Photography and Photography
and Artistic-Photography

Marius De Zayas (1880-1961)

In 1907, the Mexican-born writer Marius De Zayas, arrived in New
York and allied himself with Stieglitz's 291" Gallery. As an es-
sayist for Camera Work, De Zayas proclaimed the demise of art as
the expression of the death of religious faith in Western culture. He
reevaluated art’s role as the representation of form, and envisioned
photography as the herald of a new artistic age. De Zaya$ believed
that through photography the artist could dispel convention-
bound images of the world to communicate a fresh awareness. He
also associated primitive art and the art of children with this new
vision. He championed the avant-garde artists of his day, traveling
from New York to Paris to keep up with the most revolutionary
developments. In 1913 he and Paul Haviland wrote A Study of the
Modern Evolution of Plastic Art, and in 1916 he published African
Negro Art: Its Influence on Modern Art.

De Zayas served as an editor of the publication 291" in 1915
and 1916, while he, Agnew Ernst Meyer, Paul Haviland, and Francis
Picabia started their commercial venture, the Modern Gallery. As a
modernist, De Zayas wholeheartedly supported the Photo-
Secession’s shift away from pictorialism toward abstraction during
those years, and he tried to publicize the transformation through
"291."" When the Modern Gallery folded in 1916, De Zayas estab-
lished a gallery of his own, which lasted through 1921. For the next
decade, he organized exhibitions of modern and primitive art for
other New York City museums, and began to acquire his own col-

lection of works by the more radical artists of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

Photography is not Art. It is not even an art.

Art is the expression of the conception of an idea. Photogra-
phy is the plastic verification of a fact.

The difference between Art and Photography is the essential
difference which exists between the Idea and Nature.

Nature inspires in us the idea. Art, through the imagination,
represents that idea in order to produce emotions.

The Human Intellect has completed the circle of Art. Those
whose obstinacy makes them go in search of the new 1n Art, only
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follow the line of the circumference, following the footsteps of
those who traced the closed curve. But photography escapes
through the rangent of the circle, showing a new way to progress
in the comprehension of form.

Art has abandoned its original purpose, the substantiation of
religious conception, to devote itself to a representation of
Form. It may be said that the soul of Art has disappeared, the
body only remaining with us, and that therefore the unifying idea
of Art does not exist. That body is disintegrating, and everything
that disintegrates, tends to disappear.

So long as Art only speculates with Form, it cannot produce a
work which fully realizes the preconceived idea, because imagi-
nation always goes further than realization. Mystery has been
suppressed, and with mystery faith has disappeared. We could
make a Colossus of Rhodes, but not the Sphinx.

Each epoch of the history of Art is characterized by a particu-
lar expression of Form. A peculiar evolution of Form corre-
sponds to each one of the states of anthropological development.
From the primitive races, to the white ones, which are the latest
in evolution and consequently the most advanced, Form, start-
ing from the fantastic, has evolved to a conventional naturalism.
But, when we get to our own epoch, we find, that a special Form
1s lacking in Art, for Form in contemporary Art is nothing but the
result of the adaptation of all the other forms, which existed
previous to the conditions of our epoch. Nevertheless we cannot
rightly say that a true eclecticism exists. It may be held that this
combination constitutes a special form, but in fact it does not
constitute anything but a special deformation.

Art is devouring Art. Conservative artists, with the faith of
fanaticism, constantly seek inspiration in the museums of art.
Progressive artists squeeze the last idea out of the ethnographi-
cal museums, which ought also to be considered as museums of
art. Both build on the past. Picasso is perhaps the only artist who
in our time works in search of a new form. But Picasso is only an
analyst; up to the present his productions reveal solely the plas-
tic analysis of artistic form without arriving at a definite synthe-
sis. His labor is in opposite direction to the concrete. His starting
point is the most primitive work existing, and from it he goes
toward the infinite, de-solving without ever resolving.

In the savage, analysis and discrimination do not exist. He is
unable to concentrate his attention upon a particular thing for
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any length of time. He does not understand the difference be-
tween similar and identical, between that which 1s seen In
dreams and that which happens in real life, between imagination
and facts; and that is why he takes as facts the ideas inspired by
impressions. As he lives in the sphere of imagination, the tangi-
ble form to him does not exist except under the aspect of the
fantastic. It has been repeatedly proved that a faithful drawing
from nature, or a photograph, are blanks to a savage, and that he
is unable to recognize in them either persons or places which are
most familiar to him; the real representation of form has no
significance to his senses. The many experiments that Euro-
peans have made with African Negroes, making them draw from
nature, have proved that the Negroes always take from form that
only which impresses them from the decorative point of view,
that is to say, that which represents an abstract expression. For
instance, in drawing an individual, they give principal impor-
tance to such things as the buttons of the clothes, distributing
them decoratively, in an arbitrary manner, far different from the
place which they occupied in reality. While they appreciate
abstract form, the abstract line is to them incomprehensible, and
only the combinations of lines expressing a decorative idea is
appreciated by them. Therefore what they try to reproduce 1s not
form itself, but the expression of the sentiment or the impres-
sion, represented by a geometrical combination.

