rapid and exact conclusions. If the ‘‘great elm’” and the Cow-
thorpe oak, if the State-House and St. Peter’s, were taken on the
same scale, and looked at with the same magnifying power, we
should compare them without the possibility of being misled by
those partialities which might tend to make us overrate the indi-
genous vegetable and the dome of our native Michel Angelo.

The next European war will send us stereographs of battles. It
is asserted that a bursting shell can be photographed. The time is
perhaps at hand when a flash of light, as sudden and brief as that
of the lightning which shows a whirling wheel standing stock
still, shall preserve the very instant of the shock of contact of the
mighty armies that are even now gathering. The lightning from
heaven does actually photograph natural objects on the bodies of
those it has just blasted,—so we are told by many witnesses. The
lightning of clashing sabres and bayonets may be forced to
stereotype itself in a stillness as complete as that of the tumbling
tide of Niagara as we see it self-pictured.

We should be led on too far, if we developed our belief as to
the transformations to be wrought by this greatest of human
triumphs over earthly conditions, the divorce of form and sub-
stance. Let our readers fill out a blank check on the future as
they like,—we give our indorsement to their imaginations be-
forehand. We are looking into stereoscopes as pretty toys, and
wondering over the photograph as a charming novelty; but be-
fore another generation has passed away, it will be recognized
that a new epoch in the history of human progress dates from the
time when He who

“‘never but in uncreated light
Dwelt from eternity”’

took a pencil of fire from the ‘‘angel standing in the sun,”” and
placed it in the hands of a mortal.

The Modern Public and Photography

Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867)

After completing a rigid education preparing him for success in the
French government bureaucracy, Charles Baudelaire rebelled
against the prospect of a conventional life and began to stake outa
career as a Parisian poet and art critic. Living lavishly on an inheri-
tance from his father, Baudelaire wrote his greatest poems, includ-
ing “Les Fleurs du Mal,” in the early 1840s. These works would
become the basis for the French symbolist literary tradition. At the
same time, he also made the acquaintance of many revolutionary
French painters, including Delacroix and Courbet, who shaped his
understanding of modern art. In 1844, when Baudelaire’s mother
suspended free access to his inheritance in order to force her son
to reform his excessive life-style, Baudelaire attempted to make his
living as a professional writer. He first published an art review of
the Salon of 1845, an annual exhibition sponsored by the National
Academy. For many years after, he continued to review the Salons,
and in his review of the Salon of 1859, he included a critique on the
nature of photography as art that is reprinted here.
—»Baudelaire was appalled that the popular definition of fine art as
the accurate representation of some external reality had led men to
desire mechanically produced replicas of the visual world. He de-
fined artistic realism not in the popular sense, as a mirror of the
physical, visible world, but as the reflection of the mental world of

imagination, dreams, and fantasy. He feared that the public’s af-
traction to photographic images could only drive them further to-

ward the popular conception of realism and away from his notion
of artistic truth. Baudelaire considered men fools to believe in

photographs as mirrors of physical facts; he thought photography
best served to aid man’s memory of events. He never defined fhe
medium past arguing that It was of a completely industrial nature,
and thus devoid of influence from the human imagination, a defi-
ciency excluding it from the realm of fine art.

My dear M**##,

If T had time to amuse you, I could easily do so by thumbing
through the pages of the catalogue, and extracting a list of all the
ridiculous titles and laughable subjects that aim to attract the
eye. That is so typical of French attitudes. The attempt to
provoke astonishment by means that are foreign to the art in

83




question is the great resource of people who are not paint(.ers
born. Sometimes even, but always in France, this form of vice
takes hold of men who are by no means devoid of talent, and
who dishonour it, in this way, by an adulterous mixture. I could
parade before your eyes the comic title in the manner of Fhe
vaudevillist, the sentimental title, lacking only an exclamation
mark, the pun-title, the deep and philosophical title, the mislead-
ing or trap title such as Brutus, lache César. ‘Oh ye deprave'd
and unbelieving race,’ says Our Lord, ‘how long mus:c I remain
with you, how long shall I continue to suffer?” This people,
artists and public, has so little faith in painting that it is for ever
trying to disguise it, and wrap it up in sugar-coated pills, like
some unpalatable physick — and what sugar! Ye Gods! Let me
pick out the titles of two pictures, which, by the-way, I have not
seen: Amour et gibelotte! How your curiosity is at once whet-
ted, is it not? I am groping about in an effort to relate intimately
these two ideas, the idea of love and the idea of a skinned rabbit
dished up as a stew. You can scarcely expect me to suppose that
the painter’s imagination has gone to the length of fixing a
quiver, wings and an eye bandage on the corpse of a domestic
animal; the allegory would really be too obscure. I am more
inclined to think the title must have been composed, following
the formula of Misanthropie et repentir. The true title should
therefore be ‘Lovers eating rabbit stew’. Then comes the ques-
tion: are they young or old, a workman and his girl friend, or an
old soldier and his moll sitting under a dusty arbour? Only the
picture could tell me. Then we have Monarchique, Catholique et
Soldat! This title belongs to the high-falutin, paladin type, the
Itinéraire de Paris a Jerusalem type (oh Chateaubriand, my
apologies to you! the most noble things can become means for
caricature and the words of a leader of Empire for daubers’
squibs). The picture boasting this title must surely represent a
personage doing three things at once: fighting, attending com-
munion, and being present at the ‘petit lever’ of Louis XIV. Or
could it be a warrior, tattoed with a fleur de lys and devotional
pictures? But what is the good of losing oneself in swqulation?
The simple truth is that titles such as these are a perfidious and
sterile means of creating an impact of surprise. And what is
particularly deplorable is that the picture may be goqd, however
strange that may sound. This applies to Amour et gibelotte too.
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And I noticed an excellent little group of sculpture, but unfortu-
nately did not take down its number; and when I wanted to look
up what the subject of the piece was, I read through the
catalogue four times in vain. In the end you told me, of your
kindness, that the piece was called Toujours et jamais. It really
distressed me to see that a man with genuine talent could go in
for the rebus sort of title.

