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PREFACE

This study was conceived during the visit to Tucson in April 

1979, of Manuel Alvarez Bravo, a Mexican photographer, for the opening of 

a retrospective exhibition of his work. He agreed then that I visit him 

in Mexico City to interview him for a thesis project. The nude as a 

distinctive genre in his corpus of photographs was the principal focus of 

the research, and an attempt has been made to relate these convincingly 
to his oeuvre.

Primary research in the form of interviews in Spanish, French and 

English was conducted in Mexico City during August 1979. Conversations 

with the artist, art critics and historians form the core of my data. 

Copies of these tapes, and rough translations in English, have been depo

sited at the Center for Creative Photography. When referring to my own 
tapes, the footnotes simply indicate a tape number. Jain Kelly gracious

ly consented to my using excerpts from her interviews with Manuel Alvarez 

Bravo. Her tapes are deposited at the Center for Creative Photography, 

listed under "Jain Kelly/Gibson interviews" and so designated in the 

footnotes. Where reference is made in the text to a passage on tape, or 

other sources, my English translation appears; an appendix carries quoted 

passages in Spanish. For the sake of convenience, all illustrations 

appear in additional appendices because a number of photographs are 

repeatedly referred to in different contexts in the various chapters. 

Twenty-one photographs and two proof sheets of the nude by Alvarez Bravo 

are presented in chronological order. They are followed by additional
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photographs and works in other media both by him and by other artists. 

Unless otherwise stated, all the photographs with no author indicated are 

by Manuel Alvarez Bravo. Reproductions of photographs and drawings from 

the archives of the Academy of San Carlos, and a painting from the 

collection of the Museum of Modern Art in Mexico City, are gratefully 

acknowledged.

I was privileged to interview a number of Mexico's leading art 

historians and critics and am deeply appreciative of their insights into 

Alvarez Bravo's work in relation to the development of Mexican art. They 

are Felipe Ehrenberg; Prof, and Mrs. Jose de Santiago; Prof. Raquel 
Tibol; Jesus SSnchez Uribe, photographer; Gabriel Fernandez Ledesma, 

painter; Prof. Alberto Hijar, Prof. Nestor Garcia Canclini; Antonio 

Reynoso; Prof. Rita Eder; Antonio Rodriguez; and Prof. Luis Cardozo y 

Aragon. Further thanks go to Don Lorenzo Carrasco who, through his 

knowledge of Mexican art and artist friends, constantly put me on to new 

leads, his son Luis, who provided me with a quiet haven during my stay, 
and Fanny Fuentes Galindo, who was a true friend.

Financial assistance from the Graduate College of the University 

of Arizona made possible travel to Mexico. Grateful thanks are due to 

Prof. R. C. Allen of the Department of Modern Languages at the University 
of Arizona, who was a sounding board for some of my ideas and Prof. 

Robert Quinn for his critical reading of this thesis. My graduate advi
sor Prof. Keith McElroy had confidence and enduring patience. I should 

also like to acknowledge the constant encouragement of my friends, parti
cularly Gerald Harwood.
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ABSTRACT

Manuel Alvarez Bravo has photographed the nude since the begin

ning of his career, although the twenty-three images presented by the 

artist for this study form two distinct groups separated by thirty years. 

These photographs are vehicles for a discussion of the artist's develop

ment up to the present time.

Through analysis, these images demonstrate the close relationship 

of Alvarez Bravo to the history of photography in Mexico, the Muralist 

movement and also the international phenomenon of Surrealism.

More important, the nudes, with the help of additional photo

graphs from other genres, are a tool for establishing or suggesting a 

series of terms to clarify the artist's manner of thinking and working. 

The terms embrace concepts which include Alvarez Bravo's position concer

ning titles, aesthetic form, poetry and cultural linguistics.

The most recent nudes, a series entitled Xipe-Totec, while being 

an integral part of the study, are also a complex amalgam of thoughts. 

The theme of woman now extends beyond an association with Mexican and 

international art movements to become a very personal dialogue; the nude 

epitomizes not only the artist's mature statement on woman as part of 

nature's cycles but also is a manifestation of universalism in his work.

xi



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Manuel Alvarez Bravo is a pivotal figure in the history of Mexi

can photography. Although his name was known internationally in the late 

1930's, it is only in recent years that there has been a renewed interest 

in his work. Little has been written about him other than articles and 

reviews which have predominantly considered his poetic sensibilities. 

The first real attempt to interpret his work in a reasoned way appeared 

recently with the publication of the Godine catalog in 1978.1 This pre

sent study is an attempt to trace Alvarez Bravo's artistic development 

and evolution through a small group of his photographs of the nude, which 

may be considered as a cross section representing elements seen in all of 

his work.

Alvarez Bravo was born in Mexico City in 1902 (Fig. Bl). Art and 

photography were part of his family heritage. His grandfather was a 

photographer and painter; his father was an aficionado of photography, 

painting, and literary composition. Alvarez Bravo attended the Academy 

of San Carlos in Mexico City in 1918 and began to take photographs in 

1922. Since that time, his career has been closely linked to develop

ments in the photographic art of his country. His role is central to the 

history of Mexican photography, not only because of his distinctive body 
of work but also because he has constantly interacted with the leading

. Q7fl 1. Jane Livingston, M. Alvarez Bravo, Boston, David R. Godine,
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artists of his nation. While other of his compatriots, working in this 

medium, contributed to its development as an art form, it was Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo who remained closest to the Academy of San Carlos and to 

the core of Mexican art. Today he is considered as the doyen of photo

graphic artists in his country.

Photography in the Academy at the turn of the century was rele

gated to the role of document; it replaced the use of lithographs and 

engravings for copying in drawing classes. Many of the students who 

objected to this use of photography as a tool would eventually become 

prominent in the revolutionary and highly influential Muralist movement, 

post 1920,1 and support it as an art form. The dominance of the Mora

lists did not preclude alternative philosophies. In the mid 1920’s, a 

movement called Estridentismo^ was founded. Some painters in this group 

of estridentistas came to be known as the "little masters." The Estri- 

dentists too, became interested in photography as art. Recognition for 

the medium came in 1926 with the publication Forma, a magazine which 

prominently featured photography. Edward Weston and Tina Modotti, living 

in Mexico during the two-year life of Forma, contributed to this aware

ness of the medium. It is noteworthy that concurrently with a change in 

attitude toward photography, Manuel Alvarez Bravo began teaching this

1. The group of artists associated with the Muralist movement of 
painting in Mexico have become known in art literature as "social mora
lists." In this thesis the term "Muralist" refers to painters working 
within the movement. Refer to Bernard S. Myers, "Mexican Art in the 
Twentieth Century," Encyclopedia of World Art, Vol. I, New York, McGraw- 
Hill Book Co. Inc. Ltd., 1964, p.344; and Rita Eder, Treasures of Mexico, 
New York, Armand Hammer Foundation, 1978, p.169.

2. This movement will be referred to hereafter as Estridentism, 
and its adherents as Estridentists.
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subject at the Academy in 1929. At that time he was largely influenced 

by the ideas of the Muralists and Estridentists and, additionally, by the 
philosophy of Diego Rivera, who was then director of the Academy.

The fundamental ideas of Surrealism are important for considering 

Alvarez Bravo's use of certain terms which relate to a conceptual under

standing of his photographs. The influence of Surrealism was extensive, 

but the international aims of the European movement were never exactly 

duplicated in Mexico. This was partly because of divergent cultural and 

political situations in Mexico and France. Alvarez Bravo's photographs 

received early recognition by Andre Breton, who included them in a 1939 

exhibition of Mexican art in Paris. His work was also exhibited at the 

Julien Levy Gallery, in New York in 1935.

The use of the nude in Mexican art had been limited by the 

Catholic Church to religious contexts; it was only in the nineteenth 

century, influenced by European art styles, that this genre appeared in 

secular form. As the nude form appeared more frequently, so too did the 

Indian ethnic type, both of which were used by the Muralists from the 

1920's on. The nude figure became one of the symbols used to portray 

history and political thought. The "little masters" in the 1930's and 

1940's painted many nudes as an expression of their cultural nationalism. 

The photographs of the nude by Alvarez Bravo may be viewed in a similar 

context, while also demonstrating other facets of his individual 

development.

A study of Mexican art criticism reveals a rift which occurred in 

the mid 1940's, at which time the more dogmatic of the Muralists objected 

to the incursion of Surrealism. While highlighting their personal
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aspirations for Mexican art, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Diego Rivera, and 

Manuel Rodriguez Lozano projected serious philosophical differences when 

they wrote about Manuel Alvarez Bravo and photography.

Manuel Alvarez Bravo, during the course of his career as an 

artist, has photographed all facets of Mexican life including the nude 

genre. Central to this study is a small group of twenty-one images and 

two proof sheets of the nude which fall into two separate time periods 

divided by more than thirty years. (He continued to take photographs of 

the nude during the intervening years. These images will not be consi

dered in this discussion as they have not been published or exhibited.) 

The nudes allow for a discussion ranging beyond this genre., They should 
be considered as integrally related to other ideas in the overall body of 

work by Manuel Alvarez Bravo.

In the process of writing this thesis four concepts that typify 

basic features of the artist’s work were isolated. They are applicable 

to both groups of nudes, and equally to all his other photographs, while 

also being important to an understanding of his work. These concepts and 
Surrealist thinking are reflected in the titles that he frequently 

applies retroactively to his photographs. His manner of titling photo

graphs, which extends their visual and documentary boundaries, was first 

noted by artist friends in the 1940’s. It illustrates his sense of 

poetry which relates him to Imagist and Surrealist poets.

Xipe-Totec, a Mexican mythological god, is the theme of a small 

group of Manuel Alvarez Bravo's latest nudes. Universalism and nature as 

a regenerative force are the philosophical concepts which permeate his 

most recent photographs. These images could be said to summarize the
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artist’s lifework while simultaneously demonstrating his sensitivity and 

mature sensuality. They are suggestive of a personal allegorical 

symbolism for the artist.



CHAPTER II

PHOTOGRAPHY IN THE ACADEMY OF SAN CARLOS PRIOR TO THE REVOLUTION

The Academy of San Carlos (La Escuela Nacional de Artes 

PISsticas) played an early role in the history of Mexican photography. 

Little attention has been paid to existing documentation which records a 

specific use of photography, at the turn of the century, in this institu

tion. Photography was used as a copying tool in academic discipline 

which resulted in dissension to this practice by some artists. The 

authority of the Academy, although challenged and eroded during the 

revolutionary period, continued to be a force in Mexican art. After the 

Revolution, muralist artists continued their relationship with the 

school, although new attitudes prevailed; one instance was that photog

raphy was taught as an art form. Manuel Alvarez Bravo was one of the 

first Mexican photographers to be associated with the Muralists, and he 

has since then continued his involvement with Mexican artists. He was 

also one of the first photographers to use the medium in an atmosphere of 

acceptance for it as an art form. The documentation presented here 

attests to radical changes in attitude concerning photography at the 

Academy. It is valuable in placing Alvarez Bravo in the context of the 

school where he has had a continuing influence on the tradition of 

photography. He studied there in night classes in 1918, and later taught 

intermittently from 1929 to 1943.

From the many extant documents and drawings, Jean Chariot has 

reconstructed a concise account of the school's history in his Mexican
6
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Art and the Academy of San Carlos.  ̂ The Royal Academy of San Carlos in 

New Spain was chartered in 1785, and is now known as Lâ  Escuela Nacional 

de Bellas Artes* In the European tradition, its curriculum emphasized 

drawing as the common denominator of all the plastic arts.^ Don Manuel 

Tolsa, who was named in 1790 as director of the sculpture program, 

brought from Spain the collection of plaster casts that may be seen today 

at the school, (Fig. B2).^ During the Revolution, these symbols of Euro

pean culture were put in the basement, and followers of Diego Rivera 

still talk of their corrupting influence.

Training at the Academy, circa 1900, was dependent on the use of 

photographs. This use of photography became an issue of great contention 

and resulted in heated discussion between opposing parties within the 

school. Photography, as a copying tool in academic discipline, was 

eventually dispensed with during the political upheavals in the country.

Prior to the Revolution, photography was considered by at least a 

few academicians to be a necessary adjunct to teaching. None of the 

existing evidence suggests any consideration of the medium as an artistic 

expression at that time even though it undoubtedly influenced the 

artistic vision of the period. In reaction to the rigid use of camera 

images, some artists fought against the optical verity of the 

photographic print, seeing it as an imposition upon their own creative 

expression. The acceptance of photography as an art form was eventually

1. Jean Chariot, Mexican Art and the Academy of San Carlos, 
1785-1915, Austin, University of Texas Press, 1962.

2. Ibid, p.25.

3. Ibid, p.44.
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to come from the very same artists who had rejected it as a purely 

copying mechanism.

Antonio Fabres, sub-director of the school from 1903 to 1906, 

brought his own methods of teaching from Spain and tried to impose them 

upon the other professors. He figured prominently in the debate on 

photography which caused dissension and a rejection of the use of the 

camera. A professor who had given prints (engravings or lithographs) by 

the great masters as models to his students received this irate note from 
Fabres:

You know very well that, in my system of drawing, approved by the 
Government, so that today IT IS THE LAW, there is no such thing 
as drawing from prints. If we keep it for the first years it is 
only with the understanding that, eventually, we shall be able to 
replace prints with photographs.*

Further, Fabres wrote of himself:

Sr. Fabres is the discoverer of the fact that, to ensure quick 
progress in drawing and painting from the model, there is nothing 
equal to a certain sort of photograph that only he knows how to
achieve.^

Sr. Caboni, the school photographer, was responsible for documenting

class activities. A note from Fabres to Caboni reads, "...Please be

present at life class ... to take, by the use of magnesium ... the

photographs that I shall direct you to take."^ Rivas Mercado, who, as

director, had endless disputes with Fabres, wrote:

It is by now public knowledge that photographic cameras are used 
in his classes. From now on, SeSor Fabres and his adherents will 
have to do without what proved their supreme recourse for dazz
ling laymen as well as for ensnaring their own selves.

4. Ibid, p.145.

5. Ibid, p. 146. 

Ibid, p.146.6.
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His <Fabres*> incompetence as a teacher should be easy to 
demonstrate, once he is stripped of his only weapon in the compe
tition of lawful teaching. I refer of course, to the cdmara 
lucida, with whose powerful help he tricked the good faith of men 
unversed in matters of art.^

These excerpts demonstrate how determined Fabres was to impose

his rigid system of teaching, with the use of photographs instead of

prints. He was not unopposed, however, as seen in the angry remarks made

by the director of the school, Rivas Mercado. A valuable insight into

Fabres* techniques and procedures has been given by Jose Clemente Orozco,

who was a student then in the Academy:

Fabres refashioned the halls for night classes, installing 
special furniture and equipment to facilitate the work. The 
electric lighting was perfect, and it was possible to pose a live 
model or place a plaster one in any desired position or lighting, 
thanks to the ingenious machinery like that of a modern theater 
...Fabres* method was less a way of teaching than an intense 
training and a rigorous discipline after the norms of European 
academies. Nature was to be copied with the greatest photo
graphic exactness at no matter what expense of time or effort.
One and the same model, in one and the same position, faced the 
student for weeks and even for months, without the slightest 
variation. Even the shadows were traced in chalk to make sure of 
keeping the lighting the same throughout. And when the students 
had copied a particular model for a number of weeks, a photograph 
was made of it and they compared their efforts with this.®

Rare photographs from the archives of San Carlos are important as 

documentary evidence in illustrating a crucial period of discontent with 

the rigorous copying techniques imposed by Fabres. The earliest photo

graph in the archives of the library in San Carlos was taken, probably by 

Gabon!, between 1895 and 1904 (Fig. B3). It carries the caption, "Class 

of Advanced Plaster Casts of Sr. Prof. Julio Ruelas." This was the class 7 8

7. Ibid, p.150.

8. Jose Clemente Orozco, Jose Clemente Orozco, An Autobiography, 
trans. Robert C. Stephenson, Austin, University of Texas Press, 1962,
pp.10-12.
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in drawing from plaster casts which was required of students before 

proceeding to live models.^ Julio Ruelas (1870-1907), who returned in 

1895 from studies in Europe, taught during the period of Fabres* 

directorship and was known as a superb draftsman. Justino Fernandez has 

noted that his portrait of a couple named Larquet, painted in 1896, has 

an almost photographic realism.*®

It is evident from various writers describing this period, that 

photography in one way or another influenced artistic vision. Fernandez 

mentioned "photographic realism" and Chariot commented on the fact that 

small imported paintings, based on photographs, by Meissonier influenced 

the Academy to produce works in smaller formats than th0S6 tO Which they 

were accustomed.11

A second print (Fig. B4), similarly mounted, also appears to be 

the work of Caboni. (There is no absolute evidence for this assumption 

apart from the dates available, and documentation from the archives of 

the Academy.) The caption reads:

Class of the nude and costume of Sr. Prof. Dir. Antonio 
Fabres. During his tenure the class was in the form of an amphi
theater, and then later when he retired...(illegible)...it was 
transformed, as seen in this photograph, being the class of Sr. 
Prof. Leandro Izaguirre.^

Prof. Izaguirre, who was in Europe from 1902 to 1906, apparently replaced 9 10 11 12

9. Chariot, p.58.

10. Justino FernAndez, El arte del siglo XIX en Mexico, Mexico, 
Imprenta Universitaria, 1967, p.145.

11. Chariot, p. 134.

12. Caption, Fig. B4. See Appendix C.
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Fabres who left Mexico in 1 9 0 6 , thus dating this image to 1906 or 

later. Chariot relates that Izaguirre, like Fabres, used photographs in 

teaching.

A photograph by A. G. Garduno (Fig. B5) illustrates the ingenious 

machinery referred to in one of the foregoing quotations by Orozco. The 

circular floor disc with a cord attached to it probably revolved, making 

changes in pose and lighting a simple matter. The chalk marks for 

tracing the shadows are clearly visible on the floor and in the back

ground of the photograph. Additional photographs (Figs. B6 and B7), also 

by A. G. Garduno, are possibly from this period and may have been 

executed for Fabres or Izaguirre. Drawings in the archives of San Carlos 

dated 1905 and 1906 show representations of similar hats, hairstyles and 

even the same models.

After Fabres left the Academy in 1904 new practices were

implemented; again Orozco has provided valuable commentary:

We made considerable changes in the regimen that Fabres had left 
with us. Our models no longer stayed in the same position day 
after day. Drawing was still conscientious but it was done 
rapidly to train hand and eye. Our new exercises consisted in 
little by little reducing the time spent in copying from life 
until we could make the swiftest rough drafts in less than a 
minute, and later we began to draw and paint from a model in 
motion. There were no longer any photographs with which to 
compare our efforts, and the necessary simplification of the 
instantaneous sketch brought out the personal style of each
student.14

Drawings from the files in the library at San Carlos (Figs. B8 and B9), 

dated 1905 and 1906, are testimony to this quick and simplified approach.

13. FernAndez, p.140,

14. Orozco, p.19.
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Dating the photographs by A. G. Garduno is problematic. He and 
his brother, together with Diego Rivera, were students in Fabres* class. 

Manuel Alvarez Bravo remembers a professor Garduno, whose brother was a . 

photographer, teaching in the Academy in 1918 when he was a student 

there. Figures BIO and Bll suggest that the equipment installed by 

Fabres was still in place and that chalk markings continued to be used 

after his departure in 1906 from Mexico. It is possible that the Garduno 
photographs date back to 1905 or that they were executed over a longer 

period of time.

The objections of some students and teachers to the use of photo

graphs in teaching finally brought an end to this practice. Shortly 

afterwards, however, the Mexican Revolution took place and the question 

of photography within the Academy was temporarily put in abeyance. Those 

very students who had resisted Fabres later came to accept and appreciate 

the work of foreign photographers, Weston and Modotti. Manuel Alvarez 

Bravo, who started taking photographs in the 1920's, encountered a new 

attitude concerning photography.



CHAPTER III

MEXICAN ART INFLUENCES ON MANUEL ALVAREZ BRAVO PRIOR TO SURREALISM

A study of Manuel Alvarez Bravo's ideas and imagery suggests that 

developments such as the Muralist movement and Estridentism, during the 

1920's, were strong formative influences upon him. Both groups were 

Mexican, although Estridentism originally was based on European ideas. 

Alvarez Bravo's work, throughout his career, has tended to display a 

dualism such as that which was inherent in the aims of these two move

ments. It may be stated that the continuing duality seen in his work has 

been influenced by a deep Mexican cultural-national awareness (stimulated 

by the work of the Muralists), together with a tendency toward free 

poetic metaphors (which was evident in the goals of the Estridentists). 

This last is characteristic of 20th century European modernist poetry 

which, in Mexico, can be traced through the Estridentists to the later 

influence of Surrealism. During this same decade, the publication Forma 

contributed to a growing recognition of photography as an art form. 

Articles on the subject were contributed to various magazines by two of 

the leading Muralists, Diego Rivera and David Alfaro Siqueiros, and also 

by writers who were associated with Estridentism. When Alvarez Bravo 

started teaching photography at the Academy of San Carlos in 1929, the 

atmosphere there was one of Mexico creating new realities for herself 

after the Revolution. Photography was being considered in a new light, 

no longer a teaching device for academic drawing classes as it had been 
prior to the Revolution.
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Formation of the Muralist Movement

From the time of the centennial of Mexican independence in 1910, 

events in the Academy had closely paralleled those associated with poli

tical upheavals on the national level. The outbreak of Madero's revolt 

against Diaz in 1911 affected the situation in San Carlos, prompting a 

student strike which crippled the school's activities until 1915.

While the Academy's administration underwent changes, students 

took their easels outdoors and participated in a Mexican Barbizon school. 

