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(Xavier Canonne)

INTRODUCTION

The discovery of the photographs and films of René
Magritte in the mid-1970s, more than ten years after
the painter's death, and their subsequent appraisal

and study have given us a look into a family album that
reveals an intimate side of Magritte, independent of the
biographical documents unearthed from his archives
and those of people he was close to. This discovery
has also led to an investigation of Magritte's relationship
with these ‘other images’ for which he served as creator,
director and model, and of his relationship with the
mediums of photography and cinema, to which, in his
experience as a painter, he assigned a role of both
recreation and creation.

The Surrealists made abundant use of photography,
and some — Man Ray, Raoul Ubac and Jacques-André
Boiffard, for example — devoted themselves to it entirely.
But Magritte, like his circle of kindred spirits in Brussels,
never considered himself a ‘photographer’. He reserved
this practice for special moments and specific uses:
family photos; photos of the Brussels Surrealists; models
for paintings and advertising work, thus obviating the
need for posing sessions; and scenes improvised with
friends, similar to the skits he later tilmed with a home
movie camera. However, this multitude of uses did not
encompass any inclination to exhibit them. Painting
remained the sole object of his research.

Nonetheless, Magritte was not indifferent to the
mechanical-industrial process of photography, this ‘poor
man’'s medium’ available to all, usable by all. Smooth
as his paintings's surfaces, and like them reproducible,
presenting a tangible, visible reality, these glossy images
offer a perfect example of the shift from ‘document’ toward
‘artwork’, so thoroughly does Magritte's spirit pervade
them, linking them Inseparably to his painted oeuvre.

It Is surprising that Magritte did not see fit to give them
more room in his oeuvre through reproduction, scarcely
more than Paul Nougé did with his extraordinary series
Subversion des images, executed in 1929-1930 and
immediately set aside. The technical requirements of
photography, the rudimentary material available, the
cost of printing, the scant interest of art lovers and the
minor importance of this discipline at the time no
doubt deterred Magritte from exploring It in greater
depth, as if he felt that the art of photography was still
In 1ts ‘trial stage'.

Nevertheless, Magritte's photographs and films are
closely related to his paintings and demonstrate a
similar method in their grasp on reality. Far from being
merely entertaining occasional images, they shed a
familiar light on the painter’s thought and evidence the
same investigation of the mysteries of the world.

Xavier Canonne