You must forgive my having allowed myself a few moments’
amusement in the manner of cheap newspapers. But, however
frivolous the matter may seem to you, you will nonetheless dis-
cover there, if you examine it carefully, a deplorable symptom.
To sum up my thought in a paradoxical way, let me ask you, and
those of my friends who are more learned than I in the history of
art, whether the taste for the silly, the taste for the witty (which
comes to the same thing) have always existed, whether Ap-
partement a louer and other such alembicated notions have
appeared in every age, to provoke the same degree of en-
thusiasm as today, if the Venice of Veronese and Bassano was
affected by these sorts of logogriph, if the eyes of Giulio
Romano, Michelangelo and Bandinelli were astounded by
similar monstrosities; in short I would like to know whether M.
Biard is eternal and omnipresent, like God. I do not believe it,
and I regard these horrors as a special form of grace granted to
the French. It is true that their artists inoculate them with this
taste; and it is no less true that they in their turn call upon the
artists to satisfy this need; for if the artist makes dullards of the
public, the latter pays him back in his own coin. They form two
co-relative terms, which act upon one another with equal force.
Accordingly let us watch with wonder the rate at which we are
moving downwards along the road of progress (and by progress I
mean the progressive domination of matter), the wonderful dif-
fusion, occurring daily, of commonplace skill, of the skill that
may be acquired simply by patience.

In this country, the natural painter, like the natural poet, is
almost a monster. Our exclusive taste for the true (so noble a
taste when limited to its proper purposes) oppresses and
smothers the taste for the beautiful. Where only the beautiful
should be looked for — shall we say in a beautiful painting, and
anyone can easily guess the sort I have in mind — our people
look only for the true. They are not artistic, naturally artistic;
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i hers, perhaps, or moralists, engineers, lovers of instruc-
?il\igoziicdotels), ansthing you like, but never spontane:ously
artistic. They feel, or rather judge, suc:cesswe!y, analytically.
Other more favoured peoples feel things quickly, at once,
Syrllazglizgrring just now to the artists who st?ck to ?stonish the
public. The desire to astonish or be astomshed‘ is perfectly
legitimate. ‘It is a happiness to wonder’: but also . Itis a h?lppl-
ness to dream’. If you insist on my giving you the title o.f artist or
art-lover, the whole question is by what means you intend to
create or to feel this impact of wonder? Because beauty always
contains an element of wonder, it would be absurd to assume
that what is wonderful is always beautiful. Now t'he Frencl_l pub-
lic, which, in the manner of mean little souls, ls.sm.gularly incap-
able of feeling the joy of dreaming or of adm‘lranon, wants to
have the thrill of surprise by means that are ahen‘to art, and §ts
obedient artists bow to the public’s taste; they aim to draw its
attention, its surprise, stupefy it, by unworth.y'stratagems, be-
cause they know the public is incapable of deriving ecstasy from
the natural means of true art.