The new director, Alfredo Ramos Martinez, in leading the way to a new 

Mexican art, offended the fixed ideas of local art lovers who were appre

ciative of European masters* by openly calling for a new art inspired by 

the Mexican homeland. In a letter to the Secretary of Education in 1913, 

he spelled out his aims for the school:

It is the wish of the direction of the Academy that its students 
of painting work from the model and in direct contact with 
nature, in locations where the foliage and perspective effects 
are true to the character of our patria. The aim is to awaken 
the enthusiasm of the students for the beauty of our own land, 
and to give birth to an art worthy of being truthfully called a 
national art.^

This quotation provides insight into the national feelings of Mexican 

artists, and the way in which academic administrators were able to 

influence their students. It also presages the tone of the Muralist 

Manifesto that was to come eight years later.

On replacing Ramos Martinez in 1914, Dr. Atl, the first ideo

logist and father of the Moralists, ordered that "...operative from this 

date, and valid until countermanded, there will be no more live models in 1

1. Chariot, p.159.

2. Ibid, p. 160.
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this school."-* Not only were models now forbidden but the pedantic use 

of photographs was completely forgotten. Students returned to San Carlos 

in 1915, while the Revolution was raging, and Dr. Atl, who had become 

director of the school, insisted on their seeing, participating, and 

recording through art, their personal impressions of this bloody con

flict. The war was the model which molded the great post-revolutionary 

painters, Orozco, Siqueiros, and Rivera.

The first Muralist Manifesto of 1921, written by David Alfaro 

Siqueiros, proclaimed the movement’s intentions to glorify the indigenous 

Mexican races and the worker; it denounced easel painting because of its 

aristocratic overtones.^ Generally the tone of their proclamations was 

doctrinaire. The Moralists diverged radically from the earlier tradi

tions which had prevailed at the Academy of San Carlos. Indeed, the 

authority of the Academy, in matters of style and taste, particularly 

concerning the traditional relationship with Europe, was eroded during 

the period of the Mexican Revolution. The Moralists, with government 

support, concentrated on painting historical and political subjects, 

generally using the walls of public buildings. This new art took on a 

quality of programmed subject matter following the goals prescribed by 

the Manifesto. With its accent on public works, it became a tool for 

communication, heightening a self-pride in Mexican nationalism in which

3. Ibid, p.162.

4. MacKinley Helm, Modern Mexican Painters, New York, Harper and 
Brothers Pub., 1941, p.32.
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"...finally the mestizaje (or crossbreeding) was recognized not as a 

fault but as the essence."-*

Several other events, also connected with the Revolution, were 

instrumental in accelerating the changes seen in mural painting and 

furthering the growing separation from European inspired art. The Revo

lution brought about a redistribution of the land and reduction in the 

power of the church. Pre-Hispanic consciousness was fostered by the 

growing number of excavations undertaken throughout the country which 

revealed artifacts whose forms influenced the new plastic arts. A 

growing appreciation of the popular arts intensified the national 

feelings. Artists who participated or associated with the Moralists were 

imbued with an awareness for their Pre-Hispanic past together with a 

strong sense of nationalism and social justice. These sentiments still 

exist in Mexico, even though new realities have come into being and new 

art movements have superseded the Moralists.

Estridentismo and "The Little Masters"

Estridentismo, a Mexican movement little known outside that 

country, was created in the 1920's. It presented an alternative to 
Muralism and its doctrinaire attitudes. A sense of symbiosis between 

poetry and nationalism is a pervading element in Alvarez Bravo's work; it 

can be viewed in the context of the aims of the Estridentists. His own 

thought processes seem to incorporate use of the word as an image, a 

concept which was the essence of Estridentism. Maples Arce, an 
Estridentist poet, wrote:

5. JosS Moreno Villa, Lo mexicano en las artes plasticas, Mexico, 
Fondo de Cultura EconSmica, 1958J p.bW. See Appendix C.
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•••in poetry, what interested us most was the image, that is 
to say, a certain theme in the poem but not in a narrative 
form...but rather to give a narrative unity created through an 
emotional association...with Estridentism we began to use words 
from daily reality, including words of the political reality of 
Mexico.®

Although artists, actors, musicians and illustrators were included in the 

group, it was the Estridentist poets who were the publicists for the 

movement. The Estridentists were, more than likely, influenced by the 

Imagist Movement, founded in 1913 by Ezra Pound. The Imagists will be 

referred to in Chapter IV, in the context of the history of modernist 

poetry and Surrealism. Many of the different groups which appeared and 

disappeared with regularity during the first two decades of the 20th 

century shared certain common roots. Apart from the obvious connection 

with the Imagists, the Estridentists were influenced by Dadaist writers 

such as Tristan Tzara, Apollinaire, and Max Jacob. Despite these connec

tions with Europe, Estridentist writings are tempered by a Mexican 

reality and reflect neither the nihilism of Futurism nor the 

irrationality of Dada.

Manuel Alvarez Bravo was not a participant in Estridentism, 

although he read their publications and was aware of their activities. 

It is significant that art and photographic criticism of the early thir

ties was often written from a poetic (rather than nationalist) point of 

view, reflecting the ideas of the Estridentists. Manuel Alvarez Bravo's 

photographs in such reviews were likened to poetic imagery. Critics,

6. Araceli Rico Cervantes, "El estridentismo, otra alternative a 
la culture de la revoluciSn mexicana," Thesis, Universidad Nacional 
Autdnoma de Mexico, Mexico, 1978, pp.214-215. See Appendix C.
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even then, recognized in his photographs a quality of individuality, 

silence and mystery.

The aims of the Estridentists were twofold: one was to stimulate 

the imagination of both the artist and his public through the creation of 

new art forms and emotional language; the second, echoing the aims of the 

Moralists, was to enhance communication between the artist and his 
public.^

Mural painting, in the 1920's, tended to dominate all other 

artistic expression, despite the activities of the Estridentists and some 

easel painters. In the 1930's the exclusivity of Muralism declined while 

the influence of the easel painters reasserted itself. In 1938, Jose 

Gorostiza termed the easel painters "the little masters" (pequenos 

maestros). He noted that their work shared an aspiration to universality 

and collective responsibility with the Moralists, but diverged in what he 

considered to be their abstract qualities of poetry.® Many of the pain

ters associated with the Moralist Movement were not comfortable with the 

large scale painting demanded of this expression. Artists such as 

Gabriel Fernandez Ledesma, Julio Castellanos, Rufino Tamayo, Francisco 

Diaz de Le6n and Augustin Lazo, were easel painters who may be 

essentially regarded as being close in spirit to the aims of the 

Estridentists. It was they who comprised the group known as the "little 

masters." While Alvarez Bravo considers himself to be a part of the

7. Ibid, p.199.

8. Jose Gorostiza, "De la pintura nueva," in Catalog, Galeria de 
arte, departamento de accidn social, segunda exposicidn pintores 
mexicanos contemporineos, Mexico, Universidad Nacional Autonoma de 
Mexico, 25.2.1938 to 31.3.1938, n. pag.
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Muralists* historical awareness and sense of nationalism, his images more 

closely approximate the ideas inherent in the works of the "little 

masters." Thus, in a sense, he fuses the main ideas of the two groups.

FORMA, Edward Weston and Tina Modotti 

Forma, a seminal publication which Alvarez Bravo considers to 

have been largely responsible for the recognition of photography as an 

art form in Mexico, appeared in seven editions in 1926 and 1927. Edited 

and directed by Gabriel FernAndez Ledesma, it was a forum for writers, 

artists and photographers in which, according to art historian Justino 

FernSndez, a new vision of Mexico was presented.^ Prof. Jose de Santiago 

has related that the magazine was eventually terminated because Edward 

Weston's Excusado (a photograph of a toilet bowl) was published in its 

last issue and found offensive by the authorities.
Edward Weston and Tina Modotti, living in Mexico City at this 

time, participated in artistic group activity by exhibiting their photo

graphs, which were also reproduced in various newspapers. Weston showed 

six prints in an exhibit at El Cafe de Nadie on April 12, 1924. Maples 

Arce, the editor of Irradiador, directed the exhibit for the Estridentist 

m o v e m e n t . T i n a  Modotti participated in the experimental theatre of

9. Justino FernSndez, El hombre; estStica del arte moderno y 
contemporaneo, Mexico, Universidad Nacional Autdnoma de Mexico, 1962, 
p.205.

10. Edward Weston, Daybooks, Vol. I, ed. Nancy Newhall, New York, 
George Eastman House, 1961, p.63. It cannot be a coincidence that the 
name of the publication was Irradiador. John Gould Fletcher, an American 
expatriate poet living in London in 1913 and a member of the Imagist 
movement, wrote a series of thirty-six poems entitled Irradiations. The 
activities of the Estridentists were in direct contrast to the national
ism of the Muralists. Refer to Edmund S. de Chasea, John Gould Fletcher 
and Imagism, Columbia, University of Missouri Press, pp. 14-ib.
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Murcielago, which was affiliated with the Estridentists. While Alvarez 

Bravo and Edward Weston (who left the country in 1927) never met, they 

corresponded. The young Mexican artist sent a selection of his prints to 

Weston for possible inclusion in the 1929 Stuttgart international exhibi

tion of photography, Film und Foto. He did, however, meet Tina Modotti 

and visited her often. In this way he became acquainted with her photo

graphs and those of Weston. After Modotti left Mexico City in 1929, 

Alvarez Bravo continued her commercial work, part of which was taking 

photographs of art works for the Muralists.

The importance of Forma, Edward Weston, and Tina Modotti in 

stimulating a change in attitude toward photography in Mexico cannot be 

over-estimated. Tacit recognition of photography as an art form came 

with a gradual acceptance of the medium. Discussion, in the form of 

articles and polemic, centered around the work of Weston and Modotti, and 

also of local Mexican photographers. Alvarez Bravo's imagery may, for a 

time, have been influenced by their work, but over a longer period he 

should be seen as a distinctly Mexican phenomenon. Both Weston and 

Modotti were foreigners and interpreted the country without the 

throbbing national self-identity which is pervasive in the work of 

Alvarez Bravo.

Diego Rivera and David Alfaro Siqueiros, who had attended the 

Academy during the period of resistance to Fabres' rigorous camera-like 

drawing, wrote about photography in the twenties. Siqueiros authored a 

1925 review for the Weston/Modotti exhibition then showing in Guada

lajara; it was one of his many on the subject and role of photography. 

In it he expressed his view that:
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THE PUREST PHOTOGRAPHIC EXPRESSION...is the most formidable 
technical demonstration that can be made and MUST be made with 
the camera obscura.

The great majority of photographers...in their searching for 
"pictorial" character waste the innate physical factors of 
photography.

...THE PHOTOGRAPHIC AESTHETIC is not only different by its 
very nature from the PICTORIAL AESTHETIC but diametrically op- 
posed...PHOTOGRAPHIC BEAUTY is absolutely modern and is destined 
to have in the future a surprising development.

The photographers Weston and Modotti know this perfectly well 
and show in their works that the only possible contact there can 
be between good photography and good painting (this point 
disregarded by artists who make paintings out of 
photography)...is an EQUILIBRIUM, A RHYTHM of dimensions, a bal
ance of direction.

...Weston and Modotti have found the right path of 
photography as an AUTONOMOUS GRAPHIC MANIFESTATION and with its 
OWN BEAUTY.11

The use of the word "purest" in the first sentence of the quota

tion is significant. It was only in 1932, with Edward Weston at its 

helm, that the ideas of the Purist Group, (who called themselves "f.64") 

were formulated in San Francisco. The decade of the twenties, in the 

United States, witnessed a moving away from the pictorial qualities of 

photography to a simpler graphic delineation of subject matter. The 

change was closely related to a positive view of the machine age; 

Siqueiros' article suggests his knowledge or awareness of this new 

sensibility.

In 1926 Diego Rivera also wrote a review of photographs by Weston 

and Modotti:

11. David Alfaro Siqueiros, "Una trascendental labor fotogrSfica 
—  la exposicidn Weston-Modotti," El Informador, Guadalajara, 4 Sept. 
1925, p.6. See Appendix C.
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...Everyone has accepted the fact that photography liberated 
painting, defining the field between the IMAGE, copy of the 
physical aspect of the world and the PLASTIC CREATION, within 
which falls the art of painting...for whose particular REALITY 
PARALLEL TO NATURE the image of the exterior world may or may not 
be employed; but it is indispensable for the existence of this 
reality to ESTABLISH ITS OWN ORDER.

Today our sensibility is no longer deceived by the novelty of 
the processes of the camera and ...we clearly feel the person
ality of each one of the authors in different photographs made 
under the same conditions of time and space.

Edward Weston is THE AMERICAN ARTIST...whose sensibility 
contains the extreme modernity of the PLASTICITY OF THE NORTH,
AND THE LIVING TRADITION OF THE LAND OF THE SOUTH.12 13

The tone of writing in these two articles by Siqueiros and 

Rivera is quite different. While Siqueiros wrote of the pure documental 

strength of photography and recognized its autonomous graphic qualities, 

Rivera regarded painting as being parallel to nature, and photography as 

a liberator of painting. Rivera attributed a personalized stamp to the 

works of each individual photographer. In contrast, Siqueiros portrayed 

Weston and Modotti as fulfilling certain expectations that he required of 

the medium. Rivera was expressing, too, his hopes for a pan-Americanism 

which he felt in Weston's photographs. In 1934, while further expounding 

on this theme, Rivera wrote that "...American art, if it should come into 

being, will be the product of the fusion of the marvellous indigenous 

art...and the art of the industrial worker of the north.

Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Teacher of Photography

Alvarez Bravo is known in Mexico not only as an artist and 

commercial photographer, but also as maestro (master-teacher). At the

12. Diego Rivera, "Edward Weston and Tina Modotti," Mexican 
Folkways, April/May, No.6, 1926, p.16.

13. Fernandez, El̂  hombre, p.228. See Appendix C.
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very time that photography was gaining recognition, largely through the 

examples of work by Weston and Modotti, Alvarez Bravo was there to conti

nue and foster the interest through his work and in his capacity as 

teacher. Alvarez Bravo, who developed his serious interest in photography 

during the decade of the 1920’s, is essentially a product of this period. 

When he first started teaching photography at the Academy in 1929, his 

immediate frame of reference was to the Muralist movement, the 

Estridentists (to whom the "little masters" were related) and the publi

cation Forma. His social consciousness and national identity were 

largely a result of the political climate and the works of the Muralists, 

which revealed national feelings. However, the Estridentists and "little 

masters," also expressing a Mexican identity, did so in a less programmed 

manner and with less political rhetoric. Their connections with poetic, 

literary and symbolist groups appear to have met a need in Alvarez Bravo 

for a personal and individual expression. The artists in the forefront 

of the Muralist movement were those who believed that photography could 

assert itself, in its own right, as an art form rather than as a device 

to be used in teaching. The articles by Rivera and Siqueiros, and the 

coverage afforded by the publication, Forma, were among the earliest 
concrete examples of changes in attitudes concerning photography.

Insight into the pedagogical methods of an artist may be helpful 

for a better understanding of his oeuvre, as individual thought processes 

and ideology are generally projected into a classroom situation. Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo’s attitudes toward photography and his thoughts on teaching 

were certainly influenced by Diego Rivera, who in 1929 held the director

ship of the Academy. He had been appointed in response to student
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pressure for teaching reforms.Gonzalez Camarena, who was a student 

during that period, recalled that Rivera's lectures on avant-garde art 

were a revelation, particularly as books on the subject were almost non- 

e x i s t a n t . R i v e r a  advocated that all previous experience in art be 

negated, that artists should regress to point zero and start creating a 
new art while participating in the struggles of the country. 1 &

Diego Rivera resigned from the Academy in 1929 over a dispute on 

curriculum reform. In a show of solidarity, two teachers at the school, 

Rufino Tamayo and Manuel Alvarez Bravo, joined him. Alvarez Bravo's 

action may be seen as identification with Diego Rivera's philosophical 

stance and his teaching policy. After leaving the Academy, the three 

instructors conducted an open-air forum in the private patio of an ex

student. Alvarez Bravo relates that both he and Rivera gave lectures 

there. However, the patio school was short lived because "...All of 

these romantic notions are all very well, but difficult to maintain, 

because one has to make a living. Rivera had to paint his murals and each 

of us had to make his own way...therefore it didn't last a long time. 
But it left important marks on me."17

14. Jose G. Zuno, Historia de las artes pla sticas en la 
revolucidn mexicana, Tomo Mexico, El Institute Nacional de Estudios 
Historicos de la Revolucidn Mexicana, 1967, p.157.

15. Raquel Tibol, Documentacidn sobre el arte mexicano, Mexico, 
Fondo de Culture Economics, 1974, p.132.

16. Ibid, p. 133.

17. Tape 10, side 1, p.2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo. See 
Appendix C.
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Manuel Alvarez Bravo's Informality and non-conformist stance to
ward teaching can be seen as a philosophical attitude reflecting his 
wide-ranging interests. Of his later period of instruction at the 

Academy in 1940, he recalls sitting with his students in the stairway 

where they discussed painting, politics and everything but photography. 

He sees this activity as a preparation for thinking and developing an 

attitude toward life.*-®

Antonio Reynoso has been helpful in describing the classes that 

he had attended during his student years, from 1940 to 1943, when Alvarez 

Bravo taught at the Academy under then director Rodriguez Lozano. He 

explained that Alvarez Bravo preferred conversations over lectures. The 

subjects discussed included Mexican art and sculpture; the instructor 

showed a particular interest in classical music, the dramatist Lope de 

Vega, the philosopher Rousseau, and French painting. In any discussion of 

student work, he respected individual opinions and talked about technical 

faults without imposing his own thoughts on the student. These courses 

provided orientation more than technical training; despite a dreadful 

darkroom with light leaks, Reynoso found that the class was very 

interesting.

Even though Alvarez Bravo and other Mexican artists contend that 

art literature was difficult to come by, it is of value to note that he 

had a complete collection of the publication Camera Work, edited by 

Stieglitz, which he had bought in Mexico City or visitors had brought for 

him. The edition was a useful complement to discussion materials.

18. Ibid.

19. Notes from a conversation, Colette Alvarez Bravo, May, 1980.
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In speaking about the academy and photography, Manuel Alvarez

Bravo has said that the question of teaching is a confused issue:

Teaching the technique of photography can be compared to the 
academic period of copying plaster casts. That is to say, one 
can teach a technique. I think the attempts at artistic teaching 
harm the individual development of students who should be left to 
develop on their own, they need to be left alone to see what 
comes out, if anything...When an individual takes on the respon
sibility of an art, he has the support of knowing what he can 
express through that art, or what that art can express, so he 
adopts a means that can help him achieve this. But photography 
was largely unrecognized as an art and the young people didn't 
have the conviction to continue...there was a confused sense and 
palpitating interest on the part of young people for photography 
and this type of education. For many years there was a lack of 
photographic history in Mexico...therefore when a young person 
wished to dedicate himself to photography he looked to those who 
practiced commercial photography. One can find very interesting 
things in this sphere.

The tone of Alvarez Bravo's remarks conveys a distaste for the academic 

discipline of copying. The act of intuitive searching for self-expres

sion, by an individual, is clearly the view that is held by him. His 

major contribution as a teacher, as seen in the quotation and in the 

remarks made by Antonio Reynoso, appears to have been one of stimulating 

awareness. Teaching was important to him although he followed no 

rigorous curriculum beyond disseminating his thoughts with flexibility 

and openness. Furthermore, the fact that he has taught generations of 

young Mexicans attests to a continuing awareness of photography, even 

though it has been restricted to a small circle. Alvarez Bravo continues 

today as mentor to a loosely-knit group of serious photographers who 

occasionally work together or meet informally.

20. Tape 9, side 2, pp.3-4. Interview with Alvarez Bravo. See 
Appendix C.



CHAPTER IV

MANUEL ALVAREZ BRAVO AND SURREALISM

Manuel Alvarez Bravo was called a Surrealist photographer by 

Andre Breton in 1938. Writers on the subject of Surrealism have done 
likewise, perhaps because of his contacts in the 1930's with Andre 

Breton, the Julien Levy Gallery in New York, and because of a sense of 

fitting into this category, even though it has never been adequately 

explained. Alvarez Bravo expresses personal doubt about the Surrealist 

label, although he has not elaborated on his reservations. He cannot be 

said to conform completely, or ideologically, to Surrealist aims. In 

order to assess him within the Surrealist framework, it is necessary to 

consider the phenomenon of Surrealism and the fact that it and other 

twentieth century movements are an integral part of modernist poetry. The 

most important idea shared by Alvarez Bravo and the Surrealist movement 

is a sense of poetry which exists in his photographs. Confounding logic, 

and a certain game-playing which can be sensed in some of his titles, are 
also an indication of his ties to Surrealism. Identification with these 

particular characteristics of Surrealism would seem to indicate that 

other aspects of the movement are of less importance to Alvarez Bravo. 

Furthermore, his links with this movement do not negate the fact that 

some of his ideals had been formed during the flowering of the Muralist 

and Estridentist movements. Alvarez Bravo has stated his debt to the

Moralists; it was constantly reiterated during interviews and his expla
nations of Mexican art and history. Some comparisons may be made between

27
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Alvarez Bravo and AndrS Breton, but differences between the European and 

Mexican expressions of the Surrealist aesthetic also point to important 

divergences between the two men. Photography and certain photographers 

were closely connected with the movement; their work, including that of 

Alvarez Bravo, was seen internationally in the thirties.

Although the credos of certain movements and groups, often 

founded by poets, in this century have emphasized different views, there 

is a degree of commonality beween some of them. Marcel Raymond noted 

their free use of words and images; they associated "...them not 

according to their usage and pure logic, but according to their 

psychological resonance and the mysterious law of universal analogy."^ 

This last statement is pertinent to the way that Alvarez Bravo has 

applied disparate or unexpected titles to his images.