Gradually, while the human brain has become perfected under
the influence of progress and civilization, the abstract idea of
representation of form has been disappearing. To the expression
through the decorative element has succeeded the expression by
the factual representation of form. Observation replaced impres-
sion, and analysis followed observation.

There is no doubt that, while the human brain has been devel-
oping, the imaginative element has been eliminated from Art.
There is no doubt also, that all the elements for creative imagina-
tion have been exhausted. What is now produced in Art is that
which has caused us pleasure in other works. The creative Art
has disappeared without the pleasure of Art being extinct.

The contemporary art that speculates with the work of the
savages, is nothing but the quantitative and the qualitative
analysis of that which was precisely the product of the lack of
analysis. |

Imagination, creative faculty, is the principal law of Art. That
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faculty is not autogenous, it needs the concurrence of another
principle to excite its activity. The elements acquired by percep-
tion and by the reflective faculties, presented to the mind by
memory, take a new form under the influence of the imagination.
This new aspect of form is precisely what man tries to reproduce
in Art. That 1s how Art has established false ideas concerning the
reality of Form and has created sentiments and passions that
have radically influenced the human conception of reality. To
those under this influence, its false ideas of Form are considered
as dogmas, as axiomatic truths; and to persuade us of the exac-
titude of their principles they allege their way of feeling. It1s true
that nature does not always offer objects in the form correspond-
ing to those ways of feeling; but imagination always does, for it
changes their nature, adapting them to the convenience of the
artist.

Let us enter into some considerations upon imagination, SO
many times mentioned in this paper. Leaving aside all the more
or less metaphysical definitions offered by the philosophers, let
us consider it for what it is, that is to say, creative faculty, whose
function consists in producing new images and new ideas. Imag-
ination 1s not merely the attention which contemplates things,
nor the memory which recalls them to the mind, nor the com-
parison which considers their relationship, nor the judgment
which pronounces upon them an affirmation or a negation. Imag-
ination needs the concourse of all these faculties, working upon
the elements they offer, gathering them and combining them,
creating in that way new images or new ideas.

But imagination, on account of its characteristics, has always
led man away from the realization of truth in regard to Form, for
the moment the latter enters under the domination of thought, it
becomes a chimera. Memory, that concurrent faculty of imagi-
nation, does not retain the remembrance of the substantial rep-
resentation of Form, but only its synthetic expression.

In order fully and correctly to appreciate the reality of Form, it

IS necessary to get into a state of perfect consciousness. The
reality of Form can only be transcribed through a mechanical

process, in which the craftsmanship of man does not enter as a
principal factor. There is no other process to accomplish this
than photography. The photographer — the true photographer
— is he who has become able, through a state of perfect con-
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sciousness, to possess such a clear view of things as to enable
him to understand and feel the beauty of the reality of Form.

The more we consider photography, the more convinced we
are that it has come to draw away the veil of mystery with which
Art enveloped the represented Form. Art made us believe that
without the symbolism inspired by the hallucination of faith, or
without the conventionalism inspired by philosophical auto-
intoxications, the realization of the psychology of Form was
impossible; that is to say, that without the intervention of the
imaginative faculties, Form could not express its spirit.

But when man does not seek pleasure in ecstasies but in inves-
tigation, when he does not seek the anaesthetic of contemplation,
but the pleasure of perfect consciousness, the soul of substance
represented by Art appears like the phantasm of that Alma
Mater which is felt vibrating in every existing thing, by all who
understand the beauty of real truth. This has been
demonstrated to us in an evident manner, if not in regard to
pure Art, at least in regard to science, by the great geometri-
cians, like Newton, Lagrange and La Place; by the great philos-
ophers, like Plato, Aristotle and Kant; and the great naturalists,
like Linnaeus, Cuvier and Geoffray Saint Hilaire.

Art presents to us what we may call the emotional or intellec-
tual truth; photography the material truth.

Art has taught us to feel emotions in the presence of a work
that represents the emotions experienced by the artist. Photog-
raphy teaches us to realize and feel our own emotions.

