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The representation of nature lies at the origins of the art of painting, but also
at those of photographic practice, in fulfilment of one of the highest ideals of
Romanticism, the image as “materialisation of the Absolute”.1 Through the
camera, nature represents itself without any need for the hand of the artist.
While botanical science and the representation of plants and flowers had spread
in the 18th century thanks to Carl Linnaeus, Alexander von Humboldt and,
most essentially, José Celestino Mutis, whose work attempted to classify
and taxonomise nature at the service of the conquest and appropriation of
new territories, photography and its precedents secured the dominion of science over the measureless power of nature, which could now be mastered and
controlled through a prodigy invented by man. In its turn, photography very
soon took on archival qualities owing to its capacity to store data and the precision of its records, and it quickly became part of apparatuses of knowledge
and control, as Carles Àngel Saurí shrewdly points out in this publication.
The exhibition “Botanicals” and this accompanying book bring together various works from the Per Amor a l’Art Collection whose fundamental motive
is the representation of plants and flowers. Ever since it first appeared, photography has gone hand in hand with botany, and this fruitful relationship is
anticipated by even earlier experiments like the photograms of Henry Fox
Talbot or the cyanotypes of Anna Atkins.
The botanical plates of the 18th century, which came to form part of scientific
and aristocratic cabinets, were already intended to offer an ideal representation of plants, with frontal views, dissections of the flower and details of the
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fruit, in a search for an extreme clarity that would aid both scientific and
aesthetic analysis. As inspirations for ornamental art, these beautiful natural
forms were copied and stylised in artistic representations, and at the start of
the 20th century, in both Germany and the United States, what was generically termed the “documentary style” in photography embarked on a registry
of the real that took nature as one of its fundamental interests.
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phases and resulting from both the projection and the re-evaluation of images
as well as their creation.”2
In turn, that construction also opened the gates from the 1960s onwards for
the appropriation of images from the cultural archive. The series of images of
Hans-Peter Feldmann or the collages of Alessandra Spranzi identify an artistic gesture in the choice of found and reworked materials, whether through
the use of enlargement and blurred focus to transcend the everyday domesticity of the floral motif in the case of Feldmann, or through cropping, collage
or the application of varnish to botanical plates in the work of Spranzi. In the
meantime, Mathieu Mercier takes the idea of standardisation to its limits by
connecting a series of flowers to the Pantone charts that allude to a universal
classification of colours in the digital image.

An extreme and exemplary case was that of the photographer Karl Blossfeldt.
At the end of the 19th century, when he was working as a teacher of modelling
at the School of Applied Arts in Berlin, he took a series of photographs of
plants intended as ornamental models for his students. He was interested in
forms, the architecture of plants, the interplays of lines and shapes or the
beautiful curves of their structure. Blossfeldt was classed under Neue
Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity), a movement which, like Direct Photography
in the United States, was aimed at representing the real without any kind of
subjectivity, despite the contempt for ornament that spread through Germany
in the 1920s. Albert Renger-Patzsch in Germany, with photographs in which
he captures the simple beauties of the world, or Imogen Cunningham in the
United States, with her direct style, may be regarded as representative of this
tendency, and both participated in the great “Film und Foto” exhibition in
Stuttgart in 1929. That event consecrated the movement, marked by an apparently absolute clarity and a frontal and integral view, with no framing effects
or personal features. Both took photographs of plants in an attempt to fix
their unique characteristics. Once again, these were supposedly “objective”
representations, like those of the old botanical plates, made “without the
intervention of the artist’s hand”.
At that time, photography was often presented in the form of inventories or
collections, forging a working method that was to be decisive for photographic processes up to the present day. The isolated individual image was
thus superseded by the series or collection of photographs. In its turn, the
work of selecting images opened up infinite possibilities for the later development of photography, since it was now considered creative work not only to
take photographs but also to edit, classify and organise them. As Olivier
Lugon has pointed out: “For the defenders of the ‘documentary style’, photographic art is considered not as a shot but rather as a construction, carried out in

Artists like Feldmann and Spranzi, and also Richard Hamilton with his use of
irony and the appropriation of images from advertising, or Nobuyoshi Araki
with his introduction of the notion of decadence to his images of flowers,
started to shatter the ideal image, static and universal, that was sought for
nature by the botanical plates and New Objectivity. However, it was other
artists, also represented in this book and exhibition, who proposed that
nature cannot be fixed in an image, since it is not and cannot be static for
either science or art. Whether using the black and white still or the filmed
image in colour, Jochen Lempert and Jonas Mekas show us the need for “an
inward investigation that will strive to attain knowledge from subjectivity.”3
And it is once more through the montage of images in the exhibition space or
in the cinema that different modes of existence appear, living and changing,
in close interdependence with one another.
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