Imagism, like Surrealism, was a part of the developments in 

modernist poetry. It occurred almost simultaneously with such related 

movements as Futurism and Vorticism; it is now very difficult to 

differentiate precisely between them.^ For example, in the Imagist 

movement, it appears that the image signified different things to dif

ferent members.^ When Ezra Pound, the movement’s founder, discussed 

technicalities of Imagist verse in 1913, he required that it demonstrate 

"...a hardness, a sense of brevity,...economy, and...being nearer to the 1

1. Marcel Raymond, From Baudelaire to Surrealism, New York, 
Wittenborn, Schultz, Inc., 1950, p.20.

2. Ibid, p. 241.

3. J. B. Harmer, Victory in Limbo, London, Seeker and Warburg, 
1975, p. 161.
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bone."^ The concept of the image had been of great interest to the 

Estridentists. A contemporary poet, Octavio Paz, although considered 

close to the spirit of Surrealism, has illustrated a sense of Imagism in 

his verse. This is particularly evident in a poem dedicated to the 

photographs of Alvarez Bravo (Chapter X).

Poetry was the unifying factor in Surrealist thought. Its 

sources and influences may be found in the nineteenth century writings of 

Rimbaud, Baudelaire, Verlaine, and Mallarme, as well as Hegel. Poetry, 

since the years preceding World War I, has been shaped by Andre Salmon, 

Max Jacob and Guillaume Apollinaire, who were themselves influenced by 

late nineteenth century Symbolist poetry. Rimbaud, in his poetry, devel

oped the art of. juxtaposing unexpected images which were suggestive of 

the transmutations of alchemy in verse.^ Hegel had defined poetry as 

"...the universal art that embraces the totality of the human spirit and 

unites all artistic activity."^ The First Surrealist Manifesto echoed 

this thought:

The image is pure creation of the spirit. The image cannot 
be born of a comparison but of an approximation of two realities 
more or less separate. The more the two realities are distant 
and distinct, the stronger the image will be— and the more 
emotive power and poetic reality it will have.^

4. de Chasea, p.19.

5. Fausto Francisco Ramirez Rojar, "La obra de Saturnino Herran 
en la historia de la pintura mexicana," Thesis, Universidad 
Iberoamericana, Mexico, p.14.

6. Franklin Rosemont, gen ed., What is Surrealism?. New York, 
Monad Press, 1978, p.67.

7. Herbert Read, ed., Surrealism, London, Faber and Faber Ltd., 
1936, p.75. See Appendix C.
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Furthermore, poetry was seen as a means of eliminating national 

boundaries which, for the Surrealists, were symbols of political 

oppression. In this context Malcolm de Chazal wrote "...poetry has 
one aim: absolute human freedom."®

Surrealism, a major movement of the twentieth century, was foun

ded in 1924 by AndrS Breton. It superseded the nihilism of the Dadaists 

by emphasizing the "marvellous" and exalting the state of love. The 

essence of Surrealism has been described by Marcel Raymond as "...a 

method of writing, and, in a broader sense, as a philosophical atti

t u d e . H e  related the Surrealists to Baudelaire by virtue of their 

attempt to confound logic*® (a characteristic in both art and writing 

within the movement). Raymond's explanation of "universal analogy" and 

Rimbaud's poetry, with its juxtaposing of unexpected images, are 

similarly related. This aspect of modernist poetry is particular to the 

manner in which Alvarez Bravo's photographs transcend their documental 

value.

Two early preoccupations of the Surrealists, apart from poetry, 

were psychoanalysis and cultural anthropology. Sigmund Freud's investiga

tions into the unconscious had greatly interested Andre Breton. Freud's 

work suggested that the unconscious might be used for fusing inner and 
external reality, in both poetic and plastic imagery, through exploration

8. Rosemont, p.365.

9. Raymond, p.284.

10. Ibid, p.286.
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of the imagination.11 Automatism (painting or writing without conscious 

direction) was a direct result of the Surrealists' interpretations of 

Freud. Through this technique, they attempted to cross the barrier 

between dreaming and conscious action. Although not specifically cited 

in Surrealist literature, Carl Jung's concept of the collective uncon

scious is implicit in the Surrealists' interest in myth, universality, 

and cultural anthropology.

Alvarez Bravo is above all an individual; he is not prone to join 

in group activity as was often the case with Surrealist artists experi

menting with automatism. Alvarez Bravo's ties with Surrealism are 

strengthened more by his long-standing interest in poetry and Mexican 

anthropology than by the activities of the Surrealists as a group.

Both Alvarez Bravo's photographs and his explanations of them are 

most aligned with two fundamental principles of Surrealism. J. H. 

Matthews suggests that these are the expansion of the capabilities of 

linguistic communication and the phenomenon of perpetual metamorphosis.1  ̂

These principles stimulate the artist to pursue his own "inner necessity" 

(Breton's phrase) or, as Matthews suggests, an "inner model."1-* Alvarez 

Bravo has relentlessly pursued his own inner vision, fusing it with the 

Mexican reality around him; because of this his imagery does not 

stylistically conform to that of the revolutionary Muralists, or even the

11. Nahma Sandrow, Surrealism, Theater, Arts, Ideas, New York, 
Harper and Row, 1972, p.12.

12. J. H. Matthews, The Imagery of Surrealism, New York, 
Syracuse University Press, 1977, pp.xiii & 31.

13. Andre Breton, "Du Symbolisme", Le Surrealisms et la pein- 
ture, Paris, Gallimard, 1965, p.357, quoted in Matthews, p.51.
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"little masters." Perhaps for the same reasons neither does it closely 

resemble the photography and painting of the Surrealists.

In order to suggest a correlation between Manuel Alvarez Bravo's 

mature development and his interest in Mexican mythology, it is of value 

to describe a similar development in Breton's work. Their lives should 

not, however, be construed as being strictly parallel. Breton's critics 

have noted a shift in his later writings from the illogic of automatism 

to a manifestation of rationality. In Ode to Charles Fourier, written 

just after World War II, Breton's rational thought process was almost 

certainly related to his deep interest in ancient myth; he saw this as 

signifying "...the survival of man's inventive imagination."^ Of par

ticular interest is a catalog which he prepared in 1942 for the 

International Surrealist Exhibition, held in New York. Entitled, The 

Survival of Certain Myths and on Some Other Myths in Growth or Formation, 

Rosemont describes it as "...A series of poetic, analogical and icono- 

graphic confrontations on the mythical plane. It offers a measure of the 

vitality and latent resources of the myths in question, stimulating the 

reader to clarify his or her own mythological frame of reference."^ 

Breton's imagery, encompassing his interest in ancient myth and what he 

termed the "Great Invisibles," is pertinent here particularly in regard 
to the mythological Mexican god, Xipe-Totec, which is a theme for a 

series of recent photographs by Alvarez Bravo.

14. Anna Balakian, Andre Breton, Magus of Surrealism, New York, 
Oxford University Press, 1971, p.244.

15. Rosemont, p.272.
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Mexican Surrealism differs from the European in its vitality and 

frankness; that found in Europe is a contrived intellectual exercise by 

comparison. Ida Rodriguez Prampolini believes that the ideology or 

characteristics of European Surrealism could only have evolved from a 

long established literary and poetic tradition which was lacking in 

Mexico.*^ She theorizes that the European Surrealist invented a 
fantastic world. The insecure Mexican artist had no need to create 

fantasy because his everyday language and life are themselves bounded by 

myth, legend and magic. ̂

Raquel Tibol, an art historian and critic, supports Prampolini's 

opinion. She commented on the fact that Breton believed that Surrealism 

was "implicit" in Mexican culture; this in itself is a different pheno

menon from the European expression. Tibol also says that Mexican artists 

have never accepted being a part of the "isms" of other movements and 

prefer to explain their imagery through the process of intuition.*®

The differences between contrived intellectual imagery and a 

vital fantastic Mexican actuality were not the only impediments to a full 

acceptance of the European ideology. In the 1930's and 1940's the coun

try underwent changes, not only in art, but also in the fields of 

philosophy, economy, sociology, and literature. Some of the Moralists, 
including Diego Rivera, turned from their revolutionary styles to the 

more traditional easel painting and to personal introspection. Octavio

16. Ida Rodriguez Prampolini, El Surrealismo etl arte fantSs- 
tico de Mexico, Mexico, Universidad Nacional AutSnoma de Mexico, 1969, 
pp.66 & 96.

17. Ibid, p.96.

18. Tape 3, side 1, pp.l & 2. Interview with Raquel Tibol.
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Paz and a group of psychiatrists investigated the defects rather than the 

strengths of the national p s y c h e . T h e s e  probings were closely related 

to the nationalism inspired by the Moralists. However, this mexicanidad 

demonstrated a new quality of self-examination within the context of 

national identity. In any event, it was different from the goals of the 

European Surrealists where national boundaries were ideally to be 

abolished at any cost.

It is of value to note that the European artists, Wolfgang Paalen 

and his wife Alice Rahon, who were intimate friends of Breton, broke with 

the Surrealist movement when they settled in Mexico.20 Paalen edited the 

publication Dyn from 1942 to 1944 and in his famous text "Adios to 

Surrealism" he wrote:

...artistic creation is closer than ever to taking its real 
place in life. It is important, even urgent, that the "interior" 
be projected in an objective light of the external world and that 
the vital function of art be encompassed in its essential meaning 
with the most precious human faculty: imagination.2^

This last statement, like Prampolini's assertion, suggests that the

Mexican feels more secure in portraying a reality based on external

fantasy and myth. Paalen seems to suggest, too, that automatism as a

premise might be replaced with objective art inspired by the imagination.

Alvarez Bravo's contacts with visiting artists associated with 

international Surrealism make it likely that he was well aware of this 

movement and Andre Breton's position in it. Many of his images from this 

time reflect the feeling of a disjunctive reality which is inherent in

19.

20.
21

Rodriguez Prampolini, p. 81. 

Ibid, p. 54.
Ibid, p. 71. See Appendix C.
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Surrealism. The effect of Breton's visit in 1938 to Mexico probably only 

reinforced Alvarez Bravo’s awareness. One of the nudes in Group One, 

Good Reputation Sleeping (Fig. A2), was photographed on commission for 

Breton.

Breton organized an exhibition of Mexican art during his stay in 
that country. On his return to Paris in 1939, a major exhibition of 

Mexican art was held at the Gallerie Renou et Colle. The works he had 

assembled illustrated the Surrealism that he had felt was "implicit” in 

Mexico; these included a selection of Manuel Alvarez Bravo’s photographs 

and the early paintings of Frida Kahlo (Diego Rivera's wife). They were 

the only contemporary artists shown. Also represented were artifacts 

from the Pre-Columbian era, popular art and primitive paintings of the 

nineteenth century.%%

An international exhibition of Surrealist art was held in Mexico 

City in January of 1940 at the Galeria de Arte Mexicano. Prampolini 

suggests that this display was the stimulus for initiating a process of 

change in the nation’s art, which, since the Revolution, had concentrated 

on nationalist t h e m e s . I n  the process of writing this thesis, it was 

observed that, since the 1940's, there had been a growing polarization of 

Mexican artists toward positions of conflicting opinions regarding the 
incursion of Surrealism. This was also the case in other world art 

centers. In 1945, Manuel Alvarez Bravo and his work were discussed in 

this context (Chapter 6).

22. Ibid, p.44.

23. Ibid, p.66.
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Mexico has never been isolated from modern developments in Euro

pean or American art. Surrealism provided a source of new ideas for 

Mexican artists to incorporate into existing local traditions. It was 

most unlikely that Mexicans would deny their Pre-Hispanic consciousness 

or indigenist feelings in the cause of a movement whose founders had 

disavowed the concept of national boundaries. In Mexico, the element of 

national consciousness was probably the greatest impediment for a true 

fulfillment of Surrealist aims. In the case of Manuel Alvarez Bravo, 

interviews reveal a strong indentification with Pre-Hispanic and 

nationalist traditions.

When Andre Breton called Alvarez Bravo a Surrealist photographer 

in 1938, it was in a spirit of acceptance of his work. There was no 

question for the Surrealists about the legitimacy of the medium. Even 

prior to the First Surrealist Manifesto of 1924, the proto-Surrealists 

had acknowledged that photography was ultimately responsible for the 

rejection of imitative painting.^ Chapter II has described the 

resistance of students, in 1903 at the Academy of San Carlos, against the 

imposition of imitating photographic prints in their drawing classes. 

While not directly related to Surrealism, rejection of imitation was a 

common denominator of many of the art movements of the early twentieth 

century. Breton had expressed his views on the work of several photog

raphers and the relationship of photography to painting. Of Surrealist 

painter Max Ernst he wrote, "...The invention of photography has dealt a 

mortal blow to the old modes of expression in painting as in poetry.

24. Rosemont, p.286.
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Automatic writing is a true photograph of t h o u g h t . O f  Man Ray, an 

American artist considered to be a Surrealist, Breton wrote, "...the 

photographer is capable of joining the artist in demolishing the 

techniques of representation to make photography serve purposes other 

than those for which it appeared to have been created."^

A further link between Alvarez Bravo and Surrealism is the fact 

that his work was exhibited with other Surrealist artists. The Julien 

Levy Gallery in New York was one of the few places where international 

Surrealist art and photography were promoted in the United States during 

the 1930's and 1940's. According to Julien Levy, Alvarez Bravo and 

Emilio Amero, came into the gallery and "...The one said, 'Will you 

look at my friend's paintings?’ and the other said, 'I want you to look 

at my friend's photographs.' Amero, a professor at the Academy of

San Carlos, was active in reviving the process of lithography and also 

experimented with cinematography and photography^®— he was also regarded 

by Alvarez Bravo as a magnificent photographer. Amero had one exhibition 

at the Julien Levy Gallery in January 1935. Alvarez Bravo also partici

pated in a joint photographic exhibition at the Gallery with Henri 

Cartier Bresson and Walker Evans, in April of that year.

25. Max Ernst, Beyond Painting, New York, Wittenborn, Schultz, 
Inc., 1948, p.177.

26. Balakian, p. 152.

27. Charles Desmarais, "Julien Levy: Surrealist author, dealer
and collector," After-Image, Vol. 4, No. 7, Jan. 1977, pp.6 & 20.

28. Notes from a conversation, Gabriel Fernandez Ledesma, Au
gust, 1979.
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During the 1930's, Alvarez Bravo was not isolated in Mexico City 

from the influence of Surrealism. Henri Cartier Bresson arrived in 1934; 

he and Alvarez Bravo had a joint exhibition in Mexico City. Cartier 

Bresson's contacts in Paris with Kertesz and Brassai, who were associated 

with the Surrealist movement, were surely discussed. During his trips to 

New York City and to the Julien Levy Gallery, it is likely that Alvarez 

Bravo saw catalogs, if not original photographs, of some of the great 

names in Surrealist photography, for example; Herbert Bayer, Man Ray, 

Moholy-Nagy, Parry, Tabard, and Umbo.

Despite his protestations, circumstance has placed Alvarez Bravo 

within the framework of Surrealism. When Breton visited Mexico, he 

associated with Trotsky (who was then living in exile in that country) 

and Diego Rivera. The fortuitous contact between these three prominent 

men probably served to reinforce their individual beliefs. Trotsky held 

radical Marxist views; Breton brought the controversial ideas of Surrea

lism to a country only recently recovering from the ravages of war; and 

Rivera, admired by Alvarez Bravo, had temporarily curtailed his mural 

painting activities to work on easel paintings. It was during this time 

that Alvarez Bravo was proclaimed a Surrealist photographer by Breton. 

It was also at this time that Alvarez Bravo's photographs were exhibited 

in New York and Paris.

Alvarez Bravo's association with Surrealism may be viewed in the 

broader context of modernist poetry. Raymond cited its basic ideas as a 

need to follow an "...intuitive sense...and to perceive analogies, corre

spondences, which assume the literary aspect of the metaphor, the symbol.
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the comparison, or the allegory."^ it may be stated that Alvarez Bra

vo’s relationship with Surrealism exists in a specific context, that is 

to say, a way of thinking which embraces poetry, which was a unifying 

factor in Surrealist ideas. The evolution of Alvarez Bravo’s work since 

the 1940's toward an integration of imagery and a sense of poetry has 

reflected his artistic growth as a photographer. Indeed, his images may 

be seen as illustrating a development of a way of thinking rather than as 

a manifestation of change in style. The elements of play on language, 

or game-playing between images and titles, and confronting logic, all of 

which exist in his work, are certainly an important link between Alvarez 

Bravo and the Surrealists. But differences may be pointed out. A demon

strable example is his identification with a specifically Mexican mytho

logy. For the Surrealists, mythology represented a "...survival of man's 

inventive imagination." This may be compared to Alvarez Bravo’s Xipe 

theme, although in the defined context of cultural nationalism, rather 

than in the eliminating of national boundaries as proposed by the 

Surrealists.

Alvarez Bravo's imagery is Mexican, not only by virtue of its 

content but also in its expression of a national identity. The appelation 

of Surrealist photographer is only partly correct, as Alvarez Bravo re

mains a product of the early formative influences of the Mexican Moralist 

movement and the Revolution which wrought such profound changes in the 

structure of society and art in Mexico. The ideas of Surrealism and 

those of the Moralists continue to contribute to a certain duality which

29. Raymond, p.17
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is apparent in the work of Alvarez Bravo. Participating in or adapting 

his thinking to new movements demonstrates his flexibility and his aware

ness of changes which have occurred, both in his native Mexico and in the

international art world.



CHAPTER V

BRIEF SURVEY OF THE HISTORY OF THE NUDE IN MEXICAN ART

In this study, Manuel Alvarez Bravo's development and evolution 

are discussed by using his images of the nude. The development of this 

genre in Mexican art has a unique history, largely because of the reli

gious environment. An understanding of this background is valuable in 

placing Alvarez Bravo's photographs in the historical context of this 
genre.

The artistic expression of the nude during Mexico's colonial 

period was circumscribed, due mainly to the fact that painting was nearly 

always commissioned by the clergy and was also bound by decisions imposed 

by the Inquisition.^ Religious themes that permitted a nude or partially 

nude figure, such as Saint Sebastian, might have been popular because 

they were an outlet for a rendering of sensuality or subdued eroticism. 

It was only in the second half of the nineteenth century, during the 

period of independence from Spain, that the nude began to appear for its 
own sake.^

During this period the art faculty at the Academy of San Carlos 

was of a cosmopolitan nature and European styles, particularly French 

taste and salon painting, were in vogue. A nude in landscape, La amazona 1 2

1. Moreno Villa, p.146.

2. Teresa del Conde, "Una aproximacidn al arte erStico en 
Mexico", Arte, Sociedad, Ideologia, Mexico, No. 4, 1978, p.34.
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de los Andest painted by Felipe GutiSrrez in the 1850’s, was evidence of 

an artistic innovation because of its pictorial and secular treatment. 

The nude continued to appear, expressing more of the latent nationalism 

being felt in the country. An example is the nude sculpture of 

Tlahuicole, a Tlaxcalan chief, which was completed in 1852 by Manuel 

Vilar. While the body is executed in the European classical tradition, 

the head displays Indian features.-* The trend of portraying the ethnic 

type continued and, for example, was seen frequently in the work of 

Saturnino Herran at the beginning of the twentieth century.

It is possible that photographic imagery contributed to the 

democratization of art, and to a national identity, because it was within 

the reach of a large segment of the population. Indeed, the influence of 

photography in art was noted by Justino FernSndez, who described a pain

ting by Manuel Cordero of his daughters, executed in 1875, as reflecting 

a synthesis of photography (an expression of popular taste), and academi

cism.^ This description by Fernandez includes much Mexican art of the 

late nineteenth century which, while portraying the indigeneous type and 

local life, continued to conform to academic criteria. It is of interest 

that the nude, as a subject for portrayal in Mexican art, developed 

concurrently with a greater awareness of photography, and with the rise 

of a national and political consciousness in the country. These last two 

factors are, to some extent, related to, or symptomatic of, the develop

ment of technology and the worldwide rise of nationalist sentiments. The 

nude, finally, was portrayed in a completely new style by the Moralists. 3 4

3. FernSndez, El arte del siglo XIX, p. 117.

4. Ibid, p.74.
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In their search for a completely indigenous art they spurned the existing 
European influences of Symbolism, Art Nouveau and Impressionism,^ an 

example of which may be seen in the traditionally popular Saint Sebas

tian (Fig. B12), as painted by Angel ZArraga in the early years of this 

century.

In the first nudes painted by the Muralists in the early 1920's 

there were evidences of a variety of influences, from Giotto and the 

Italian fresco tradition (Fig. B13) to Gauguin. The positive attitude to 

indigenism (a pride of the Mexican people) became one of the central 

ideas of the movement as it clarified its aims, and the physiognomy 

favored for the nude was the Mexican ideal; not ideal in the academic 

canonical sense, but in keeping with current ideological thinking.

The Muralists used the nude symbolically as a means of revealing 

the human essence, thus avoiding the historical dating which is unavoid

able with the clothed figure.& In the Chapel at Chapingo (today a part 

of the National Agricultural school) close to Mexico City, Diego Rivera 

painted a series of nudes representing fecundity and germination as 

symbols of growth and, by intimation, of the renascence of the Mexican 

people (Fig. B14). The nude as symbol is seen in the work of David 

Alfaro Siqueiros and Jose Clemente Orozco. New Democracy (Fig. B15), by 

Siqueiros, is a strong political statement, and Catharsis (Fig. B16), by 

Orozco, is an expressive indictment of human society and the evils of 

decadence. Each of the three greats used the nude for communicating a 5 6

5. Tape 16, Side 1, p.2. Interview with Antonio Rodriguez.

6. Tape 3, Side 2, p.6. Interview with Raquel Tibol.
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personal view of the world, while keeping within the dictates of the 

Moralist Manifesto for large-scale public art, as opposed to bourgeois, 
decadent easel art.