[ have never accepted Art as infinite nor the human brain as
omnipotent. I believe in progress as a constant and ineludible
law, and I am sure we are advancing, though we are ignorant
how, why and whither; nor know how far we shall go.

[ believe that the influence of Art has developed the imagina-
tion of man, carrying it to its highest degree of intensity and
sensibility, leading him to conceive the incomprehensible and
the irrepresentable. No sooner had the imagination carried man
to chaos, than he groped for a new path which would take him to
that *‘whither,”’ impossible to conceive, and he found photogra-
phy. He found in it a powerful element of orientation for the
realization of that perfect consciousness for which science has
done and is doing so much, to enable man to understand reason,
the cause of facts — Truth.
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Photography represents Form as it 1s required by the actual
state of the progress of human intelligence. In this epoch of fact,
photography is the concrete representation of consummated
facts. In this epoch of the indication of truth through mate-
rialism, photography comes to supply the material truth of
Form.

This is its true mission in the evolution of human progress. It is
not to be the means of expression for the intellect of man.

Photography is not Art, but photographs can be made to be Art.

When man uses the camera without any preconceived idea of
final results, when he uses the camera as a means to penetrate
the objective reality of facts, to acquire a truth, which he tries to
represent by itself and not by adapting it to any system of emo-
tional representation, then, man is doing Photography.

Photography, pure photography, is not a new system for the
representation of Form, but rather the negation of all representa-
tive systems, it is the means by which the man of instinct, reason
and experience approaches nature in order to attain the evidence
of reality.

Photography is the experimental science of Form. Its aim 1s to
find and determine the objectivity of Form; that is, to obtain the
condition of the initial phengmenon of Form, phenomenon
which under the dominion of the mind of man creates emotions,
sensations and ideas.

The difference between Photography and Artistic-
Photography is that, in the former, man tries to get at that objec-
tivity of Form which generates the different conceptions that
man has of Form, while the second uses the objectivity of Form
to express a preconceived idea in order to convey an emotion.
The first is the fixing of an actual state of Form, the other is the
representation of the objectivity of Form, subordinated to a sys-
tem of representation. The first is a process of indigitation, the
second a means of expression. In the first, man tries to represent
something that is outside of himself; in the second he tries to
represent something that is in himself. The first is a free and
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impersonal research, the second is a systematic and personal
representation.

The artist photographer uses nature to express his individual-
ity, the photographer puts himself in front of nature, and without
preconceptions, with the free mind of an investigator, with the
method of an experimentalist, tries to get out of her a true state
of conditions.

The artist photographer in his work envelops objectivity with
an idea, veils the object with the subject. The photographer ex-
presses, so far as he is able to, pure objectivity. The aim of the
first is pleasure; the aim of the second, knowledge. The one does
not destroy the other.

Subjectivity is a natural characteristic of man. Representation
began by the simple expression of the subject. In the develop-
ment of the evolution of representation, man has been slowly
approaching the object. The History of Art proves this
statement.

In subjectivity man has exhausted the representation of all the
emotions that are peculiar to humanity. When man began to be
inductive instead of deductive In his represented expressions,
objectivity began to take the place of subjectivity. The more
analytical man is, the more he separates himself from the subject
and the nearer he gets to the comprehension of the object.

It has been observed that Nature to the majority of people is
amorphic. Great periods of civilization have been necessary to
make man conceive the objectivity of Form. So long as man
endeavors to represent his emotions or ideas in order to convey
them to others, he has to subject his representation of Form to
the expression of his idea. With subjectivity man tried to repre-
sent his feeling of the primary causes. That is the reason why Art
has always been subjective and dependent on the religious idea.

Science convinced man that the comprehension of the primary
causes is beyond the human mind; but science made him arrive
at the cognition of the condition of the phenomenon.

Photography, and only Photography, started man on the road
of the cognition of the condition of the phenomena of Form.

Up to the present, the highest point of these two sides of
Photography has been reached by Steichen as an artist and by
Stieglitz as an experimentalist.

The work of Steichen brought to its highest expression the aim
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of the realistic painting of Form. In his photographs he has suc-
ceeded in expressing the perfect fusion of the subject and the
object. He has carried to its highest point the expression of a
system of representation: the realistic one.

Stieglitz has begun with the elimination of the subject in repre-
sented Form to search for the pure expression of the object. He
is trying to do synthetically, with the means of a mechanical
process, what some of the most advanced artists of the modern

movement are trying to do analytically with the means of Art.
It would be difficult to say which of these two sides of Photog-

raphy is the more important. For one is the means by which man
fuses his idea with the natural expression of Form, while the
other is the means by which man tries to bring the natural ex-
pression of Form to the cognition of his mind.
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