, Bremen

b\

world, With this conviction came the conception of the picture not
as a synthetic, stable whaole but as a chosen aspect of a larger, vari-
able visual field.

The medium of photography, which cannot compose, would have
been poorly suited to the Renaissance art of logical composition;
but it was perfectly suited to the new artistic outlook of the
nincteenth century. The paintings and drawings in this exhibition_
show: that the new outlook began to emerge not 1[|4.r the invention
of photography, as a 1..|:::r'|‘_.-|.J_I1..IIL1. but before it, as a catalyst.

These works, made in the half- = Ceniury before 18 39, l‘vl:'pl'l:'-l.lll: one
aspect of advanced pictorial experiment in Europe in the carly
nineteenth century. They are landscapes and views of architecture,
and many of them are sketches, painted out of doors and never
intended for exhibition. As private studies or public pictures devoid
of traditional human themes, the pictures share an independence
from inherited standards of public art. For this reason, they con-
stiture a domain of relative anistic freedom and thus form an

important guide to changing artistic norms. Against the back-

ground of carlicr art, the works present a tentative but profoundly
original sense of pictorial order, based on a heretical concem for the

- visual aspect of the most humble things.

Arcund 1800 other branches of painting were rapidly changing
as well. Bur the emergence of the artistic outlook that we now asso-
ciate with photography is most striking in these lirtle landscapes.
Together thet display a new and essentially modem pictorial syntax
of immediate, synoptic perceptions and discontinuous, unexpected
forms. It is-the syntax of an art devoted to the singular and con-
tingent rather than the universal 1nd stable. It is also :h-: syntax of

pﬁumgr*tphy

“They take the dictionary of art for art itself; they copy a word
from the dictionary, believing they are copying a poem. But a poem
can never be copied; it has to be composed. Thus, they open a win-
dow, and the whole space contained in the rectangle of that window
— [FCCS, 1.]-:3. d house — assumes for them the value of a geady-
made " Thus Charles Baudelaire described — in words thar
could aisu apply to the paintings and drawings in this exhibiton —
the pictarial strategy of the landscape painters who exhibited at the
Salon of 1859,

As Baudelaire’s disdain implies, the new pictorial strategy had not
yet become an unquestioned norm of art. It was, however, an un-
avoidable condition of photography. Instead of a blank plane, on

Gustave Le Gray, Beech Tree, €. 1855-57. Albumen-silver pring from a glass
negative, 12%1e % 15%0e in. Privare collection

which to compaose, the photographer began with the varied and
often complex world, from which to select. Whar he selecred,
morcover, was not a discrete thing or set of things bur a flatnened,
bounded section of all that he saw: not a picce of the world but a
picture. Inorganizing the picture, the photographer’s only choig
werethe viewpaint, the position of the frame, and the moment m"
Emm- e - ——

Under this condition, the trusted compositional schemes of older
art were of limited value. The best early photographers, enly some
of whom thought of themselves as artists, displayed an impressive
independence from carier standards and a ralenr for inventing new
ones. They thus contributed to the momentum of the artistic trans-
formartion that had given birth to their medium. The photographs
in this exhibition, made in the first three decades of the medium’s
history, are representarive of this achievement.

PETER GALASS!, Associate Curator, Department of Photograplry
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