The Moralists were challenged in the early thirties by a group of 

artists who felt comfortable with the more intimate scale of the easel. 

These painters, who were referred to, very appropriately, as "little 

masters," were no less Mexican for their disavowal of the officially 

recognized Moralist School.^ Rufino Tamayo was one of the first dissen

ters,® and in his Photographic Venus, 1934 (Fig. B17), he used a buxom 

Mexican model placed in a background reminiscent of Matisse's decorative 

phase of the late 1920's. This interpretation can hardly have been 

intended as mass communication. Indeed it is a painting more about 

painting than much of the Muralist art which had been based almost 

entirely upon local history and politics. In 1936 Carlos Orozco Romero 

did a somnambulist nude (Fig. B18) which is clearly influenced by the 

Metaphysical paintings of Giorgio di Chirico and ideas inherent in the 

Surrealist movement, such as the dream state and automatism. Many nudes 

were painted in the 1930's and early 1940's by Mexican artists, mostly 

portraying indigenous models prominently filling large canvases. Colors 
were generally muted and the atmosphere conveyed a Neo-Classical 

severity. Tamayo's Photographic Venus is an exception, with its humor 

and playfulness. Alvarez Bravo's seven nudes of the first group, 1937 to 

1940, may be seen in the light of the challenge being presented to the 7 8

7. Gorostizo, n.pag.

8. Laurence E. Schmeckebier, Modern Mexican Art, 1939; rpt. 
Westport, Greenwood Press, 1971, p. 164.



Muralists. He, like the "little masters," was asserting the right to 

dissent by portraying inner feelings in the context of an individual 
Mexican expression.
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CHAPTER VI

CRITICISM: MEXICAN ART IN CRISIS

In Mexico, the need of society for art as defined by the Mora

lists, and the need for individual subjective expression, created diver

gences of opinion from the 1930's on; In 1945 Manuel Alvarez Bravo had a 

large exhibition which prompted protagonists of both persuasions to write 

articles in which he, and the medium of photography, entered the contro

versial debate. As stated earlier, Alvarez Bravo seems to be a 

combination of muralist consciousness and of the poetic sensibilities of 

the "little masters"; it is not unexpected, therefore, to see him placed 

in a position of conflicting opinions. The variety of opinions attests 

to an awareness of photography, which had been growing since the early 

articles by Rivera and Siqueiros (among others) and the tacit recognition 

of this art form offered by the publication Forma, in the decade of the 

1920's. Since that time the ideas of Surrealism had reached Mexico and 

the ideas of the Moralists were no longer as powerful as they had been 

initially. Excerpts of articles considered in this chapter also point to 

Manuel Alvarez Bravo’s continuing role in the history of Mexican 

photography and his close relationship to Mexican art and artists.

David Alfaro Siqueiros wrote about photography and its function 

in several articles and manifestoes; his major stipulations were that 

cinematographic and photographic cameras should be used predominantly as 

tools in the initial stages of design planning. Such designs, based on

lens images, could then be developed by using more traditional methods of
46
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painting which Siqueiros referred to as the "plastic-pictorial" manner. 

For the painter's needs, he viewed the camera only as a "graphic-social" 

or "plastic-social" tool, strongly believing that contemporary artists 

could not portray the "dynamic-subversive" elements of the modern era 

without the irrefutable documentation of the camera. Siqueiros also felt 

that the work of painters would lack social meaning if they did not use 

photographs. Painters would be confined to a mystical state and remain 

"parasites of beauty."* Siqueiros was clearly alluding to the dangers of 

indulging in art for art's sake. This was also an oblique reference to 

the subjective art of the "little masters" and international Surrealism. 

Furthermore, he considered modern painters who were against the use of 

the camera to be like doctors against the use of X-Rays.^ These ideas 

emphasize his belief that modern technology was an essential element for 

expressing an ideology through art.

Siqueiros, in many of his writings, put art and photography at 

the service of the Revolution. In 1925, when writing about Weston and 

Hodotti, he had allowed a different attitude to prevail, one in which 

photography had an "autonomous" existence as a medium. As his opinions 

hardened he saw the camera useful primarily in the early formation of 

design conception, indispensable in the overall synthesizing of elements, 

and also in investigating volume, space and movement. Subjugated to the 1 2

1. Raquel Tibol, Un mexicano y su obra: David Alfaro Siqueiros, 
MSxico, Empresas Editoriales, 1969, p.110.

2. David Alfaro Siqueiros, "Sobre la fotografla y la cine- 
matografia en relacion con las artes plasticas," No hay mSs ruta que la 
nuestra, Mexico, Talleres Graficos, 1945, p.75.
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needs of political art, the photograph was essentially a graphic and 

social document with little plastic or artistic integrity of its own.

In 1945 Siqueiros directed his thoughts on photography to the 

person of Manuel Alvarez Bravo by writing an article entitled "The Move

ment and Meanderings of Art in Mexico."^ In it Siqueiros carefully laid 

out his views on photography and how Alvarez Bravo partially conformed to 

them. This detailed article is important because Siqueiros, the leading 

spokesman for the Muralist movement, not only used doctrinaire terms but 

also sought to castigate Mexican artists influenced by Surrealism. 

Furthermore, the document highlights the prominent position in which 

Siqueiros placed Alvarez Bravo in the context of Mexican and European 

art.

The article begins with a survey of Alvarez Bravo's development 

as a photographer and his contribution to Mexican art. Siqueiros lauds 

the photographer for capturing the atmosphere of Mexico's modern social . 

painting by concentrating on human and objective documentation, functions 

which Siqueiros believed were fundamental to the origins of photography. 

The "...almost microscopic reality" of "...visual tactile feeling" that 
photography can bring to the "...contemporary essence of plastic-graphic 

values" is employed ideologically by the photographer to attain a height

ening of objectivity. Siqueiros suggests that Alvarez Bravo had 

contributed to the democratization of art through his efforts in photo

graphing plastic works of art. At the same time he has achieved a 

remarkable degree of artistic and aesthetic independence through his 3

3. David Alfaro Siqueiros, "Movimiento y meneos del arte en 
Mexico", ASI, Mexico, No. 249, 18 August, 1945, pp.12-13.
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development of a very personal mode of expression. Siqueiros was convin

ced that the combination of Alvarez Bravo's artistic sensitivity and his 
progressive political views would lead to important results. It would 

answer, too, the accusations of those who condemned the mechanical 

character of the rich, artistic medium of photography.

Having established Manuel Alvarez Bravo's place in Mexican art, 

Siqueiros' tone becomes negative; he suggests a set of criteria and 

remedial actions for the photographer.

Writing in 1945, Siqueiros virtually demanded curtailment of the 

European influence of Surrealism. He decried the fact that even though 

Alvarez Bravo had initially been influenced by the school of modern 

social painting (i.e. Muralism), he had of late partially adapted his 

work to "...the vulgar doctrine of 'rotund' surrealism." Now his photo

graphs had the "pictorial" qualities of the daguerreotype combined with 

the poetic factors of the "fantastic, the unconscious, and the orphic," 

all of which are inherent in Surrealism. Siqueiros lamented this 

deviation, but he was convinced that Alvarez Bravo's vital talent, even 

that part of it most "contaminated by Bretonism," could be salvaged 

because of his closeness to cinematography. This was the period during 

which Alvarez Bravo entered the cinematographic industry of Mexico. He 

suggested that the photographer concentrate more on documentation of 

humanity, and concern himself with movement and its expression in modern 

journalism. He further advocated that Alvarez Bravo should explore the 

visual phenomenon of space, and investigate the scientific problems 

inherent in perspective. Finally, he proposed that by concentrating on 

the cosmic implications of landscape, Alvarez Bravo would be able to
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immerse himself in "super—painting," which cinematography, even more than 

photography, is able to express.

In considering Siqueiros' negative comments, his criticism of the 

incursion of a "pictorial" feeling may be understood to mean "subjec

tive." He has placed Alvarez Bravo with the easel painters and artists 

who were under the influence of the international Surrealist movement.

In equating the "pictorial" with daguerreotypes, Siqueiros demon

strated a lack of familiarity with daguerreotype imagery which is one of 

the most documentary expressions of photography. The longstanding con

flict in photography between the pictorialists and the documentary or 

purist schools can be equated with the arguments between the Rubenistes 

and the Poussinistes, or later that between Delacroix and Ingres; Siquei

ros weakened his argument by confusing the terms.

Siqueiros' suggestions that Manuel Alvarez Bravo should develop 

greater interest in movement, space, and perspective were probably 

unwelcome, as one of the distinguishing qualities of Alvarez Bravo's 

photographs is his ability to create an atmosphere of tranquillity, 

silence and immobility. It has only been in recent years that a number 

of his photographs have addressed the problem of movement through the use 

of multiple exposures and printings.

Siqueiros utilized the platform of photography, and the work of 

Alvarez Bravo, to express his own views on the question of the state of 

Mexican art. His stringent objective demands for a closer involvement 

with social painting virtually ignored the fact that there can be other 

artistic expressions, such as the subjective, poetic art of the "little 

masters;" of even greater importance, he also attempted to redefine the
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role that photography should play in art. Siqueiros has imposed 

limitations on the photographer, thereby curtailing artistic freedom in 

favor of a prescribed philosophy. More than that, it placed Alvarez 

Bravo in a defined role which is in opposition to the artist's open 

attitudes, teaching methods, and wide-ranging interests.

In the same year as Siqueiros, Xavier Villaurrutia, a Mexican 

poet, wrote of the poetic qualities in Alvarez Bravo's work, recognizing 

that he transcended the inherently documentary qualities of photography:

...The truth is, discounting the exceptions to the inflexible 
rule, that photography finds its true objective and takes on its 
real meaning when it is put in the service of science, the modern 
world, fashion, or journalism. Its fruits acquire then a very 
great documental value. From there to a point where these fruits 
become works of art is truly an abyss: the abyss which the artist 
must transcend and conquer.

This slender and spare man; this man of ascetic appearance and 
hibernal essence who seems deprived...this man who seems to 
exhaust himself inwardly in the cold fire of the most concen
trated and awakened intelligence and sensitivity is one of the 
great contemporary poets of Mexico.^

Diego Rivera, in the same publication as Villaurrutia, wrote in a 

positive and poetic expression about the work of Alvarez Bravo:

...The profound and discrete poetry, a desperate and delicate 
irony emanate from the photographs of Manuel Alvarez Bravo, in 
the same way that dust motes are seen when illuminated by a ray 
of light penetrating a darkened room...the photography of Manuel 
Alvarez Bravo is Mexican by reason of its cause, form and con
tent, and in it anguish is omnipresent, and the atmosphere is 
supersaturated with irony.** 4 5

4. Manuel Alvarez Bravo, fotograflas, (Catalog: Tercera expo- 
siciSn de la sociedad de arte moderno,) extracted from Xavier Villaurru- 
tia's essay, "Manuel Alvarez Bravo," Mexico, Sociedad de Arte Moderno, 
1945, pp.20-21. See Appendix C.

5. Manuel Alvarez Bravo, fotograflas, extracted from Diego Rive
ra's essay, "Manuel Alvarez Bravo," pp.18-19. See Appendix C.
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In a later comment Rivera wrote:

Manuel Alvarez Bravo occupies.one of the most eminent places <in 
Mexican art>. Manuel's great talent...and social humanism are 
not only alive and present in the development of his work but are 
being ever more intensified, refined and sharpened...maintaining 
these characteristics, his work is constantly evolving.^

Rivera, as did Villaurrutia, demonstrated in his writings the respect of

one artist for another without the censure of a political platform, nor

aggressive demands that art conform within a defined program.

Further approval for photography and its artists’ came from Manuel 

Rodriguez Lozano, who in 1940 was director of the Academy of San Carlos, 

and had appointed Manuel Alvarez Bravo to a teaching post. Antonio 

Reynoso, a student assistant to Manuel Alvarez Bravo, has given his own 

insights into Rodriguez Lozano, whom he remembers as extremely critical 

of Rivera and Siqueiros for pursuing a specific image of the Mexican 

people.^ In the following extracts Lozano called, for independence of the 

artistic spirit, guided by imagination and unencumbered by ideology. In 

considering these concepts he included photography:

Neither painting, sculpture, architecture nor poetry can be 
vehicles for any ideology...The force of painting is in its own 
limitation...The Muralists have been mistaken...Fainting divides 
into two branches; there is painting for propaganda, and 
intellectual, literary Parisian painting. What matters to us is 
Mexico, which is the permanent...we are obliged to find our 
roots.®

In 1939, in an article referring to the photographs of Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo, Tina Modotti, Henri Cartier Bresson, and Raoul Ubac, 6 7 8

6. Jorge Crespo de la Serna, "Manuel Alvarez Bravo," 151 Dia, 
Mexico, 4 April, 1970, p.13. See Appendix C.

7. Tape 12, Side 1, p.l. Interview with Antonio Reynoso.

8. Fernandez, El hombre, p.234. See Appendix C..
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Rodriguez Lozano wrote:

...man channels his intelligence toward the highest 
mechanical solutions and then comes to master it in such a manner 
that we can contemplate the breathing of a motor...this same 
motor acquires velocities and unsuspected rhythms...the artist is 
not content with this utilitarian application...he rebels, con
fronts it, and wants to inject it with his sensibility...he 
wishes to make it register his heartbeats and begins to use it 
like a burin or a brush...the lens begins to indicate, to com
pose, to deform, and to extract via that potent eye which can see 
beyond the range of the human eye, and makes visible to us a 
precise, exact and unknown reality.9

Rodriguez Lozano's quotations demonstrate his concern for the 

free imaginative expression of the individual. They were rebuttals to 
Siqueiros and his viewpoint. By chastising the muralist ideology and 

questioning Parisian intellectualism (i.e. the Surrealists) Lozano has 

continued in the attitude of the easel painters, or the "little masters." 

When Lozano wrote of injecting sensibility into the camera, he advocated 

the creation of subjective imagery. His poetic description of the lens 

making visible an unknown reality was poles apart from Siqueiros' insis

tence on technological concerns with volume, space and movement. Rodri

guez Lozano has given his blessing to the camera, a mechanical tool, 

recognizing it as a partner in art.

Manuel Alvarez Bravo was a focal point for divisions in the 

Mexican art world as seen in the foregoing quotations. By 1945 

photography had been accepted as an art form and was being used to 

illustrate differences of opinion between artists. Since 1921 the most 

prominent art of Mexico had been that of the Muralists and their 

followers. To continue in the spirit of this school became increasingly

9. Manuel Rodriguez Lozano, "La fotografia como un arte," Artes 
Plasticas, MSxico, No. 4, Winter, 1939. See Appendix C.
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difficult in a developing Mexico; the middle class was emerging as a 

voice, and concurrently organized art was challenged. New private 

galleries were founded, and more easel art found a market.

Siqueiros, in writing about Manuel Alvarez Bravo, expressed his 

indignation at a changing Mexican art, attempting to impose a defined 

programmatic method of working which deprived the photographer of his 

artistic license. Diego Rivera regarded Alvarez Bravo as a colleague and 

wrote in an accepting and warm manner of his social and human values. 

Rodriguez Lozano, by his definition, saw photography as he saw any other 

art medium, dependent upon the imagination of the artist. All that he 
wished to see was the essence of a Mexican being, without ideology or 
imported influences.

Siqueiros, Rivera, and Rodriguez Lozano, who had all been stu

dents during the period of Fabres* directorship at the Academy of San 

Carlos, were in the 1940's recognized major figures in Mexican art, 

holding, or having held, faculty positions at the Academy. Their 

critical writings on photography illustrated that this artistic medium 

was no longer merely a copying device in the service of artists as had 

been the case at the beginning of the twentieth century. In this light, 

photography can be said to have emerged as an independent art form; this 

happened concurrently with, and possibly because of, the egalitarian 

impulses of the Mexican Revolution and the Muralist movement.



CHAPTER VII

MANUEL ALVAREZ BRAVO'S TWO GROUPS OF NUDES

...I believe that an artist's way of thinking is implicit in 
his work and that when he creates a work of art in one of its 
forms, he is not thinking about a philosophy, or a manner of 
thinking or defining his concepts. I don't think the arts exist 
per se, but that art exists when it is realized...! think the 
artist exists in his work...An accumulation of experiences in 
art, everyday life, like friendships and discussions, etc., are 
the forms of enriching man, the individual, the being. This 
independence for all aspects, together with personal criteria 
which are formed by these interactions, results in a development 
of personality and creates the possibility of producing a work of 
art.1

The nude as a genre is only a small part of Manuel Alvarez 

Bravo’s large body of work. The collection, of twenty-one photographs 

and two proof sheets presented in this study, can be divided into two 

groups separated by some thirty years and can be used to consider con

cepts that are relevant to his other work. These twenty-one images are 

those which, among others, the artist has chosen to publish and exhibit 

although, in the intervening years between the early forties and the 

early seventies, nude studies were made. Furthermore, Alvarez Bravo 

feels that these two divisions should not be considered separately from 

one another, or from his whole oeuvre, except that the nudes in the 

second group manifest a more universal feeling. Both groups have been 

valuable in considering the relationship between titles and the develop

ment of themes. Despite the artist's caution about not dividing the two

1. Gibson Tape 1, side 1. Interview with Jain Kelly. See 
Appendix C.
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groups, certain differences are discernible between them. The first 
group, comprising seven photographs, was taken during Alvarez Bravo's 

teaching years at the Academy of San Carlos from 1937 to 1940. These 

nudes are aesthetically products of a vision which came to maturity in 

the late thirties, during the peak of the revolutionary movement and the 

international influence of Surrealism. They are also a reaction against 

academic art and the long-standing moral influence of the Church.

Despite the limitations of its size, the small first group is 

important for demonstrating ideas which prevailed at this time in Mexico. 

This was a period of germinating and setting trends different from those 

of the Muralists, for whom the human figure in art was often represented 

as a symbol of release from the bonds of the colonial era and foreign 

occupation. The search for an expression wholly Mexican was of paramount 

importance. It was from this time on that the nationalist atmosphere 

began to change its character. The Mexican intellectual world adopted a 

more critical appraisal of its own values by comparing itself to other 

societies and therefore participating more fully in problems of a 

universal nature.

Commentators have noted that the early part of the century in 

Mexico was best served by the community of artists, and they now feel 

that poets are the voice of the times.% The element of poetic transposi

tions expressed through visual imagery is a major factor in Alvarez 

Bravo's work. Because of his great interest in the "word" and his 

affiliation to modern poetry, he has been able to maintain his 2

2. Moreno Villa, p.44
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prestigious position, constantly moving forward, and using his camera as 
a means of expression. The camera for Alvarez Bravo is a tool for 
communicating and reflecting sensitive changes in society. Because many 

of his images are not only visual documents, but also intimately related 

to poetry, there are further considerations of cultural linguistics and 

symbology, thus suggesting that Alvarez Bravo’s photographs need to be 

read on several levels.

In this first group the figure fills less of the picture space 

than in the second. They are also more impersonal, engendering a cool

ness which may have been due to the classroom situation. In only one, 

Academic Nude, 1938 (Fig. Al), is there direct eye contact between the 

subject and the viewer. Alicia, the model, is a sculpturally-hewn, 

impassive, compact human form reminiscent of the many seated figurines 

from the Pre-Hispanic cultures. This image relates to a series dealing 

with national pride and, by implication, social consciousness. Many of 

the artist’s photographs sensitively portray the landscape and people of 

his country, documenting visually and atmospherically the ethos of 

Mexico.

Good Reputation Sleeping, (Fig. A2); The Unbandaged, (Fig. A3); k 

Sparrow, of Course!, (Fig. A5); and Woman with Broken Glass, (Fig. A4) 

combine local Mexican culture and international Surrealism. The titles 

and juxtapositions of unexpected elements reflect the Surrealist's 

tendency to create disparate realities. The last two images mentioned 

are not dissimilar to a nude torso (Fig. B19) by French photographer 

Bras sal* which appeared in Minotaure in 1933. These images share a 

feeling of liberated sensuality which is in keeping with the fact that
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automatism and free association had liberated painting, writing and 

poetry; attitudes toward the female body were not dissimilar.

Alvarez Bravo's long career has been spent as friend and 

colleague to Mexico's great artists. When photographer Tina Modotti left 

Mexico in 1929, she suggested to Diego Rivera that Alvarez Bravo take 

over her commercial work for the artists of his circle. Fragmenting 

murals into photographs so that each represents a cohesive part of the 

whole requires sensitive artistic decisions; this discipline, the photo

grapher asserts, was definitely an influence on his approach to 

composition. A Sparrow, of Course!, or Woman with Broken Glass may be 

regarded as examples in that they are both independent compositions but 

also give the impression of being fragments of a larger whole.

The second group of nudes, photographed between 1970 and 1979, is 

more resolved and consists of fourteen finished works and two proof- 

sheets. The most significant difference in these images is a predominant 

concern for woman and growth seen in the context of nature. Five of the 

finished works are devoted to Xipe-Totec, a prominent god in the Mexican 

pantheon of mythology (Chapter XI). The artist clarified his 

interpretation of Xipe which is a theme of transcendence and renascence 

in nature, and during interviews it was clear that it is an important 

concept for him. Alvarez Bravo states that the integrating of woman with 

Xipe's regeneration is entirely personal but also is of universal 

interest.

Temptations at Antony's Home (Fig. A8), was taken in 1970 and the 

other thirteen works have been photographed since 1977. Fewer faces are 

averted, thus manifesting a more direct participation by the model. In
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most, space has been compacted to make the nude the dominating subject 

rather than only one element in the composition as was the case in Group 

One. This could well be because most were photographed in the privacy of 

Alvarez Bravo's garden (Fig. B20) rather than in an academic situation. 

In both groups, woman seems to be treated as an icon where a certain 

distance is imposed. The later selection, however, manifests a warmth 

without losing the tranquil silence seen in all of the nudes and innu

merable other works by the artist.

