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PHOTOGRAMS

ADVENTUROUS EXPERIMENTS USING
OBJECTS, PAPER AND LIGHT

hen photog-

raphy  was

invented in

1839, some
gloomy prophets predicted
that it would make painting
obsolete. Instead, the new
medium helped push paint-
ers toward fresh and often
experimental approaches to
producing their handmade
images. Early in the twenti-
eth century a few painters
began to experiment with to-
tally nonfigurative are, as far
removed from the replicat-
ing role of the camera as
is imaginable. Abstraction

seemed to many artists to
hold out the promise of a
new and purer aesthetic,
without any ties to reportage
and with nonreferential val-
ues akin to those of music.
Soon photographers were
the ones who felt their secu-
rity threatened: Was mere-
ly documenting reality—
however skillfully done—
enough? The tables were
turned, and photography’s
would-be avant-gardists be-
gan looking for ways to keep
pace with the painters.
Photographers such as
Paul Strand, Edward Weston

and the German Albert
Renger-Patzsch, along with
many others, isolated ab-
stract forms in both nature
and the man-made realms of
architecture and industry.
Others went still further,
creating abstractions by plac-
ing objects directly onto a
sheet of photographic paper
and making compositions—
without the intervention of
a camera lens—by exposing
these arrangements to light
so that negative shadows of
the objects were imprinted
on the paper (as strap lines of
a swimsuit are imprinted on a

By Christopher Finch

(GLASSES AND Pree

ABOVE: Georgii Zimin, circa
1930; 11%" x 9%". Modernist art-
ists like Zimin produced the
innovative images called photo-
grams by placing objects of
various opacity on photographic
paper and exposing them to light.
Houk Friedman, New York.

UNTITLED

(HAND AND LACE)

OrprosITE: Ervin Marton, circa
1937; 9%" x 6%". After Marton
immigrated to Paris in 1937, his
work with photograms was influ-
enced by his friend and fellow
Hungarian artist Brassai. Stephen
Cohen Gallery, Los Angeles.
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RAYOGRAPH (BOWTIE)

LeFT: Man Ray, 1921-22; 9%" x
7". The images American Dadaist
Man Ray made often resembled
something other than the items
he had used, as in a photogram in
which painting implements evoke
a bow tie and a candle. One Bond
Masterworks, New York.

shoulder after sunbathing).
The resulting images be-
came known as photograms.

The technique for creat-
ing them is older than pho-
tography itself. In around
1800 Thomas Wedgwood—
son of the famous British ce-
ramist—made “profiles” of
insects and leaves on white
leather coated with silver ni-
trate. In 1833 William Henry
Fox Talbot began to experi-
ment with what he called
“photogenic drawings,” mak-
ing negative images of bo-
tanical specimens and other
items, such as pieces of lace,
by laying them on paper
made light-sensitive with sil-
ver chloride and then expos-
ing them to light. The tech-
nique continued to be used
by botanists and other scien-
tists but otherwise was large-
ly forgotten until the World
War I period, when it was re-
discovered by adventurous
artists looking for new means
of expression.

The first person to pro-
duce a significant body of
photograms was a GGerman
painter named Christian
Schad who, working in Zu-
rich, came under the influ-
ence of the Dada movement
and had the idea, in 1918 or
1919, of creating collagelike
abstract photographic com-
positions by exposing semi-

UNTITLED

LreFr: Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy,

1939; 19%" x 15%". Moholy-
Nagy, who helped found the New
Bauhaus in Chicago in 1937,
hailed the use of light in photo-
grams as “a new creative means,
like color in painting and sound in
music.” Ubu Gallery, New York.
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OprosrTe: Arthur Siegel, circa
1937; 13%" x 10%". The photo-
gram’s ability to effectively cap-
ture an object’s transparency
gave artists another tool with
which to express changing atti-
tudes toward solidity and space.
Ubu Gallery, New York.

transparent found objects—
pieces of fabric, torn paper
and thread—in contact with
photosensitive paper. The
compositions, which he called
Schadographs, were reminis-
cent of Kurt Schwitters’s Merz
collages, assembled by the
Hanover Dadaist from the
detritus of everyday life.

Schwitters himself, and oth-
er Dadaist collagists, includ-
ing Raoul Hausmann, later
experimented with the same
method, producing results
that were similar to Schad’s.

Schad worked with arrange-
ments of flat objects. Starting
early in 1921 in Paris, the
American artist Man Ray—
who as a fellow Dadaist may
have known Schad’s work—
began to use a similar tech-
nique, though he often em-
ployed three-dimensional ob-
jects and introduced many
new subtleties to the mak-
ing of photograms, which he
called rayographs.

During this period, Man
Ray was greatly influenced
by Marcel Duchamp in ex-
ploring connections between
the machine and the subcon-
scious mind, a theme that
had fascinated Duchamp for
several years. Although Man
Ray thought of himself pri-
marily as a painter, he em-
braced photography in part
as a way of making unexpect-
ed, psychologically resonant
images by mechanical means.
The creation of rayographs
was just one aspect of this ac-
tivity, but it produced some
of his most striking prints, in
which conjunctions of com-
mon objects were used to

continied on page 221
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