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PHOTOGRAPHS PRCM THE MUSEUM COLLECTION ON VIEW 

Five hundred photographs taken between I838 (ca) and 1958 by 300 men and women in 

18 countries have been selected by Edward S. Steichen from the Collections of the 

Museum of Modern Art for an exhibition at the Museum, 11 Wast 53 Street, from 

November 26 through January 18. 

Excellence is the theme of the show, Mr. Steichen, Director of the Department 

of Photography says, and high qiality the common denominator of the individual 

works. At the same time the exhibition constitutes a history of the art of 

photography. In subject matter and techniques it illustrates the varied develop­

ments in this field during the past century: portraits, landscapes, documentary 

photographs, abstractions, photographs that evoke an emotional mood, that record 

an event, that interpret an instant of motion, and photographs that reveal more 

than the unaided eye can see. 

Photographs from the Museum Collection is one of several shows planned for 

this season in order to present to the public some of the paintings, prints, design 

objects and other works in the Collections which are seldom on view due to limited 

gallery space. 

Among the photographs being shown for the first time in the current exhibition 

are recent photographs from Japan, a group of color prints and a selection of black 

ind white abstractions. Many photographs were acquired by the Museum during the 

past quarter of a century from some of the 70 photography exhibitions it has 

presented. These include such shows as: "Photography 1839 - 1937" (1937)) 

"Sixty Photographs: A Survey of Camera Esthetics" (19l|0)j "Road to Victory" (191*2); 

"100 Years of Portrait Photography" (19l*3)j "In and Out of Focus" (1918)$ "Photo-

Secession Group" (19U8); "The Exact Instant" (I9u9); "Family of Man" (1955)) ' 

onp man exhibitidns of the work of D.O. Hill, Cameron, Atget, Stieglita, Strand, 

Cartier-Bresson and E. Weston, and the Diogenes series. The Museum Collections 

include 3000 photographs. An additional 2800 photographs' are in the study collection. 

Commenting on the importance of photography, Mr. Steichen says: 

"Photography has become an indispensable tool in nearly all fields of human 
activity. As a witness of places, times and events, it records with an exactness 
beyond the scope of any other visual means. Because of the magnitude and variety 
of these functions, its esthetic potentialities are sometimes overlooked. When 
practised by the artist, photography becomes a medium capable of giving form to 
ideas and incisive expression to emotions. 

While the Museum possesses outstanding examples of some of the earliest 
photography, its collection is predominantly of twentieth-century prints. It 
contains the work of widely recognised photographers as well as experimental and 
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exploratory work by newer t a l en t s - work narking a continuing effort to penetrate 
the surface appearance of r e a l i t y or seeking to t rans la te into pat tern and design 
the magic d e t a i l of a fragment of growth or of de te r io ra t ion . In the co l lec t ion , 
there are p r in t s tha t give evidence of man's passionate search for t r u t h , rendered 
with technical precision and mental precis ion, separately or on occasion together . 
The swift freezing of an exact in s t an t j the gamut of feel ing writ ten on the human 
face in i t s contrasts of joy, sereni ty or despair ; the beauty of the ea r th tha t 
man has inher i ted and the wealth and the confusion tha t man has created within t h i s 
inheritance - a l l these are rendered with a sense of timelessness and exac t i t ude . "* 

A group of enlarged p r i n t s , including a landscape, a p o r t r a i t and a mult i-

exposure photograph, selected to e s t ab l i sh the range of the show, serve as a 

prelude to the exhibi t ion . The f i r s t section presents the mid-l°th century back­

ground of today 's work and includes milestones in the his tory of photography such 

as Muybridge's ser ies of a woman dressing, an ear ly attempt to record ac t ion , 

Daguerrotype p r i n t s , and photographs by Brady, Jul ia Margaret Cameron, Hil l and 

Adamson. Older masters such as the American Alfred S t i e g l i t z and the Frenchman 

Atget are represented, as are 20th century leaders such as Edward Weston and 

Gartier-Bresson. 

The r e s t of the exhibi t ion i s a further demonstration of Mr. Ste ichen 's con­

tention tha t photography i s "an exact witness" and a "medium capable of giving form 

to ideas and incis ive exoression to emotion." A random sampling of photographs 

in the shew includes such varied in te rpre ta t ions of c i t i e s as New York as seen by 

"the lens and eye of Berenice Abbott and Feininger and provincial a rchi tec ture in a 

French town photographed by Paul Strand. Among the p o r t r a i t s a r e : photographs 

of Picasso by four photographers - Capa, Duncan, Mill and Libermanj Dali and 

Gocteau p o r t r a i t s by Halsman, and fashion photographs by Penn and Avedon. Xepes' 

deliberate abs t rac t ions are shown as well as photographs whose primary purpose was 

to obtain s c i en t i f i c data but which incidenta l ly y ie ld beauty. Y l l a ' s discovery 

of the idiosyncracies of animals are included and Weegee's photographs of people. 

Haas' explorations of motion in color and Callahan's experiments with finding beauty 

in the disconnected d e t a i l of ordinary objects taken out of familiar context reveal 

jstiUL other aspects of the a r t of photography. 

Mrt .Steiahea. character izes %he Japanese photographs as the most important con­

t r ibut ion by a s ingle country in recent yea r s . Though not imitat ive of t r a d i t i o n a l 

Japanese a r t forms, he says there i s a s imilar regard for subtle balance, de l ica te 

mood and fine craftsmanship. These p ic tures demonstrate that t h i s country, long 

noted for i t s camera and l ens , can also use these instruments to make beautiful 

Photographs. 

Kathleen Haven of the Museum staff has ins ta l l ed the exhibi t ion in the Museum's 

f i r s t floor g a l l e r i e s . 
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Mr. Steichen also points out t ha t the Museum of Modem Art was the f i r s t 

museum to make the a r t of photography an important part of i t s program. In 1932 

when the Museum f i r s t exhibited photography i t was as a peer of pa int ing. The 

f i r s t comprehensive exhibi t ion called "Photography 1839-1937>H organized by 

Beaumont Newhall in 1937 focused a t t en t ion upon the history of photography as an 

ar t without neglecting the technica l , s c i en t i f i c and repor to r ia l aspects of 

photography. The Department of Photography was formally establ ished in 19h0 with 

Mr. Newhall as Curator. Mr. Steichen, who presented two major shows in 19l\2 and 

I9k5> became Director of the Department in 19U? and the posi t ion of Curator lapsed. 

Since becoming Director Mr. Steichen has organized and presented 32 exhibi t ions of 

photography a t the Museum, including the Family of Han show which has been touring 

the world in seven edi t ions since 195>5>. 

A complete checkl i s t and pub l ic i ty photographs are available on request from 
Elizabeth Shaw, pub l ic i ty Director , nuseum of Modern Ar t , 11 Vest 53rd S t r ee t , New 
York Ci ty . Circle S-89C0. 