Nudes for Alvarez Bravo are details of reality which can portray 

irony, drama, melancholy, or contrasting themes of life and death as do 

other genres.^ As with the Moralists, his nudes are symbolic expres

sions, a means of depicting his love, optimism, and respect for life.^ 

For him, sensuality and eroticism are difficult to define because of 

inter-cultural differences and constantly shifting notions of morality:

The individual will realise a state of liberation according to 
his own sensibility...sensitivity <sensibilidad> is a very 
curious word, which is still thought of as something mystic...! 
think that sensitivity is a spontaneous exercise of feelings...of 
sensuality which is the same thing. Everything refers to the 
individual exercising his sensual faculties.

Photographing the nude has become a means of relaxing at home in 

the privacy of the enclosed, overgrown garden which is adjacent to the 

studio (Fig. B20). This garden is not only a retreat, but also a self- 

conscious act of awareness of the tradition of photo-history. In this 

regard, he has spoken of the French primitive photographers and their 3 4 5

3. Gibson Tape 1, side 2. Interview with Jain Kelly.

4. Tape 10, side 1, p.2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.

5. Tape 18, side 2, p.10. Interview with Alvarez Bravo. See 
Appendix C.
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penchant for placing subjects in a garden or landscape setting, sometimes 

using painted props for backgrounds.^

It is not possible to separate hermetically one expression of 

artistic genre, in this case the nude, from another. Although certain 

specific considerations will be applicable, more pertinent, or more 

visible, the larger questions extend to Alvarez Bravo's expression as an 

artist in all of his work. The overall sensibility remains that of one 

individual. The nude is only a facet, and indeed a small one, in the 

large body of work created by Alvarez Bravo during his long career. The 

investigation of the images, with the help of the artist, Mexican critics 

and historians, has been a means of understanding and clarifying some of 

the processes involved in creating his photographs. Whether technical, 

intellectual, visual or perceptual, they have converged to become an 

indication of the specific way this particular artist functions in the 

use of his process. 6

6. Gibson Tape 4, side 1. Interview with Jain Kelly.



CHAPTER VIII

FOUR CONCEPTS ESTABLISHED TO CLARIFY MANUEL ALVAREZ BRAVO'S PHOTOGRAPHS

Alvarez Bravo conceptualizes his work with a unique terminology* 

He integrates his phrases into conversations, sometimes using different 

words but always retaining the same ideas* In order to understand these 

concepts, the writer suggests four terms which typify basic features of
A

his photographs. The resulting impo’sed divisions between ideas do not 

necessarily, completely or accurately, reflect Alvarez Bravo's manner of 

working because his own thought processses defy such classification. 

However, these terms are indicative of the artist's thinking over a long 

period of time. They are equally applicable to both groups of nudes, as 

well as to all of his other photographs. They are helpful in 

appreciating nuances in individual works and also in perceiving an inter

relationship with other images.

Plastic Fixation

The term "plastic fixation" was taken from a discussion (in 

Spanish) on the interpretation of art which Alvarez Bravo feels often 

exaggerates psychological complexes in an artist's work. He prefers to 

relate recurring elements seen in different images to a discovery of 

something that is plastically interesting. The fixation, rather than 

being a complex, as understood in psychological jargon, is plastic, or in 

Spanish ...la fijacion es plastica. * 1

1. Gibson Tape 4, side 1. Interview with Jain Kelly.
61
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In 1913, Ezra Pound, an Imagist poet, had similarly defined an 

image as "...that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in 

an instant of time." He qualified his use of the term "complex" 

("fixation" in Alvarez Bravo's terminology) in the "...technical sense 

employed by the newer psychologists."^ The similarity in the use of the 

word "complex" offered by Alvarez Bravo and Pound is striking, despite 

the intervention of sixty-six years. Whether Alvarez Bravo was aware of 

Pound's interpretation is unknown. The resemblance does point, however, 

to a continuation of basic ideas inherent in the artistic and poetic 

thought of this century.

Alvarez Bravo's explanation of "plastic fixation" can be used to 

illustrate different phenomena, and. it is most easily grasped in the con

text of photographs sharing a certain feature, which can often be 

perceived even if the viewer is not acquainted with the idea. The artist 

is aware that under diverse conditions, and often years apart, similar 

characteristics will occur in images of different genres, such as land

scape, nudes, or documentary. The "plastic fixation" which unites such 

images may be a form or a specific spatial disposition and it distin

guishes groups or series of photographs of quite disparate subject 

matter. Observing Alvarez Bravo's imagery induces a tension which 

requires the viewer's active participation in order to discover different 

"plastic fixations."

The use of bandages in Good Reputation Sleeping, 1938 (Fig. A2), 

may be discussed in the light of "plastic fixation" because the artist is 

constantly confronted with questions about the bandages and why he used 2

2. Harmer, p.165.
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them. As compositional elements, he believes that their origin may have 

been in watching the Anna Sokolow dance company at practice in Mexico 

City. The dancers' feet were bandaged to prevent muscle strain (Fig. 

B21).^ It is possible that Alvarez Bravo is in error since, according to 

MacKinley Helm, Anna Sokolow arrived in Mexico City late in 1939 or early 
1940. Helm was in Mexico City late in 1939 and mentioned attending a 

midnight performance of her group.^

If indeed the bandages have a concrete origin, it is more likely 

that they date from 1936, during which time Alvarez Bravo spent a few 

months in Chicago at the Hull House Art School run by Emily Edwards, with 

whom he later collaborated on the Painted Walls of Mexico. During this 

time he met Ruth Ann (Ra) Heisy, a dancer, who took him to her rehearsals 

and also to see a performance by Martha Graham.^ It is entirely feasible 

that the bandages were first seen in Chicago, manifested later in Good 

Reputation Sleeping, and seen again in the Sokolow group in Mexico City. 

Perhaps bandages had become part of Manuel Alvarez Bravo’s visual vocabu

lary, impossible to trace back to an original source. In Untitled, 1977- 

78 (Fig. A10), the shadows can be interpreted as a plastic element akin 

to the bandages; the "plastic fixation," in this case the striations of 

the bandages, first seen on the dancers' feet, has been transposed to the 

more abstract shadows. Alvarez Bravo concurred with and appreciated the 3 4 5

3. Notes from a conversation with the artist, August, 1979.

4. Helm, p. 157. Also Tape 3, side 1, p.3, of interview with 
Raquel Tibol.

5. Gibson Tape 4, side 1. Interview with Jain Kelly.
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suggestion made by Jan Kurasek (one of his models) that the bandages and 

shadows belong to the same "plastic fixation."^

A further example of "plastic fixation" may be noted in a group 

of photographs which share the characteristic of having an element within 

the composition partially concealed. Temptations at Anthony's Home, 1970 

(Fig. A8), may be compared with The Crouched Ones, 1934 (Fig. B22), Set 

Trap, 1930's (Fig. B23), and Sheets, 1933 (Fig. B24); they all have in 

common a particular visual treatment in that the "plastic fixation" is a 

hidden component. These photographs are not only seen as a series united 

by a common characteristic but can also be considered under separate 

subject-headings. The Crouched Ones (Fig. B22), for example, belongs with 

a large group of photographs which deal with social consciousness, and 

Set Trap (Fig. B23) can be placed in the context of fatalism. This 

demonstrates the difficulty of imposing divisions through definitions on 

Alvarez Bravo's work, but they do, nonetheless serve to separate intuitive 

visual responses from human and emotional involvements.

A shared spatial disposition and organization of space is a 
"plastic fixation" which unites a further group. In Forbidden Fruit, 

1976 (Fig. A9), which is probably one of the most sensual of all the 

nudes, the centrality of the breast is accentuated by the emphasis of 

light even though it is on a more recessed plane than the branches. The 

spatial differentiation creates a tension which keeps the viewer from 

remaining on one level only. Window on the Agaves, 1976 (Fig. B25), is 

organized in a similar way; penetration to the house and central point, 

the window, is almost barred by the agaves in a centrally arranged 6

6. Ibid
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composition, as in Forbidden Fruit* These two photographs are "plasti

cally" similar in their spatial organization and modulation of light.

A more unusual manifestation of "plastic fixation" is the visual 

imprint which results from seeing great works of art. Alvarez Bravo 

explains that psychological fixations are not only traumas in the medical 

sense but also can be the influence of great art. He suggests that his 

inspiration (i.e. his "plastic fixation") for Good Reputation Sleeping 

came from having seen Sleeping Gypsy (Fig. B26), by Henri Rousseau. The 

artist confirms that the awareness for acknowledging this possible source 

came to him some twenty years after having made the image.? The "plastic 

fixation" in this case is a similar visual configuration combining an 

atmosphere of danger.® Good Reputation Sleeping seems to have been 

created spontaneously. Imagination and Mexican reality have come 

together in a "plastic fixation" stimulated by a possible subliminal 

awareness for Sleeping Gypsy. The most recent nude in Group Two, Fruit 

and History, Arles, 1979 (Fig. A23), illustrates the continuation of this 

theme which had first appeared in 1938. As in Good Reputation Sleeping, 

there is a convergence of elements suggesting danger. Alvarez Bravo has 

said:

This nude from Arles is spontaneous and shows the reality of 
the place. The menacing implement on the wall can be likened to 
the cactus in Good Reputation Sleeping. Here it is the thing 
above...It is an accumulation of personal and sometimes strange 
experiences.^ 7 8 9

7. Notes from a conversation, Colette Alvarez Bravo, May, 1980.

8. Gibson Tape 4, Side 1. Interview with Jain Kelly.

9. Tape 9, side 1, page 2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo. See 
Appendix C.
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The Trampoline Effect

The "trampoline effect," like "plastic fixation," is an imposed 

definition which serves to encapsulate an important concept for under

standing Alvarez Bravo's process of working. The term comes from the 

artist's thoughts about his photographs:

I believe in work, in spontaneity and in the imperative which 
some call creation...The photograph is only a point d'appui 
<puntos de apoyo>, through a circumstance which in some manner 
refers to thought and the communication is a communication of
thought— it is like a trampoline. ̂

In the First Surrealist Manifesto Breton had written, "...words and 

images offer themselves as springboards to the mind of the listener."** 

If "viewer" is substituted for "listener" this concept is uncannily like 

Alvarez Bravo's "trampoline effect." Both "springboards" and "trampo

lines" are related to the "free association" concept (which had 

originated in psychoanalysis) used by the Surrealists. This phenomenon 

is most evident in many of his titles, which at times are seemingly 

disparate with the images they describe. It is a means of moving from 

one image to another, using the imagination to trigger a new association. 

While "plastic fixation" identifies recurring visual configurations, the 

"trampoline effect" extends beyond the picture plane to the imagination 

where the transpositions occur.

The greatest impact of the perception of this phenomenon lies in 

the linguistic (rather than the visual) facet of the creative process; 

by extension it may be directly related to local culture. The visual 

stimulus of a photograph often prompts a linguistic transposition in * 11

10. Ibid, pp. 1-2. See Appendix C.

11. Matthews, p.37.
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which Alvarez Bravo's imagination verbalizes, in Spanish, what it is 

seeing* Because of inherent patterns in languages, a non-Spanish spea

king person may find it difficult to grasp the transpositions. With 

Mexico, one should additionally take into account the Indian languages, 

which certainly affect and enrich cultural thought. A Sparrow, of 

Course!, 1938 (Fig. A5), is a case where a Spanish title translated to 

English may cause a non-Mexican to miss obvious semantic nuances and 

cultural connections. For example, fruits and birds in Mexico are meta

phors for the female sex just as they are in Europe. Sparrows are a 

symbol of vulnerability, to be picked up and caressed and protected from 

the e l e m e n t s . B y  applying a metaphor, or a symbol, to what is 

basically a document, a nude, the artist has transcended the documentary 

aspect inherent in camera vision. A Sparrow, of Course! thus is the 

verbalized image of a symbol.

The artist has related that the title A Sparrow, of Course! came 

into being through a series of linguistic mishaps. The setting for the 

photograph was next to a skylight, which in Spanish is tragaluz. Tragar 

means to swallow, and luz translates as both light and clarity. In trying 

to explain to Doris Heydn, the second Mrs. Alvarez Bravo, what a tragaluz 

was, the swallow became a sparrow and the light became "of course" 

<claro>.

As early as 1939, Mexican art historian and poet Luis Cardoza y 

Aragon had compared Alvarez Bravo's plastic imagery to a series of poetic 

transpositions in which the processes of contemplating and photographing

12. Tape 5, side 1, pp.9 & 10. Interview with Felipe Ehrenberg.

13. Notes from a conversation, Colette Alvarez Bravo, May, 1980.
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are quite separate.^ Alvarez Bravo, with regard to seeing and contem

plation, has said:
V

Painting and photography have exercised much influence one on 
the other. Conscious of this type of osmosis, I can affirm that 
for me, photography is almost exclusively the art of seeing. It 
portrays what it sees almost without any of the transformation 
that takes place in painting. With that attitude the 
photographer can well take advantage of the unexpected. ̂

On another occasion, emphasizing the need for the photographer to
observe, he remarked that

...A photographer should observe and see all the time...in 
the same way that Telemann said a musician should be whistling 
something, with an obsession for music. For the photographer it 
is equally so: he should be constantly observing.

These quotations indicate that the artist generally portrays what he
sees. His visual perceptions and the phenomenon of transpositions are

separate, but related, parts of his working process. An examination of 

his titles clearly demonstrates that in many cases a metamorphosis takes 

place in which the "trampoline effect" occurs.

An example of visual imagery transformed by language into a new 

reality is Estipite Column, 1979 (Fig. A22), which reflects Alvarez 

Bravo's interest in architecture, particularly the local Baroque, of 

which there are numerous examples in Mexico City. Based on ancient roots

such as herms, the estipite takes the form of an inverted pyramid. In 
its early development it was crowned by either female or male busts of

14. Luis Cardoza y AragSn, "Manuel Alvarez Bravo," Mexican Art 
and Life, Mexico City, No. 6, April 1939, n.pag.

15. J. J. Crespo de la Serna, p. 13. See Appendix C.

16. Tape 18, side 1, p.5. Interview with Alvarez Bravo. See 
Appendix C.
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caryatids or gods.^ It was developed in the seventeenth century and 

reached its greatest splendor and richness in the Mexican Churrigueresque 

(Fig. B27). Marie-Hel§ne (her real name is Muriel), the model in Estipite 

Column, is presented as an estipite with the organic growth encompassing 

her, as did the Baroque Churrigueresque decoration in architecture. The 

tapering of her legs to the form of an inverted pyramid is implied by the 

pyramidal shape of the pubic area. A French maiden set in the foliage of 

Arles, at an international gathering of photographers, has been 

transformed by a title into a very Mexican motif. This example demon

strates a deep and abiding Mexican consciousness; even in historic Arles, 

Alvarez Bravo’s imaginative transpositions have returned to Mexico.

Word to Phrase to Sentence to Exhibition 

The concept of "Word to Phrase to Sentence to Exhibition" may be 

used as a tool for moving a viewer beyond the ideas implied by "plastic 

fixation" and the "trampoline effect." Alvarez Bravo uses "words" and 

"phrases" as metaphors. Words are individual images, phrases are a 

series of photographs with particular characteristics or themes, and the 

final sentence is likened to an exhibition, or a reflection of the whole. 

Using yet another metaphor, he compares the work of a photographer to a 

chain which can be cut in several places. Exhibitions are important in 

understanding the process of his vision and creation because of the 

constant weaving of new themes in a process of adjustment and refinement. 

Elements can function alone, but the whole remains intimately linked.

17. Victor Manuel Villegas, El gran signo formal del Barroco, 
Mexico, Imprenta Universitaria, 1956, pp. 10 & 15.
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An exhibition reflects the whole, or better put, is an exhibition of 

interpretations.

The terms "plastic fixation" and "trampoline effect" tend to 

stimulate visual and cerebral perception rather than intuitive reactions. 

The viewer is led into searching for similar visual configurations that 

unite several prints, or to using the photographs as springboards for his 

own imagination. The print is generally a vehicle for further 

considerations, in contrast to being an object possessed for aesthetic 

pleasure. Because Alvarez Bravo is sometimes considered as having been 

influenced by Edward Weston, it is of value to note some contrasts. One 

print conveys only part of Alvarez Bravo’s language. Edward Weston’s art 

lies totally in the art of seeing, but for Alvarez Bravo seeing is only 

part of the process, for he goes beyond to combine word and image. In 

Weston's work, each photograph is a totality within itself, creating an 

aesthetic concentration on form where the title is of little importance. 

Each image in his work can be a means for understanding the overall 

vision. Each of Alvarez Bravo's prints is a link within the extended 

production chain and it may be for this reason that he uses the "word to 

phrase to sentence to exhibition" concept. This quality of multiple 

levels in his imagery becomes especially clear in retrospective 

exhibitions.

The use of two different metaphors ("word to phrase to sentence 

to exhibition," and the "links of a chain") illustrates the phenomenon of 

perpetual metamorphosis which is intimately related to "plastic fixation" 

and the "trampoline effect." Although terms in Alvarez Bravo's

18. Tape 9, side 1, p.l. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.
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vocabulary cannot be completely isolated, the ideas they embrace, such as 

plastic form, imaginative transpositions, metaphors for recognizing 

single works and series, serve as tools in the pursuit of a better 
understanding of his imagery.

Stages of working

Manuel Alvarez Bravo has clearly defined ideas about stages of 

working which incorporate the concepts of the terms, and further 

illustrate his thinking. He believes that in painting a specific problem 

is dealt with in a discrete time period. The concerns may be with 

technique or concept which, when resolved, will then lead to new problems 

or areas of interest. For the photographer he defines three stages: the 

taking, the developing, and the printing of the image. However, they are 

not always related one to the other as is traditionally thought, because 

the changes and progressions between each stage are part of the creative 

processes leading to the final image. In visualizing and taking the 

photograph, the artist furnishes himself with a theme to develop, the 

word "develop" being used here as a double entendre. Once brought to 

this level, the photograph becomes an element that lends itself to 

further interpretation, and it becomes a new entity with each stage. ̂

Having photographed (the taking) an object does not necessarily 

mean that the artist will immediately use the negative of it to make a 

print (the developing and the printing.) New ideas may present them

selves after the first existence of the image. Often a title for an 

image will come to mind when looking at a proof-sheet; this was the case

19. Tape 18, side 2, p.6. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.
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with Forbidden Fruit (Fig. A9), in which the breast was associated with 

fruit. The different stages of working are distinct gestation periods 

where first "seeing" is of prime importance, and later the intellect 

asserts itself. Interdependent with this process is the technical 

production of the end result, the print.

Photographic technique is not a major feature in Alvarez Bravo's 

oeuvre. A print for him is a vehicle for ideas and should be seen as the 

outcome of the three stages of working that he has differentiated. He 

has stated that the cult of the fine print can impede the seeing beyond 

the print itself. For viewers not acquainted with Alvarez Bravo's work 

and ideas, his sometimes indifferent prints may lead to a misunder

standing of the fact that there are multiple and complex levels in the 

observation of his photographs.

The creation of terms, together with an evaluation of Alvarez 

Bravo's working process and thoughts, do not assist in recognizing photo

graphs as those by Manuel Alvarez Bravo. Rather, they are tools to guide 

the viewer in participating more fully in the imagery. The Surrealist 

poet, Rimbaud, insisted that artists "find a language," by which he meant 

an individual expression that belongs undeniably to both the Surrealist 

ethos and to the artist. J. H. Matthews has remarked that "...the more 
honestly an artist works according to this injunction, the more difficult 

he makes it for others to translate the language he has fashioned for 

h i m s e l f A l v a r e z  Bravo is not an exception; he has forged a path of 

independence and a distinctly personal expression. The creation of the

20. J. H. Matthews, p.238.



73

four terms, attempted here, is a guide for translating the predominant 

features which occur in Alvarez Bravo's imagery.



CHAPTER IX

TITLES

Titles are a vital part of Alvarez Bravo's working process, and 

are closely related to the "trampoline effect" discussed earlier. 

However, the artist himself essentially regards titles as names and a 

means of distinguishing and identifying his photographs. Despite this 

apparent indifference (or conceivably secrecy), it is clear that titles 

are integral in that they persuade the viewer to listen to his senses 

without an insistence on meaning and/or information about the 

photographs. Prior knowledge that "game-playing" exists between the image 

and its label should provoke the viewer into probing more deeply.

Alvarez Bravo's photographs seem to have two major levels; the 

image as an aesthetic document, and the photograph challenged by a some

times disparate title to create a new sense of "poetry." The discrepancy 

between the image and its label may occur because Alvarez Bravo often 

entitles an image long after its creation, while dealing with 

conceptually different themes. More probable, however, is the 

imaginative transposition which occurs when viewing one of his prints. 

Colette Alvarez Bravo commented on the importance of The Washerwomen 

Implied, 1942 (Fig. B28), which was one of the first titles to draw 

attention to the disparate nature of the photograph and its name.l The 

practice of playing with words, as applied to his photographs, seems to

1. Notes from a conversation, Colette Alvarez Bravo, May, 1980.
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have started in the early forties, during the period of Surrealist 
influence. As Marcel Raymond has pointed out,, it is difficult to prevent 

the reader (or viewer in this case) from attempting to understand how the 

artist has tried to confound logic by creating a disparate reality.^

A number of the artist's photographs published over the years 

bear a series of titles. For example, in the article, "Souvenir du 

Mexique" by Andre Breton, which appeared in Minotaure in May, 1939, the 

photograph today known as Set Trap (Trampa Puesta, Fig. B23), is named 

The Town of Guadalupe (The Little Town) <La Villa de Guadalupe (La 

Villita)).̂  The tension in the title, Set Trap, is in striking contrast 

with the more descriptive title of The Town of Guadalupe. Perhaps this 

transformation occurred long after the first existence of the image. A 

further example of title change is seen in the image, Woman with Broken 

Glass, 1938, (Mujer con Vidrios Rotos, Fig. A4). In the book, Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo, by Fred Parker, this photograph is labeled After the 

Broken Glass, Cover the Window (Despues de los Vidrios Rotos, Tapen la 

Ventana.)̂  This second title is more provocative than descriptive, thus 

stimulating leaps and transpositions.