In these deplorable times, a new industry ha§ der:lop.ed,
which has helped in no small way to confirm fools in theu: falt%),
and to ruin what vestige of the divine might still have remameq in
the French mind. Naturally, this idolatrous multitude was calling
for an ideal worthy of itself and in keeping with its own nature.
In the domain of painting and statuary, the present-day .credo of
the worldly wise, especially in France (apd 1 do not behcye th-af
anyone whosoever would dare to maintain the contr,ary), is this:
‘I believe in nature, and I believe only in nature.” (There are
good reasons for that.) ‘I believe that art i§, and can oniy' be, the
exact reproduction of nature.” (One timid and dissenting sect
wants naturally unpleasing objects, a chamber pot, fo_r example,
or a skeleton, to be excluded.) ‘Thus if an industrial process
could give us a result identical to nature, that woulq be ab§olute
art.’” An avenging God has heard the prayers f)f this multitude;
Daguerre was his messiah. And then they Sald. to themselves:
‘Since photography provides us with every desirable guarantee
of exactitude’ (they believe that, poor madmen!) ‘art is phoFog—
raphy.” From that moment onwards, our l.oz.aths'ome society
rushed, like Narcissus, to contemplate its trivial image on the
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metallic plate. A form of lunacy, an extraordinary fanaticism,
took hold of these new sun-worshippers. Strange abominations
manifested themselves. By bringing together and posing a pack
of rascals, male and female, dressed up like carnival-time butch-
ers and washerwomen, and in persuading these ‘heroes’ to ‘hold’
their improvised grimaces for as long as the photographic pro-
cess required, people really believed they could represent the
tragic and the charming scenes of ancient history. Some dem-
ocratic writer must have seen in that cheap means of spread-
ing the dislike of history and painting amongst the masses, thus
committing a double sacrilege, and insulting, at one and the same
time, the divine art of painting and the sublime art of the actor. It
was not long before thousands of pairs of greedy eyes were glued
to the peepholes of the stereoscope, as though they were the
skylights of the infinite. The love of obscenity, which is as vigor-
ous a growth in the heart of natural man as self-love, could not
let slip such a glorious opportunity for its own satisfaction] And
pray do not let it be said that children, coming home from
school, were the only people to take pleasure in such tom-
fooleries; it was the rage of society. I once heard a smart woman,

a society woman, not of my society, say to her friends, who

were discreetly trying to hide such pictures from her, thus taking

it upon themselves to have some modesty on her behalf: ‘Let

me see; nothing shocks me.” That is what she said, I swear it, I
heard it with my own ears; but who will believe me? ‘ You can see
that they are great ladies,” says Alexandre Dumas. ‘There
are greater ones still!” echoes Cazotte.

As the photographic industry became the refuge of all failed
painters with too little talent, or too lazy to complete their
studies, this universal craze not only assumed the air of blind
and imbecile infatuation, but took on the aspect of revenge. I do
not believe, or at least I cannot bring myself to believe, that any
such stupid conspiracy, in which, as in every other, wicked men
and dupes are to be found, could ever achieve a total victory; but
I am convinced that the badly applied advances of photography,
like all purely material progress for that matter, have greatly
contributed to the impoverishment of French artistic genius, rare
enough in all conscience. Modern fatuity may roar to its heart’s
content, eruct all the borborygmi of its pot-bellied person, vomit
all the indigestible sophistries stuffed down its greedy gullet by
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. : recent philosophys it is simple common-sense that, when indus- to be an honour to express what one dreamed; but can on
- 11 . try erupts into the sphere of art, it becomes the latter’s mortal believe that the painter still knows that happhles;O ©
’: REE enemy, and in the resulting confusion of functions none is well Will the honest observer declare that the invasi;)n of photo
- SR R carried out. Poetry and progress are two ambitious men that hate raphy and the great industrial madness of today are wholllgi inng-
= 1 each other, with an instinctive hatred, and when they meet along cent of this deplorable result? Can it legitimately be supposed
; . 1 a pathway one or other must give way. If photography is dllowed that a people whose eyes get used to accepting the resu})tls) of a
e ', 1 to deputize for art in some of art’s activities, it will not be long material science as products of the beautiful will not, within a
. g . before it has supplanted or corrupted art altogether, thanks to given time, have singularly diminished its capacity fc;r judgin
) 1 the stupidity of the masses, its natural ally. Photography must, and feeling those things that are most ethereal and imrmg.ter%al‘?g
o - " therefore, return to its true duty, which is that of handmaid of )
E 1 the arts and sciences, but their very humble handmaid, like
%3 P painting and shorthand, which have neither created nor sup-
) j plemented literature. Let photography quickly enrich the travel-
1 ler’s album, and restore to his eyes the precision his memory
¢ y may lack: let it adorn the library of the naturalist, magnify mi-
ol ! croscopic insects, even strengthen, with a few facts, the hypothe-

ses of the astronomer; let it, in short, be the secretary and
record-keeper of whomsoever needs absolute material accuracy
for professional reasons. So far so good. Let it save crumbling
{ ruins from oblivion, books, engravings, and manuscripts, the
| prey of time, all those precious things, vowed to dissolution,
I which crave a place in the archives of our memories; in all these
u things, photography will deserve our thanks and applause. But if
! once it be allowed to impinge on the sphere of the intangible and
the imaginary, on anything that has value solely because man
adds something to it from his soul, then woe betide us!

I know perfectly well T shall be told: ‘The disease you have
just described is a disease of boneheads. What man worthy of
the name of artist, and what true art-lover has ever confused art
and industry?’ I know that, but let me, in my turn, ask them if
they believe in the contagion of good and evil, in the pressure of
society on the individual, and the involuntary, inevitable obedi-
ence of the individual to society. It is an indisputable and irresis-
‘ tible law that the artist acts upon the public, that the public
| reacts on the artist; besides, the facts, those damning witnesses,
are easy to study; we can measure the full extent of the disaster.
More and more, as each day goes by, art is losing in self-respect,
is prostrating itself before external reality, and the painter is
becoming more and more inclined to paint, not what he dreams,
but what he sees. And yet it is @ happiness to dream, and it used
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