The Surrealist attitude was that a title "...adds weight to the 

blow dealt realistic representation and widens the distance between 
pictorial image and familiar reality, and prevents the painting it 2 3 4

2. Raymond, p.353.

3. Andr€ Breton, "Souvenir du Mexique," Minotaure, Nos.12-13, 
May, 1939; rpt. New York, Arno Press, 1968, p.45.

4. Fred R. Parker, Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Pasadena, Pasadena Art 
Museum, 1971, p.38.
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protects from being drawn into lowly places not its own."-’ Duchamp felt 

that titles created new forms as color does, as opposed to transmitting 

information,^ and Max Ernst would wait for the label to impose itself on 

him as though by magic.^ Good Reputation Sleeping (Fig. A2), Forbidden 

Fruit (Fig. A9), and A Sparrow, of Course! (Fig. A5) are perfect examples 

of this widening of the distance between the pictorial andthe familiar.

The question of photographs and the use of their titles is an 

important one in the history of photography on which little has been 

written. There is a common perception among those conscious of other 

pictorial arts, and also among photographers, that the camera presents 

only what it sees. This leads to a hesitation in accepting the possible 

existence of a synergistic relationship between an image and its title. 

However, in the case of A Sparrow, of Course!, Alvarez Bravo has illus

trated that such a relationship can indeed exist. The imposition of a 

metaphorical title, rather than a descriptive one, tends to confuse the 

viewer's sense of apparent reality. In so inherently documentary an art 

as photography, the title may play a more provocative role than it does 

in painting; in this way the photograph can transcend familiar reality.

The ironic Academic Nude, 1937 (Fig. Al), is neither completely 

descriptive nor tension-provoking but partakes of both. The title itself 

becomes a vehicle for polemic; would the pose, so frequently used in 

Mayan or Mexica art, be considered academic Pre-Hispanic? Or is it 

academic because of the connection with the Academy of San Carlos? Or is 5 6 7

5. Matthews, pp.80 & 107.

6. Sandrow, p. 69.
7. Matthews, p.84.
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it an ironical view of the Greek ideal? The use of Mexican models, as in 

this photograph, incorporates the philosophy of "indigenismo", a pride in 

things Mexican and "Pre-Hispanic consciousness." In fact. Academic Nude 

was photographed after Alvarez Bravo and his students had been looking at 

Pre-Hispanic sculpture in a nearby museum.®
An image seems to take its place in the larger body of his work 

when a title has been conferred upon it. In the case of Forbidden Fruit, 

1977 (Fig. A9), the title resulted from looking at the proofsheet and 

noticing that the breast could be likened to fruit on a tree or even like 

the apple in the Garden of Eden.8 9 Figures All and A12, 1978, have not 

yet been named by Alvarez Bravo and it is therefore suggested that they 

are not to be considered fully finished works. Figure A21, 1979, taken 

in Arles during the summer of 1979, is a further example. Alvarez Bravo 

originally referred to it as Marie-Helene, and after reflecting, Malena 

de Arles. The fact that her name now begins with Mai (Bad) creates a 

tension which was not present in the original form. The transposition 

made in response to a question illustrates an agility, or game-playing, 

on the part of Alvarez Bravo, with visual and verbal imagery.

Untitled (Sin Tltulo) is, for Alvarez Bravo, a false designation 

which he has used only once, in the case of Figure A10 from 1977-78; it 

therefore becomes a unique label. This image belongs thematically to the 

"Xipe-Totec" series of the 1970's, but because of the restricted informa

tion in the title it is difficult to interpret. The aesthetic qualities

8. Gibson Tape 1, side 1. Interview with Jain Kelly.

9. Ibid, Tape 4, side 1.
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can be perceived, but the stimulus for making imaginative transpositions 

is lacking. Untitled does not function in the sense of provoking multi

ple planes of significance.

Good Reputation Sleeping, 1938, (La Buena Fama Durmiendo, Fig. 

A2), pushes the metaphor and the viewer’s responses beyond mere 

acceptance of the visual image as a document. Perception is stimulated 

by the title to search for a possible explanation. Antonio Reynoso has 

said that in making a nude photograph, one is questioning the prudery of 

the people and the convention of covering the pubic area. In this photo

graph, leaving the sensitive areas unbandaged illustrates Alvarez Bravo's 

fabulous sense of humor.*® The origin of the title is in a Spanish 

proverb "Cobra buena fama, y echate a dormir" which means, "Earn a good 
reputation, and lie down to sleep." Thus, once good reputation is 

acquired it is maintained with little effort.** Good Reputation Sleeping 

is irreproachable in her state of undress.
Although the artist has not specifically defined his views on 

titles, they are important for an overall understanding of his oeuvre. 

The divergence between what Alvarez Bravo says about titles and how he 

actually uses them creates a potential barrier for viewer participation; 

this is particularly so in the case of non-Spanish speakers. The evolu

tion of titles from a descriptive role to a tension-provoking one, as 

assigned by him, is related to his exposure to fundamental concepts of 

Surrealism such as linguistic expansion and perpetual metamorphosis. * 11

10. Tape 12, side 2, p.7. Interview with Antonio Reynoso.

11. Diccionario de la lengua espafiola, Madrid, Real Academia 
Espanola, 1956, p.609. Conversation with Prof. R» C. Allen, of the Dept, 
of Romance Languages, May, 1980.
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Many of his photographs, illustrating Mexican life and people, would 

remain largely documents of social value without the thought-provoking 
titles that lift them into a new poetic reality. Relating titles to 

series or concepts has been a part of his mature development, becoming 

over the years more refined, encouraging an intensely personal dialogue 
between the beholder and the image.



CHAPTER X

THE ARTIST'S POETIC SENSIBILITY

Manuel Alvarez Bravo is passionately interested in poetry; his 

sense of it provides a unifying factor for understanding his photographs 

and their titles. His most discerning critics have been poets: Octavio 

Paz, Xavier Villaurrutia, Luis Cardoza y Aragdn and Langston Hughes. 

Poetry was of overriding importance in the Surrealist movement, and it, 

in turn, individually shaped the thinking of these men. In 1945 Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo wrote:

...Poetry, the lowest common denominator of the arts is a 
realization of impulses embedded in the senses...

In the same essay he also stated that:

There is no essential difference in the representational aims 
of the different arts: the plastic arts and music both struggle 
to capture the image in all of its amplitude. This is the neces
sity which moves them and generates the subtle musical sense of 
the plastic arts and plastic sense of music.*

His quotation, not only because of the date, but also because of its
ideational base, seems to be directly influenced by Surrealist thinking.

Antonio Rodriguez, artist and critic, in 1957 wrote of the 

musical and poetic qualities of Alvarez Bravo’s work, recalling that 

Villaurrutia, the author of Nocturnes, had referred to him as one of the 1

1. Manuel Alvarez Bravo, fotografias, extracted from Manuel Alva
rez Bravo's essay, "El arte negro," p. 16. See Appendix C.
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' Ogreat contemporary poets of Mexico. Indeed, in Alvarez Bravo's work 

there are a number of genetically unrelated photographs which can be 

grouped as a musical series. He has said that it is valid to compare 

music and art because it is a question of rhythm and a provocation of 

lyricism.^ For example, in Xipe Series— Harp, 1979 (Fig. A20), the harp

like rag has been transformed into an instrument of poetry and shifting 

imagery which allows the viewer to use the image for transpositions of 

his own inner feelings.

The theme of poetry in the work of Alvarez Bravo reappeared in 

the book, Manuel Alvarez Bravo, by Juan Garcia Ponce, published in 1968 

in conjunction with an exhibition of his work held in Mexico City during 

the Olympic Games:

...A photograph is never an object. It is an expression of 
the spirit transcending the object and in this sense it becomes 
as spiritual a creation as a poem...he <Alvarez Bravo> creates 
and communicates new relationships between things...Reality...is 
revealed...by relating the objects not only one to the other as a 
completed unity, but also in an open unity that takes them 
somewhere beyond them selves...His works...rebel against photog
raphy...do not acquiesce...His view of reality reveals the other 
face of reality.

The author incorporated a quotation from Xavier Villaurrutia:

...he is as cautious as the poet, who uses what seems to be the 
most natural of materials, but what is actually the most dange
rous— words— since, besides merely naming, they are also capable 
of invoking beings and things with their visible and invisible 
relationships.

Juan Garcia Ponce continued:

Alvarez Bravo's gaze, when turned inward upon its own creations, 
establishes with them a critical and distant relationship which

2. Antonio Rodriguez, "DespuSs de 12 arios expone Manuel Alvarez 
Bravo," Mexico en la Cultura, Mexico, 10 March, 1957, p.7.

3. Tape 18, side 1, p.l. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.
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the poet— the photographer— expresses through the very titles he 
chooses to give them. Only the truly great artist can see his 
own relationship to his work, which in turn relates him to the
world.*

Poetry is the thread that unites the "trampoline effect," which is impli

cit in most of the preceding quotation where "new relationships" are 
created and titles or words are considered as being the most dangerous of 

materials because of their capability for creating new transpositions of 
thought.

Diego Rivera invented the neologism "photo-poetry" <fotopoes£a> 

to describe Alvarez Bravo’s imagery.-* He poetically transposed Good 

Reputation Sleeping, 1938 (Fig. A2), into a symbol of Mexico, describing 

her as landscape, and the miraculous play of the sun on early morning 

mists over the lakes and mountains of Mexico. Referring to The 

Washerwomen Implied, 1942 (Fig. B28), Rivera wrote that

The whites of the clouds and the linen cloths that dry in the 
sun...are objectified in tangible spirits springing from the 
deepest wells of our emotional primordial reserves.^

In the same article he interpreted Woman with Broken Glass, 1938-40

(Fig. A4):

The skylights and little piles of broken glass could well be 
the cause of so many bandages wrapped around the arms, pubic area 
and muscles, confining also ankles and wrists; they are enough to 
express all the secret terror of omens.^

4. Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Photographs 1928-1968, Mexico City, 
Organizing Committee of the Games of the XIX Olympiad, 1968, pp.13-16. 
The essay, although unsigned, is by Juan Garcia Ponce, as confirmed by 
Colette Alvarez Bravo, May, 1980.

5. Manuel Alvarez Bravo, fotografias, extracted from Diego 
Rivera's essay, "Manuel Alvarez Bravo," p.18.

6. Ibid, p.19. See Appendix C.

7. Ibid. See Appendix C.
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Diego Rivera at this time had curtailed his mural painting and 

was working on easel paintings. Andrd Breton and the Surrealist movement 

had been contributing factors in a period of changing values in Mexican 

art and society. Rivera's descriptive writing style was almost certainly 

influenced by Surrealism. A particular Mexican feeling is manifest in 

the transpositional style. It is noteworthy that he chose to see in 

Alvarez Bravo's photographs a relationship between them and Rivera's 

"primordial reserves" and his "secret terror of omens." The allusions 

may be a part of his great interest in Pre-Columbian art and history. 

Photographed at the same session as Woman with Broken Glass was Signs and 

Prognostications, 1938-40 (also the name of a series of photographs) 

(Fig. B29), using the same model in the same location. These two photo

graphs should be considered as adjuncts; perhaps the nude was the logical 

progression of Signs and Prognostications, where the body is translated 

into an offering. Other photographs in the total work of Alvarez Bravo 

share this quality of mystery.

The writing of the Imagist poets, who include T. S. Eliot, Ezra 

Pound and Octavio Paz, is characterized by constantly moving imagery in 

which perpetual metamorphosis is an element, as it is in Alvarez Bravo's 

"trampoline effect." Octavio Paz has written that, "...Nothing precludes 
our regarding plastic or musical works as poems if they are able to meet 

two stated conditions...that they deny the world of utility...and are 

transformed into images, thus to become a peculiar form of 

communication.

8. Octavio Paz, The Bow and the Lyre, trans. Ruth L. C. Simms, 
Austin, University of Texas Press, 1973, p.12.
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Octavio Paz has dedicated a poem, Facing Time, to the photographs 

of Alvarez Bravo, thus emphasizing their imagist quality. By incorpora

ting titles of photographs into the poem and using them as stepping 

stones he has created further unexpected imagery. Manuel Alvarez Bravo's 

"trampoline effect" is perfectly illustrated in words. Paz has started 

out with titles and through them created new imagery. Alvarez Bravo 

relies on images to provoke his titles. Even in translation, Paz's 

pattern is clear despite the loss of many of the rich nuances of the 

original Spanish text. Titles of photographs are indicated in the poem by 
quotation marks.

Facing Time (Cara al Tiempo) by Octavio Paz.

Photographs,
time suspended by a verbal thread:

''Black Mountain'V'White Cloud,"
"Girl Watching Birds."

Manuel's titles
are not loose ends: 

they are verbal arrows, 
burning signs 

The eye thinks,
the thought sees, 

the glance touches, 
words burn:

"Two Pairs of Legs,"
"Ladder of Ladders,"

"A Sparrow, of Course!"
"Lava Dwelling."

Instantaneously
and slowly: 

lens of revelations.

From the eye to the image to language 
(there and back)

Manuel photographs 
(he names)

that imperceptible split 
between the image and its name, 
sensation and perception: 

time.
The arrow of the eye 

exactly
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right on target <blanco> of the instant.
Four whites, <blancos>

"Four variations on a white rag:"
The identical and the different, 
four faces of the same instant.
The four directions of space: 
the eye is the centre.

The point of view 
is the point of convergence.

The face of reality,
the face of everyday,

Never is it the same face.
Eclipse of blood: 

the face of the murdered worker, 
a planet fallen into the asphalt.
Beneath the sheets of their laughter 

hiding their face 
"The Washerwomen Implied," 
large clouds hung on the terraced roofs. 
Wait, hold it!

"The Portait of the Eternal:" 
in a dark room

a cluster of sparks 
against a black torrent 

(the silver comb
electrifies straight, black hair.)
Time does not cease to flow, 

time
does not cease to invent, 

time never ceases 
to obliterate its inventions, 

the flowing
of apparitions does not cease.

"River Mouths" 
speak clouds,

human mouths 
speak rivers.

Reality always has another face, 
the face of everyday, 
that which we never see, 
the other face of time.

Manuel:
lend me your wooden pony

<to go riding on Sundays and holidays) 
to go to the other side of this side. 
Reality is more real in black and white.^

9. Octavio Paz, "Cara al tiempo," Plural, Mexico, Vol. V, No.10, 
July 1976, pp.43-45. See Appendix C.
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The third line from the last, enclosed in brackets, has been supplied by 
Colette Alvarez Bravo as being part of the poem, although it does not 

appear in the publication Plural.

A great fluidity of space and time is felt in the poem, where 

natural forces, rivers, clouds and mountains, interact with humanity. 

Paz is cognizant of the role that titles play in Alvarez Bravo's work; 

they are the "imperceptible split betweeen the image and its name." Paz, 

because of his attempt in writing to create an alliance between imagina

tion and reality, is considered close to the surrealist spirit.*® His 
Facing Time is a perfect marriage of dream and reality which "...is more 

real in black and white."

Manuel Alvarez Bravo, whose work is a complex total of constant 

metamorphosis presented through visual and verbal imagery, might, apart 

from his connections with the Surrealist movement, be said to share soma 

of the qualities of the Imagists. Pound, in 1913, had written that 

"... there is another sort of poetry where painting or sculpture p h o t o 

graphs in this case) seems as if it were just coming over into speech."**

While the Surrealists were largely concerned with automatism and 
the dream state, and the Imagists with seeking a cleaner and harder 

essence of the "image," they both, nonetheless, shared common roots in 

modernist poetry. Similarly, Manuel Alvarez Bravo expresses the essence 

of these differing views in his title designations and in discussing his * 11

10. Guillermo Sucre, "Octavio Paz: Poetics of Vivacity," The 
Perpetual Present, ed. Ivar Ivask, Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 
1973, p.6.

11. Harmer, p.166.
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work. Those poets who have written about Alvarez Bravo's work have 

understood that his photographs, the result of seeing, are a synthesis 

with language. This great interest in the "word", which he integrates 

with images, creates a tension, stimulating a fusion of words and images.



CHAPTER XI

XIPE-TOTEC AND UNIVERSALISM IN RECENT PHOTOGRAPHS

The theme of Xipe-Totec, the Aztec god of spring (Fig. B30), 

among Manuel Alvarez Bravo’s recent photographs of the nude, might, in a 

philosophical context, be regarded as a complex personal expression of a 

collective Mexican consciousness. The philosophical concepts embodied in 

the Xipe theme became a pretext for expressing his ideas through photog

raphy.^ This active pursuit of a metaphor is unusual for him; there is 

no evidence of specifically defined themes in his prior work. Begun in 

1977, his continuing work with this Aztec symbol of the renewal of life 

represents a personal expression of universalism. For Alvarez Bravo, the 

nude dressing and undressing is a metaphor for the ritual of the 

"changing of skin"^ enacted by Aztec priests in ceremonies in which they 

wore the flayed skins of sacrificial victims."* Xipe, 1978 (Fig. A18), 

shows a nude holding her clothing like a cast-off skin; it can be com

pared with Lâ  Desvendada, 1938 (Fig. A3), where bandages are being 
removed.^

A proof-sheet from the Xipe series (Fig. A14) demonstrates the 

artist's view of nature's cyclical movement, in which seasonal

1. Tape 18, side 2, p.8. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.

2. Tape 15, side 1, p.2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.

3. Ibid » P*1.

4. Tape 18, side 2, p.8. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.
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transpositions take place* In the top left hand photograph, the model is 

disrobing; in the last three images, a fusion with nature occurs where 

the head disappears and the body is integrated with the vegetation. Two 

additional photographs (Figures All and A12) suggest the effect of a 

merging with nature. The majority of viewers, in regarding only isolated 

images made from this proofsheet, will be totally unaware that they have 

been taken from a series. The symbolic importance that Alvarez Bravo 

attaches to the concept of Xipe will be largely lacking. Conceivably, 

insight into the photographer's imaginative process might be given to a 

viewer if such proofsheets were to be exhibited. Elements of light, 
texture and mood might convey a sense of sequence and integrate the 

observer more fully into the development of the imagery.

The Xipe theme interests Alvarez Bravo not only because it symbo

lizes a renewal of nature, but also because it is a link in his long

standing personal interest in the human form as seen in Mexican art. In 

this regard, Academic Nude, 1938 (Fig. Al), photographed after a class 

had been looking at Pre-Hispanic art, can be compared with the photo

graphs in the Xipe series.-* These thoughts could be viewed as being 

indicative of the artist's atavistic feelings for all things Mexican. 
This idea was echoed by Octavio Paz when he wrote, "...What has not been 

said is that the vast majority of Mexicans has made the Aztec point of 

view its own and has thus, without knowing it strengthened the myth that 

is embodied in the pyramid and the sacrifice stone."**

5. Ibid.

6. Octavio Paz, The Other Mexico— Critique of the Pyramid, 
trans. Lysander Kemp, New York, Grove Press Inc., 1972, p.87.
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The foregoing describes Manuel Alvarez Bravo's interpretation of 

the Xipe theme. Further investigation reveals that Xipe is the Flayed 

God of Growth and Vegetation. He found renewal of his strength in the 

skin of sacrificial victims. The Aztec priests symbolically transmitted 

this power to the god in an act of transcendence on behalf of the vic

tim.^ The bloody rite, according to Walter Krickeberg, had a definite 

ethical basis because the Aztecs believed that human sacrifice could 

contribute to the preservation of world order.® Indeed, in the Aztec 

religion the sacrificial victim was equated with the god himself; the 

victim was the representation of the god who died and was restored to 

life through the sacrifice.^ Xipe is a complex symbol of man and his 

place in the cosmos in which death is transcended; the victim becomes 

"godly", redeemed by death.

A marble statue of Saint Bartholomew in the Cathedral of Milan 

was the visual springboard for the Xipe theme in the work of Alvarez 

Bravo. The sculpture, a life-size ecorche figure executed circa 1562 by 

Marco d'Agrate (Figures B31 and B32), represents the standing flayed body 

of Saint Bartholomew with his skin draped about him. The extremities, 

feet, hands and face, are the most accentuated details, as they are in 

the iconography of the flayed Xipe. A medieval tradition associated with 
the symbolism of Saint Bartholomew refers to the human skin as a memoria

7. H. D. Disselhoff and S. LinnS, The Art of Ancient America, 
New York, Crown Publishers, 1960, pp.72 & 74.

8. Walter Krickeberg et al., Pre-Columbian American Religions, 
New York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1969, pp.48 & 50.

9. New Catholic Encyclopedia, "Sacrifice," Vol. XII, New York, 
McGraw-Hill Book Co. Inc., 1967, p.831.
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peccatorum which was cast off by all men on the day of judgment.*® This 

tradition was possibly the reason for Michelangelo's inclusion of a self- 

portrait in the flayed skin of Saint Bartholomew in the Sistine Chapel's 

Last Judgment. Attributes of this saint therefore incorporate the skin 

as a memento mori suggestive of life's temporality.

The group of photographs entitled "Xipe" is not limited to its 

connection with Saint Bartholomew. Other connecting symbols and themes, 

such as the Eucharist and Death, have been added by Alvarez Bravo. Xipe 

and Saint Bartholomew are seemingly disparate symbols, the first, an 

Aztec god of growth and renewal, and the second a Christian martyr. 

However, they share more than the iconographic attributes of a flayed 

skin. They are both sacrificial victims held to be sacred in their 

respective cultures.

During discussions, Alvarez Bravo extended the comparison between 

Xipe and Saint Bartholomew to include the symbolism of the Eucharist.** 
Insight into the unlikely and surprising juxtaposition of the Xipe theme 

with the ceremony of the Eucharist calls for conjecture. According to 

the New Catholic Encyclopedia, the Eucharist "...is a sharing in the 

death and resurrection of the Lord," and "...by their contact with the 

eucharistic body, Christians come into vital, dynamic union with the 

person of Christ."*'* If the sacrificial victim offered to Xipe * 11

10. L. Price Amerson, Jr., "Marco d'Agrate's San Bartolomeo: an 
introduction to some problems," II Duomo di Milano, Vol. I, Milano, 
Edizioni La Rete, 1969, p.191.

11. Tape 15, side 1, p.2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.

12. New Catholic Encyclopedia, "Eucharist," Vol. V, pp.596 &
598.
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represents the god himself, then perhaps the linking association that 

Alvarez Bravo makes- is that both the sacrificial victim and the communi

cant come into union with the divine.

The recent interpretation of myth and symbol by philosophers, 

linguists and anthropologists has given rise to a vast literature of 

hypotheses and counter-hypotheses. Two descriptions concerning the con

cept of the symbol per se are of value in dealing with Alvarez Bravo’s 

ideas. Suzanne hanger has written that "...the symbol is a concept...It 

issues in an unconscious, spontaneous process of abstraction in the human 

mind: a process of recognizing the concept in any configuration given to 

experience and forming a conception accordingly."^ In a similar way, 

Octavio Paz quotes Charles Peirce's proposal that "...the sense of a 

symbol is in its translation into another symbol."^ Both explanations 

are loosely defined and allow for the understanding that a symbol is not 

a static entity, but rather that its essence is one of transmutation. 

Alvarez Bravo's thoughts on Xipe, Saint Bartholomew and the Eucharist may 

be more easily reconciled within the framework of the above 
conceptualizations concerning the nature of the symbol.

13. S. K. hanger, Philosophy in â New Key, Cambridge, Mass., 
1942, p.72, quoted in William G. Hardy's language. Thought and 
Experience, Baltimore, University Park Press, 1978, p.249.

14. Octavio Paz, Claude hgyj-Strauss— An Introduction, trans. J. 
S. Bernstein and Maxine Bernstein, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 
1970, p.15. Paz does not document his source of Peirce's quotation. 
However, a similar sense is given by D. Greenlee in his Peirce's Concept 
of Sign, The Hague, Mouton, 1973, p.97. He writes that "...according to 
Peircian semiotic, every sign is an interpretant of some previous sign 
and this stands in an interpreting or mediating relation between two 
signs."
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The importance which the Surrealists attached to myth and symbol 

is acknowledged by such writers as Mircea Eliade and Octavio Paz. Eliade 

correctly points to the poetry (and by extension to the imagery too) of 

the Surrealists as being an attempt to create a new language. Personal 

expression (so personal that it becomes secret) is a distinguishing mark 

of Surrealism.^ It might be added that "unintelligble" or "non- 

decipherable" could be substituted for "secret," because each artist is 

working with a set of personally conceived ideas that often become impos

sible for a viewer to understand fully or participate in. Octavio Paz 

has written that if a myth "...is an object of perpetual metamorphosis, 

then its interpretation obeys the same laws also."**’ It is noteworthy 

that the term "perpetual metamorphosis" is similar to Charles Peirce’s 

interpretation of the symbol. The term, often used by the Surrealists, 

has been applied by Paz to the concept of myth.

"Perpetual metamorphosis" was described in Chapter VIII as the 

"trampoline effect." This idea, related to the concept of "free 

association," may serve to clarify the visual connection Alvarez Bravo 

made between Saint Bartholomew and Xipe. Possibly, "perpetual metamor

phosis," as a means of reasoning, gave rise to his including the 

symbolism which he feels is inherently similar in the ceremony of the 

Eucharist. The artist has also related the nude to the subject of death. 

He has said that "...Xipe is denuded of his skin, death is the one 

denuded of flesh, the great preoccupation of humanity— the flesh—

15. Mircea Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, London, Harvill 
Press, 1960, p.35

16. Paz, Claude Levi-Strauss, p.46.
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therefore what remains is the great nude which is the skeleton, the
bones.

If death is the "great nude," then the nude as a theme can be 

transposed to another series in Alvarez Bravo’s work which deals with 

fatality of life. Two examples are Ruin, 1930 (Fig. B33), and Striking 

Worker Murdered, 1934 (Fig. B34). The nudes of the past few years, not 

only those in the Xipe series, embrace complex ideas in addition to 

having recognizable iconographic symbols. The nude as a symbol of 
renewal, transposed to a representation of death and finality, illus

trates the complexity of assigning one value or one interpretation to the 
nudes in Alvarez Bravo's work.

Statements made by Alvarez Bravo concerning the Xipe theme and 

certain other photographs shown in Group Two, suggest that the four 

concepts discussed in Chapter VIII are no longer completely applicable to 

his recent work. He is now pre-occupied with "the universal." He res

ponds negatively to the suggestion that his recent nudes appear to be 

more personal or warmer than those in Group One. He admits only that 

they are more "universal" and that the "...individual is a consequence of
his culture."18

The word "universal" is used liberally by Mexican writers. Jorge 

G. Camarena expressed its meaning by explaining that distinct national 

characteristics determine the universal aspect of a work.*^ Breton's

17. Gibson Tape 4, side 2. Interview with Jain Kelly. See 
Appendix C.

18. Tape 15, side 1, p.2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.

19. Tibol, Documentacion, p.135.
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late interest in "iconographic confrontations on the mythical plane"^ is 

at once similar and dissimilar to this explanation of universalism. 

While the world of Breton was one without the distinction of national 

boundaries, Alvarez Bravo's mythical references constantly return to 

Mexico, even when he is abroad. The Xipe theme, stimulated by an Italian 

sculpture of Saint Bartholomew, exhibits a strong Mexican consciousness, 

as does Estiplte Column, Arles, 197 9 (Fig. A22). Perhaps the 

universality he defines for the second group of nudes is an expression of 
his personal view of woman and nature which surely are the symbols of 

life itself.

Defining universalism as used by Mexican writers is problematic. 

Frequently the word is used with different nuances. This seems to indi

cate a general Weltanschauung through which the Mexican projects his own 

identity on the world at large. It poses a problem of precise definition 

for readers unacquainted with Mexican thought. It appears that Alvarez 

Bravo feels obliged to defend his Mexican identity, both verbally and 

through his photographs, but this is not necessarily a myopic view be

cause it is tempered by an awareness and appreciation of the unique 

qualities of other cultures. He recognizes that Mexicans are influenced 

by both local and foreign influences. In speaking about Fruit and 

History, Arles, 1979 (Fig. A23), he says, "...If a Mexican has a positive 

concept of his own country, then why not an acceptance of other cultures, 

and other countries? Why not? Particularly when it concerns great

20. Rosemont, p.272
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moments in the cultures of other countries."^ A similar view is offered 

by Octavio Paz, who described Claude L€vi-Strauss as a descendant of 

Montaigne, Rousseau, and Sahagun, in that one should ..."respect other 
societies and change one's own."^

Alvarez Bravo's Xipe theme is distinctly Mexican, but he prefers 

to regard its symbolism as being of a universal nature, manifested in 

varying forms by other cultures. The various attributes of Xipe, such as 

growth and renewal, are archetypal mythic symbols. It might be said that 

Xipe is a personal allegorical symbol for Alvarez Bravo, a personifica

tion of fertility, life and death, which are epic and eternal concerns of 

man. While this view could be unexpected in the technological twentieth 

century, it is expressive of a particular current in literature and art 

of this century. Examples may be found in the writings of Ezra Pound, 

who was deeply concerned with myth, legend and the history of 

civilization.

Because of the eclectic nature of Alvarez Bravo's work, having 

drawn upon diverse sources of Mexican and European art and literature, it 

is at times difficult to penetrate the meanings he invests in his photo

graphs. By its very nature, visual imagery is a less logical, and less 

resolved, statement than a written exposS. Different thoughts created by 

visual means may appear fragmented, or even contradictory, so that 

evaluation, in this thesis, of Alvarez Bravo's imagery has been largely 

dependent on interviews with the artist himself.

21. Tape 15, side 1, p.2. Interview with Alvarez Bravo. See 
Appendix C.

22. Paz, Claude Levl-Strauss, p.97.
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The theme of Xipe may be seen as summarizing the mature work of 

Alvarez Bravo. The manner in which he has employed the theme points to a 

complexity beyond the stated iconography and known attributes. There 

seems to be a combination of two thought processes. Mexico has a tradi

tion, in its cultural history, of dualities; at the time of the Conquest, 

the predominant one was that of Spanish and Indian influences coming 

together. The case of Alvarez Bravo today may be stated as one where the 

national identity, impressed upon him during his youth, imbues much of 

his work with a distinct Mexican character. This identity, combined with 

the influence of a Surrealist approach to the manipulation of symbols, 

has extended Xipe's symbolism to include thoughts on universalism, the 

Eucharist, and Death as the ultimate nude.



CHAPTER XII

CONCLUSION

The photographic work of Manuel Alvarez Bravo, when considered in 

its entirety, is both large and complex. His imagery covers many aspects 

of Mexico; including landscapes, nudes, urban and rural scenes, por

trayals of the Mexican people, and representations of popular and mural 

art. It was necessary to restrict the size of this study by finding a 

means of sampling his images and a way of relating the sample to the 

total body of work. The compact group of the nudes used for this 

research project, on the artistic development of Manuel Alvarez Bravo, 

was selected as a feasible cross section representative of the artist’s 

large body of work. It was possible to take this approach because his 

nudes, as a group, share certain elements which are common to much of his 

imagery. A pervading quality of tranquillity is to be noted throughout 

the artist's work together with the phenomenon of recurring concepts and 

plastic configurations. Alvarez Bravo's sense of poetry and his personal 

symbolism are further unifying elements, as are inherent problems of 

cultural linguistics together with an underlying awareness of the philo

sophical precepts of the Muralist movement. In this thesis, an attempt 

was made to clarify basic structures and ideas through an analysis of the 

nudes and their relation to other photographs. They encompass a period 

of forty years; accordingly they may be regarded in the context of the 

major influences to which Alvarez Bravo has been exposed.

98
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Central to this study is a vocabulary of four terms ("plastic 

fixation," "trampoline effect," "word to phrase to sentence to exhibi
tion" and "stages of working") which have been suggested by this writer 

as a means of analysis for investigating certain constants in Alvarez 

Bravo's work. The comments provided by the artist on his own photographs 

suggested, to the author, the use of this vocabulary. Through it, as a 

research tool, one can gain insights regarding his thought processes and 

conceptual attitudes toward image-making and to the art of photography. 

The vocabulary provides a means for an ordered approach to dealing with 

large numbers of photographs; it also allows one to perceive connections 

between many apparently unrelated images. While it is true that not all 

of Alvarez Bravo's images can be dogmatically classified in this manner, 

the vocabulary remains as a potential aid for extending a viewer's 

perceptions.

An investigation of the origins of this vocabulary has shown that 

the choice of words and the concepts embodied in it are related to 

Surrealism and twentieth century modernist poetry. A sense of mystery, a 

confounding of logic and the dichotomy of sometimes obscure titles 

applied to seemingly mundane subject matter can be reconciled in the 

context of Surrealism. The Surrealist notions of "perpetual metamor
phosis" and "free association" can be perceived in Alvarez Bravo's "tram

poline effect," which is involved when he conceives of a title for an 

image, sometimes years after its creation. This idea enables the viewer 

to progress beyond the visual structure of the picture plane into the 

realm of imagination. "Plastic fixation" has its roots in the jargon of 

psychoanalysis as does "free association;" the idea of a "plastic
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fixation" is used by Alvarez Bravo to explain recurring spatial configu

rations in his photographs and to create groups of photographs unified by 

a specific "plastic fixation." The "word to phrase to sentence to exhi

bition" concept provides a structural base for creating groups of 

photographs distinguished by subject matter, philosophical ideas or some 

recurring spatial form. However, transpositions of ideas which are 

inherent in the "trampoline effect" (and most evident in Alvarez Bravo’s 

titles) can transcend these artificially created groupings to create 

further associations between unrelated images. Octavio Paz’s poem, Face 

on Time, is an example which demonstrates this particular phenomenon. 

The vocabulary (despite its structural basis) provides a flexible tool 

for placing images, which have been categorized by using one or another 

of the terms, under several headings. It thus allows for perceiving 

interrelationships of many nuances which are embodied in Alvarez Bravo’s 

larger body of work.

There appears to be a fundamental philosophy which permeates and 

binds the conceptual ideas embodied in all of Alvarez Bravo's terms. It 

is a fact that many Mexican artists who matured after the Revolution were 

greatly affected by it; this is also true of Manuel Alvarez Bravo. The 

Muralist movement expressed, through art, the Revolution's aspirations 

for change. Its basic philosophy recognized a need for social justice, 

an interest in Pre-Hispanic culture and history, and the mestizo as 

embodying the true Mexican; also recognized were the validity of popular 

art and the function of art as a means of communication for the masses. 

These philosophical themes and political ideas have constantly permeated 

the work of Alvarez Bravo. The different subjects found in his
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photographs, whether they be the nudes, landscapes, themes dealing with 
death, popular artifacts or documentary observations on his country, are 

all united by a national and cultural identity. Neither his character 

nor his photographs are in any sense declamatory (as the art of the 

Muralists sometimes was), nor do they share a sense of monumentality or a 

preaching of political history. The nationalism inherent in the Moralist 

movement and the Surrealist ethic of artistic and personal liberation in 
a world without boundaries are seemingly disparate; yet Alvarez Bravo has 

reconciled them in much the same way that Breton had advocated in the 

First Surrealist Manifesto, where two distinctly separate realities spark 

to produce "emotive power and poetic reality."

Alvarez Bravo's work is not easily understood by the average 

North American viewer because of cultural and linguistic differences. 

Many of his images depend on a knowledge of the Spanish language or of 

Mexican mythology; this fact precludes a spontaneous comprehension of the 

photograph. The theme of Xipe, a symbol of renewal, provides an example 

of this difficulty. Alvarez Bravo believes that his recent nudes depic

ting the Xipe theme are more universal than his earlier ones. The Mexi

can understanding of a "universal" idea appears to involve the concepts 

implicit in their national culture but which are theoretically understood 

by all. The universality of any symbolism in the Xipe nudes will be lost 

on a majority of viewers unless it is clarified in some manner. The 

complexity of the ideas which Alvarez Bravo has invested in this theme 

creates further distances, particularly because Xipe might be understood 

as a personal allegorical subject for the artist. In supposedly so 

democratic a medium as photography universal communication is potentially
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reduced by divisive cultural factors although appreciation of his 
photographs is not precluded at other levels.

Alvarez Bravo's body of work is marked by an aesthetic which has 

maintained certain qualities during his long career. It could be charac

terized as an imagery that does not seek to impose itself. It may be 

said that his photography is an introspective expression, marked by a 

sense of mystery and often conveying a feeling of solitude. His ideas, 

as understood during interviews, and also his images are a quiet synthe

sis of the influences on him during his life, which he terms "...an 

accumulation of experiences." His photographic technique is not one that 

can be likened to the virtuoso fine print which has been a hallmark of 

some of his North American contemporaries.

Alvarez Bravo has often been a subject for debate, as witnessed 

by the various interpretations of his work by leading Mexican artists. 

However, he has never openly espoused a cause and still remains outside 

the sometimes heated debates on photography that take place in Mexico. 

New causes and new aspirations in Mexico have led to the formation of 

splinter groups by a number of the younger generation of photographers, 

some in a conscious effort to break away from the influence of Alvarez 

Bravo's aesthetic. Of these younger photographers, some are looking at 

developments in photography in the United States while the larger number 

identify with pan-Latin American sentiments of political socialism.

Alvarez Bravo's place in Mexican photography is a unique one. 

Since the late 1920's he has had a continuing association with leading 

Mexican artists and has participated in the cultural life of Mexico City. 

He has been connected with photography since it first gained recognition
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as an art form in the 1920's through the publication Forma, Photo

graphing murals for artists or teaching at the Academy, he has worked 

persistently in this medium since the mid 1920's and may therefore be 

seen as one of the first Mexican photographers who has contributed to the 

recognition of photography. Although he was rather well known up to the 

mid 1940's in Mexico and in Europe, after this time he was less active. 

He calls this his period of "decadence," during which he practiced 

photography in the fashion of a Sunday painter.1 During this period he 

worked in the Mexican cinematographic industry as a still photographer 

and teacher of photography. Later, he and colleagues established the 

publishing house Fondo Editorial, which specializes in quality books on 

Mexican art. He continued to exhibit occasionally in Mexico, while 

little was heard of his activities outside of the country. Since the 

1960’s, the growth of interest in photography has been accompanied by 

soaring print prices and more exhibitions and the academic study of the 

history of photography; all of these factors have combined to bring the 

name of Manuel Alvarez Bravo back into the public eye.

In 1976, photo critic A. D. Coleman wrote of Alvarez Bravo that 

"...remaining obscure after fifty years of work in his chosen medium is 

no mean feat."2 However, Alvarez Bravo has not been unrecognized in his 

native Mexico. His bibliography demonstrates that poets have consist

ently been his critics. Indeed, it would be difficult to find another 

photographer whose work has been followed and interpreted by well known 1 2

1. Tape 10, side 1. Interview with Alvarez Bravo.

2. A. D. Coleman, Light Readings, Â  Photography Critic's 
Writings, 1968-1978, New York, Oxford University Press, 1979, p.221.
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poets, artists, and critics over such a long period of time. In retro

spect, Alvarez Bravo may be seen as the product of an age and his imagery 

may be placed in the historical context of the consequences of the Mexi

can Revolution. A large part of the recognition that he has achieved is 

due to his unique portrayal of his country; it is one that speaks of a 

renewed Mexico in the context of a poetic sensibility.



APPENDIX A

TWO GROUPS OF NUDES

105



106

NOTE

Titles which appear both in English and Spanish are designated 

titles, and generally describe known and already published images.

In Appendix A the exceptions are titles assigned by this writer 

for the purpose of identification, as follows

A7. Studio Nude, 1939. Listed by the Center for Creative 

Photography as being untitled.

All. Nude with Grass and Hair I, 1978. No formal designation 

offered by the artist.

A12. Nude with Grass and Hair II, Ditto.

A20. Xipe Series— Harp, 1979. Ditto.

Two images, A18 and A19, were named Xipe by Alvarez Bravo during 

the course of interviews.

In Appendix B, titles have been assigned by the writer to Figures 

B3, B4, B5, B6, B7, B8, B9, BIO, Bll, and B21.

Two other exceptions are Figures B17 and B18, in which the publi

cations, from which they are taken, do not list the Spanish titles.
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Figure Al. Academic Nude, 1937-8. (Desnudo Academico) —  Collec
tion of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. 
(Silver). Negative, 8.2cm. x 10.8cm.



Figure A2. Good Reputation Sleeping, 1938. (La Buena Fama Durmiendo) —  Collection 
of Center for Creative Photography, Tucson, Arizona. Accession No. 
76:205:003. Positive, 18.6cm. x 24.6cm. (Silver). Negative, 6cm. x 
9 cm.

ooo
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Figure A3. The Unbandaged, 1938. (La Desvendada) —  Collection 
of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Pla
tinum). Negative, 6cm. x 9cm.
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Figure A4. Woman with Broken Glass, 1938-40. (Mujer con Vidrios 
K o t o s ) -- Part of the series Signs and 
Prognos t icat ions , (Sehales Prono s t i c o s ). 
Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 17.2cm. x 
24.2cm. (Silver). Negative, 6cm. x 9cm.



Figure A5. A_ Sparrow, of Course!, 1938. (jGorrion, Claro!) —  Collection of Center
for Creative Photography, Tucson, Arizona. Accession No. 78:003:01 3. 
Positive, 18.3cm. x 24. 1 cm. (Silver). Negative, 8.2cm. x 10.8cm.
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Figure A6. The Alack Woman or Black Mirror, 1939. (La Negra or 
i^Pej° Negro) —  Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Posi- 
tive, 37.1cra. x 27.5cm. (Silver). Negative, 10.2cm. 
x 12.7cm.
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Figure A7. Studio Nude, 1939. —  Collection of Center for Crea
tive Photography, Tucson, Arizona. Box A35/4 No. 1, 
loan from Mrs. Doris Heyden. Positive, 2 3.7cm. x 
16.5cm. (Silver). Negative size unknown.



Figure A8. Temptations at Anthony’s Home, 1970. (Tentaciones en
la Casa de Antonio) —  Jain Kelly, Nude: Theory, New 
York, Lustrum Press Inc., 1979, Figure 6, p. 13. Nega
tive, 5.6cm. x 7.2cm.



Figure A9. Forbidden Fruit, 1976. (Fruta Prohibida) —  Collection of Alvarez Bravo.
Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Palladium). Negative, 4.5cm. x 6cm. 115



Fi0ure A10. Untitled, 1977. (Sin TItulo) —  Collection of Alva 
rez Bravo. Positive, 30cm. x 30cm. (Palladium). Ne 
gative, 6cm. x 6cm.



Figure All. Nude with Grass and Hair 1̂, 1973. —  Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Posi
tive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Silver). Negative, 4.5cm. x 6cm.
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Figure A12 Nude with Grass and Hair II, 1978. —  Collection of Alvarez Bravo.
Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Silver). Negative, 4.5cm. x 6cm.

00
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Figure A14. Proof sheet of Xipe-Totec, 1978. (Pruebas de Xipe- 
Tot_ec) -- Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 
25.4cm. x 2 0.3 cm. (Silver). Negative, 4.5cm.
6 cm.

x
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Figure A15. Xipe-Totec from Proofsheet Figure A14, 1973. —  Jain
Kelly, Nude: Theory, Figure 24, p.23. Negative, 
4.5cm. x 6cm.
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Figure Alb. She of the Pepper Tree, 1978. (La_ del Pirul) —  
Part of the series on Xipe. Collection of Alvarez 
Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Palladium). 
Negative, 4.5cm. x 6cm.



Figure A17. Black Venus, 197 9. (Venus Negra) —  Part of the series on Xipe. Col
lection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Silver). Nega
tive, 4.5cm. x 6cm.

123
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Figure A18. Xipe, 1979. —  Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Posi
tive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Palladium). Negative, 
4.5cm. x 6cm.
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Figure A19. Proofsheet of Figure A18, 1979. —  Collection of 
Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 2 5.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Sil
ver). Negative, 4.5cm. x 6cm.



Figure A20. Xipe Series--Harp, 1979. -- Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 
23.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Silver). Negative, 4.3cm. x 6cm.

t ' jcr
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Figure A21. Marie-Helene of Arles, 1979, or, Malena de Arles.—  
Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 
20.3cm. (Silver). Negative, 35mm.
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Figure A22. Estipite Column, 1979. (Columns EstIpite) -- Col
lection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 
20.3cm. (Silver). Negative, 35mm.



Figure A23.
- Collection of Alvarez 
Negative, 33mm. 129
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Figure B1. V. Silver, Manuel Alvarez Bravo, August, 1979.
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Figure 133. Anonymous, Plaster casts i_n the class of advanced drawing given by Sr.
Prof. Julio Ruelas, ca. 1395-1904. —  Collection of the Academy of San 
Carlos. Accession No. 08-666747. Positive, 34.5cm. x 26.8cm. 
(Silver).



Figure B4. Anonymous, Class of the nude and costume of Sr. Prof. Dir. Antonio 
Fabres, ca. 1906. —  Collection of the Academy of San Carlos. Accession 
No. 08-667312. Positive, 34.5cm. x 27.2cm. (Silver). 134
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Figure B5. A. G. Garduno, Male Model 
Series 2, No. 122.
Carlos. Accession 
12.1cm. (Silver).

Standing, ca. 1906. —  
Collection of the Academy of San 
No. 08-667957. Positive, 8cm. x
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Figure B6• A« G» Garduiio, Woman Seatsd) ca» 1905* —  Collection 
of the Academy of San Carlos. Accession No. 08- 
667960. Positive, 8.8cm. x 12cm. (Silver).
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Figure B7» A* l>. Garduiio, Worpan Standing, ca. 1905. —  Series 3, 
No. 50. Collection of the Academy of San Carlos. 
Accession No. 08-667962. Positive, 8.9cm. x 12.2cm. 
(Silver).



Figure 38. Anonymous, Three Standing Figures, 1905.—  Collection of the Academy of 
San Carlos. Accession No. 08-648555. 58cm. x 50.5cm. Drawing on paper.

u->Co



figure 139. Anonymous, Female Sketches, 1906.—  Collection of the Academy of San 
Carlos. Accession No. 08-648531. 68.4cm. x 47.2cm. Drawing on paper.
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Figure BIO.
t , % i ardrU1YV model scanding. ca. 1904-18. —
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Figure Bll. A. G. Garduno, Seated Male Model, ca. 1904-18. -- 
No. 2 (?). Collection of the Academy of San Carlos. 
Accession No. 08-667229. Positive, 11.8cm. x 
16.5cm. (Silver).
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Figure B12. Angel Zarraga (1836-1946), Saint Sebastian, un
dated. (San Sebastian) —  Collection of the Museum 
of Modern Art, Mexico City. 134cm. x 184cm. (Oil 
on canvas).



Figure B13. Jose Clemente Orozco, Maternity, detail, 1922.
(Maternidad) -- Main Patio of Preparatorio Uno, 
ground floor. Mexico City. La pintura mural de la 
revolucion mexicana, First Edition, Mexico, Fondo 
Editorial de la Plastica Mexicana, 1975, p.59. All 
plates in this volume photographed by Manuel Alvarez 
Bravo.



Figure B14. Diego Rivera, The Fertile Earth, 1925-27. (La Tierra Fecunda) —  Chapel 
at Chapingo. La pintura mura 1 de Ja_ revolucion mexicana, p. 113.



Figure til5. David Alfaro Siqueiros, New Democracy, 1944. (Nueva Democracia)
Palace of Fine Arts, Mexico City. La pintura mural de la revolucion,
p.228.
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Figure B17. Rufiao Tamayo, Photographic Venus, 1934. —  Carlos
Merida, Modern Mexican Artists, Mexico City, 
Frances Toor Studios, 1937, p. 199.
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Figure B18. Carlos Orozco Romero, The Somnambulist, 1936. —  
Carlos Merida, Modern Mexican Artists, p. 133.



Figure B19. Brassai, Nude, undated. (Nus) —  Maurice Raynal, Variete du Corps 
Humain," Minotaure, No.l., 1933; rpt. New York, Arno Press, 1968, p.41.
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Figure B20. V. Silver, Home of Manuel Alvarez Bravo: Entrance to the Studio from 
Garden Area, August, 1979.
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Figure B21. Anna Sokolow Dance Company Rehearsal, ca. 1937. -- 
Collection of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 25.4cm. x 
20.3cm. (Silver). Negative slightly larger than 
35mm.



Figure B22. The Crouched Ones, 1934. (Los Agachados) —  Collection of Center for 
Creative Photography, Tucson, Arizona. Accession No. 76:205:011. Posi
tive, 24.2cm. x 18.4cm. (Silver). Negative, 8.2cm. x 10.8cm. (?)
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Figure B23. Set Trap, 1 934. (Tratnpa Puesta) -- Collection of Center for Creative 
Photography, Tucson, Arizona. Accession No. 76:205:010. Positive, 
23.9cm. x 17cm. (Silver). Negative, 8.2cms. x 10.3cms. (?)
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Figure B24.
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Figure B25. Window on the Agaves, 1976. (Ventana a ios Magueyes) 
—  Jane Livingston, Alvarez Bravo, Figure 46. 
Positive, 24 cm. x 18.2cm. (Silver). Negative, 
4.5cm. x 6cm.



Figure B26. Henri Rousseau, The Sleeping Gypsy, 1897.— Daniel Cat ton Rich, Henri 
Rousseau, New York, Arno Press, 1969, p.33.
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Figure B27. Sche mat ic drawing of an estipite column —  Joseph 
Armstrong Baird, Jr., The Churches of Mexico, 
1530-1810, Berkeley, University of California 
Press , 1962, Figure 23, p.51.
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Figure 328. The Washerwomen Implied, 1942. (Las Lavanderas 
Sobrentendidas) -- Collection of Alvarez Bravo. 
Positive, 25.4cm. x 20.3cm. (Silver). Negative, 
6cm. x 9cm.



Figure B29. Signs and Prognostications, 1938-40. (Senales y Pronosticos) —  Collec
tion of Alvarez Bravo. Positive, 24.2cm. x 17.4cm. (Silver). Negative, 
6cm. x 9cm.
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Figure B30. Xipe-Totec» —  Ca. 15th century. Stone figure of 
the god of goldsmiths and springtime, in the form of 
a priest wearing the skin of a sacrificial victim. 
Jacques Soustelle, Arts of Ancient Mexico, New York, 
Viking Press, 1966, Figure No. 197.
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Figure 631. Marco d'Agrate, Saint Bartholomew, ca. 1 56 2. —  L.
Price Aaierson, Jr. "Marco d'Agrate's San Bartolo
meo: an introduction to some problems," LI Duomo di 
Milano, Milano, Edizioni Rete, 1969, Figure No. 22,
p.201.
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Figure B32. Marco d’Agrate, Saint Bartholomew 
ca. 1 562. L. Price Amerson, Jr., 
Milano, Figure No. 3, p.193.

(Back View), 
II Duomo di



Figuie 3J3.  Ruin, ( Ske1gton ) 1 930.  (Ruinn, (Esqueleto)̂  — Collection of Alvarez 
Bravo. Positive, 24.1cra. x 17cm. (Sily/̂ r). Negative, 6cm. x 9cm.
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Figure B34. r Murdered, 1934. (Obrero en Huelga Asesinado) —  Collec-
7 i0onr°Loen,:er f°r Creative Photography, Tucson, Arizona. Accession No. 
76:^03:013. Positive, 24.4cm. x 18.7xcm. (Silver). Negative, 8.2cm. x 
10.8cm.
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APPENDIX C

TRANSLATIONS

Chapter II, note 12.

Clase de desnudo y traje del Snr. Prof. Dir. Antonio Fabres. En su 
epoca esta clase estaba en forma de anfiteatro y despues cuando se 
retird...(illegible)...se transforma como estd la fotografia, siendo la 
clase de Snr. Prof. Leandro Izaguirre.
Chapter III, note 5.

Y lo mestizo al fin fud reconocido no como una tacha sino lo 
esencial.

Chapter III, note 6.

...en la poesia lo que mas nos interesaba era la imagen, es decir, 
una cierta tematica en el poema pero no en una forma narrativa...sino en 
dar una unidad narrative a traves de una asociacidn emocional...con el 
estridentismo se comenzaron a usar palabras de la realidad cotidiana, e 
Induso palabras de la realidad politica de Mexico.

Chapter III, note 12.

LA MAS PURA EXPRESION FOTOGRAFICA...es la manifestacion tecnicamente 
mas formidable de lo que se puede hacer y de lo que se DEBE hacer con la 
cSmara obscura.

La inmensa mayoria de los fotdgrafos...desperdiciando los elementos, 
los factores fisicos innatos a la fotografia misma, se pierden en rebus- 
cam lento s de carScter "pictdrico."

...LA ESTETICA FOTOGRAFICA, que no solamente es diferente por su 
naturaleza misma de la ESTETICA PICTORICA, sino que es diametralmente 
opuesta...BELLEZA FOTOGRAFICA esta absolutamente moderns y que esta des- 
tinada a tener en lo future un desarrollo sorprendente.

Los fotdgrafos Weston-Modotti saben perfectamente bien, y asi lo 
demuestran en sus obras, que el unico contacto posible que puede haber 
entre la buena fotografia y la buena pintura (contacto que desconocen los 
"artistas" que quieren hacer pintura con la fotografia)...un EQUILIBRIO, 
un RITMO de dimensiones, de direcciones, de pesos.
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...sirviS a Weston y Modotti para encontrar el justo camino de la 
fotografla como MANIFESTACION GRAFICA AUTONOMA y por lo tanto de BELLEZA 
PROPIA.

Chapter III, note 14.

El arte en America, si algun dia puede decirse que llegue a existir, 
serS el producto de la fusidn entre el maravilloso arte indigene...y el 
arte del trabajador industrial del Norte.

Chapter III, note 18.

Todas las cosas romanticas son muy bonitas pu5s muy diflciles a 
sostener, por las necesidades de cada quien. Rivera tenia que pintar sus 
murales, cada qui6n tenia que buscarse la vida...y entonces no dur6 mucho 
tiempo. Pero dej6, para ml, trazos importantes.
Chapter III, note 21.

La ensenanza se parecerla a la epoca acadSmica, en que se dibujaban los 
yesos. Quiero decir que lo que se puede ensehar es una tecnica. Y creo 
que la pretendida de ensenanza artlstica mas M e n  perjudica el desarrollo 
individual de los alum nos, necesito dejarlos, a ver que salgan, si pueden 
salir...Cuando un individuo se encargd de un arte, tiene humanamente el 
respaldo de saber que 61 va a poder expresar aquello, que el arte pudiera 
expresar, entonces escoge una manera que lo puede ayudar a eso. Pero como 
no era considerado como arte y con las dificultades ambientales, no 
tenlan la fuerza para cerrar los ojos y hacer aquello...habIa un sentido 
confuso que palpitaba por el interSs por la fotografla entre los jdvenes, 
por esa educacidn. Habla una falta de historia de la fotografla en 
Mexico durante mucho tiempo ...entonces cuando un muchacho tiene interes 
en dedicarse a la fotografla, entonces pone sus ojos en las personas que 
hacen este arte comercial. Se pueden encontrar cosas muy interesantes.
Chapter IV, note 7.

L'lmage est une crdation pure de 1'esprit. Elle ne peut naitre d'une 
comparison mais du rapprochement de deux realites plus ou moins eloig- 
n6es. Plus les rapports des deux r6alit6s rapprochees seront lointains 
et justes, plus I'image sera forte— plus elle aura de puissance emotive 
et de r6alit6 poStique.

Chapter IV, note 21.

...la creacidn artlstica estS mas cerca que nunca de tomar su verda— 
dero lugar en la vida, es importante, es urgente que del "interior" y 
proyectdndola a la luz objetiva del mundo exterior sea comprendida la 
funcidn vital del arte en su aportacidn esencial con la mis preciada 
facultad humana: la imaginaciSn.
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Chapter VI, note 4.

...La verdad es que, descontando las excepciones a la inflexible 
regia, la fotografla halla su verdadero objeto y cobra su sentido real 
cuando se pone al servicio de la ciencia, de la actualidad, de la moda o 
del periodismo. Sus frutos adquieren entonces un valor documental muy 
estimable. De ahi a que estos frutos sean obras artisticas no hay sino 
un abismo: el abismo que el artista habra de trasponer y de superar.

Este hombre delgado y enjuto; este hombre de aparencia y esencia ascetica 
e invernal, que parece despojado...este hombre que parece consumirse 
interiormente en el fuego frio de la inteligencia y de la sensibilidad 
mejor concentradas y mSs despiertas, es uno de los grandes poetas contem- 
porSneos de Mexico.

Chapter VI, note 5.

...la poesia discreta y profunda, la ironia desesperada y fina, 
emanan de las fotos de Manuel Alvarez Bravo a modo de las particulas 
suspendidas en el aire, que hacen visibles un rayo de luz penetrando en 
un cuarto obscuro...Porqu6 la fotografla de Manuel Alvarez Bravo es 
mexicana por causa, forma y contenido, en ella la angustia es 
omnipresente y la atmGsfera esta sobresaturada de ironia.
Chapter VI, note 6.

Manuel Alvarez Bravo ocupa un lugar de los mas eminentes. El gran talen- 
to de Manuel...su humanismo social no solo se conservan vivos y presentes 
durante todo el desarrollo de su obra sino que de mSs en mSs se intensi- 
fican, se afinan y se agudizan...manteniendose con todas sus caracteris- 
ticas, su obra evoluciona continuamente.

Chapter VI, note 8.

Ni la pintura, ni la escultura, ni la arquitectura, ni la poesia, 
pueden ser vehiculos de ideologia alguna...La fuerza de la pintura estS 
en su propia limitaci<$n...Los muralistas se han equivocado...la pintura 
se desvia en dos ramas; pintura de propaganda y pintura intelectualista, 
literaria, parisi£n. Lo que nos importa es Mexico, que es 16 
permanente...estamos obligados a buscar nuestras raices.

Chapter VI, note 9.

...el hombre encauza su inteligencia hacia las mas altas soluciones 
mecanicas; llega a dominarla de tal manera que podemos contemplar frente 
a un motor su respiraci6n...y vemos a este mismo motor adquirir veloci- 
dades y ritmos insospechados...el artista, no se contents con esta 
aplicacidn utilitaria...se rebels, se enfrenta con ella y quiere 
inyectarle su sensibilidad...quiere hacerle registrar las palpitaciones 
de su corazSn y principia a utilizarla como a un buril, como a un 
pincel...la lente comienza a senalar, a componer, a deformar, a extraer 
por medio de ese potente ojo que alcanza a mirar lo que no estS al
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alcance del ojo humane y nos hace visible una realidad precisa y exacta y 
desconocida.

Chapter VII, note 1.

• ••yo creo que la manera de pensar de un artista esta mas implicita 
en la obra, y que, creo, cuando se hace una obra de arte en cualquiera de 
sus formas no se hace pensando en una filosofia, en una manera de pensar 
o de definir sus concepfos. No creo que existan las artes per se, creo 
que el arte existe cuando est£ realizado...creo que el artista es en su 
obra...es una de las formas de enriquecimiento del hombre, del individuo, 
del ser, y teniendo esa acumulacidn de experiencias en el arte, en la 
vida diaria, como amistad, como los discusiones, etc. Esa independencia 
por todos los aspectos, pero con un criterio personal que ha sido 
formando entre estas cheques, entonces viene la personalidad y viene la 
posibilidad de producir la obra de arte.

Chapter VII, note 5.

Entonces el individuo tendrS esa liberacidn definida, realizarS segun 
sea...necesaria para su propia sensibilidad...Sensibilidad es una palabra 
muy curiosa porque todavia se toma por una cosa un poco mistico...creo 
que la sensibilidad es un ejercicio de los sentidos...de la sensualidad 
que es la misma. Todo se refiere al ejercicio del individuo de sus 
facultades sensoriales.

Chapter VIII, note 9.

Este desnudo de Arles es espontSneo y le daba la realidad del lugar. 
Habia arriba esa cosa que vuelve a ser una cosa de peligro, como en La 
Buena Fama son el cactus. Aqui est5 la cosa arriba...hay una acumulacidn 
de experiencias personales y extrahas.

Chapter VIII, note 10.

Creo en el trabajo, creo en la espontaneidad, creo que hay un impera
tive que algunos le llaman la creaci6n...la fotografia tiene, como puntos 
unicamente de apoyo por la circumstancia de que cualquier manera se 
refiere al pensamiento y la comunicacidn es comunicaci6n de pensamiento—  
es como un trampolin.

Chapter VIII, note 15.

Pintura y fotografia han ejercido mucha influencia la una sobre la 
otra. Teniendo conciencia de esa especie de osmosis puedo afirmar que, 
para mi, la fotografia es el arte de ver, casi exclusivamente. Se 
retrata lo que se ve, casi sin ninguna transformaci6n como en la pintura. 
Con esa actitud el fot6grafo puede aprovechar muy bien lo inesperado.
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Chapter VIII, note 16.

... un fotd'grafo debe v e r , observer, debe ver todo el 
tiempo...Telemann decla que el musico debe estar silbando, algo, con un 
obsesidn musical, un fotdgrafo es el mismo, continuamente observando.

Chapter X, note 1.

...La poesia, maximo comun denominador de las artes, realizacidn del 
impetu escondido en la sensacidn...

No hay una diferencia esencial en los propositos de representacidn de 
las diferentes artes: la plastica y la musica se esfuerzan en captar la 
imagen en toda su amplitud. Esta es la necesidad que las mueve y de aqui 
nace el sutil sentido musical de las artes plasticas y el plastico de la 
musica.

Chapter X, note 6.

Y los blancos de las nubes y de los lienzos que secan al sol...se 
objetivan en fantasmas tangibles, provenientes de los mas bajos fondos de 
nuestras reservas emocionales milenarias.

Chapter X, note 7.

Los tragaluces y los montecillos de vidrios rotos, que bien pudieron 
ser causa del empleo de tantos vendajes, enredados alrededor de los 
brazos y los pubis y los musclos <sic>, estrechando tambiSn tobillos y 
munecas, bastan para decir todo el terror secreto de los presagios.

Chapter X, note 9.

Cara Al Tiempo, Octavio Paz.

Fotos,
tiempo suspendido de un hilo verbal: 

Montana negra/nube blanca,
Muchacha viendo pajaros.

Los titulos de Manuel
no son cabos sueltos: 

son flechas verbales.
senales encendidas.

El ojo piensa,
el pensamiento ve, 

la mirada toca,
las palabras arden:

Dos pares de piernas,
Escala de escalas,

Un gorrion. jclarol,
Casa de lava.

Instantanea
y lenta mente: <sic>



lente de revelaciones.
Del ojo a la imagen al lenguaje 
(ida y vuelta)

Manuel fotografla
(nombra)

esa hendedura imperceptible 
entre la imagen y su nombre, 
la sensacidn y la percepcidn: 

el tiempo.
La flecha del ojo 

justo
en el bianco del instance.

Cuatro blancos,
cuatro variaciones sobre un trapo bianco; 
lo identico y lo diferente, 
cuatro caras del mismo instance.
Las cuatro direcciones del espacio; 
el ojo es el centre.

El punto de vista 
es el punto de convergencia.

La cara de la realidad,
la cara de todos los dias, 

nunca es la misma cara.
Eclipse de sangre; 

la cara del obrero asesinado, 
planeta caido en el asfalto.
Bajo las sabanas de su risa 

esconden la cara 
Las lavanderas sobrentendidas, 
grandes nubes colgadas de las azoteas. 
iQuieto, un momento!

El retrato de lo eterno: 
en un cuarto oscuro

un racimo de chispas 
sobre un torrente negro

(el peine de plata 
electriza un pelo negro y lacio.)
El tiempo no cesa de fluir, 

el tiempo
no cesa de inventar,

no cesa el tiempo 
de borrar sus invenciones, 

no cesa
el manar de las apariciones.

Las bocas del rio 
dicen nubes,

las bocas humanas 
dicen rios.

La realidad tiene siempre otra cara. 
la cara de todos los dias.
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la que nunca vemos. 
la otra cara del tiempo.

Manuel:
prSstame tu caballlto de palo 

<para pasear los domingos y las fiestas> 
para Ir al otro lado de este lado.
La realidad es mas real en bianco y negro.

Chapter XI, note 17.

Xipe es el desnudo de la piel, la muerte es el desnudo de la carne, 
la gran preocupacidn de la humanidad— la carne— entonces lo que queda es 
el gran desnudo que es el esqueleto, los huesos.

Chapter XI, note 21.

&Si un mexicano tiene un concepto positive de su pais, porqu£ no 
tambiSn una aceptacion de otras cultures, de otros parses? &Por quS no? 
Especialmente cuando se trata de los grandes mementos de culture de otros 
paises.
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