
 

Press Dossier 

 
CaixaForum Madrid explores the fascinating relationship between Great Masters 
from the history of painting, early pioneering photography and the work of 
contemporary photographers  
 

 

Seduced by Art 
Photography Past and Present  

 

What is the relationship between historical painting, early photography 

and the work being done by the most innovative photographers today? To 

answer this question, Seduced by Art. Photography Past and Present, a 

new exhibition at CaixaForum Madrid, places contemporary photographs 

alongside Old Master painting and early photographic works. Through the 

associations suggested by the show, visitors will see how early 

pioneering photographers claimed traditional “high art” subjects as their 

own, whilst, similarly, contemporary practitioners have revisited and 

reinterpreted the content underlying the images created by their 

predecessors. Jointly organised with the National Gallery, London, this 

gaze at the influence that painting has exercised on the great 

photographers, presented at CaixaForum Madrid, comprises 130 pieces 

that all adopt traditional genres —portraiture, nudes, still life and 

landscape. At the show, visitors will find surprising dialogues between 

works by such great masters as Turner, Gainsborough, Ingres, Vernet and 

Fantin-Latour, contemporary artists like Craigie Horsfield, Rineke Dijkstra, 

Thomas Struth, Richard Learoyd, Ori Gersht and Beate Gütschow, and 

early 19th-century photographers like Julia Margaret Cameron, Gustave 

Le Gray and Roger Fenton. 

 

 

Seduced by Art. Photography Past and Present. Dates: 19 June – 15 September 
2013. Place: CaixaForum Prado (Paseo del Prado, 36). Organised and produced by: 
The National Gallery (London) and ”la Caixa” Foundation. Curators: Hope Kingsley, 
Curator for Education and Collections at the Wilson Centre for Photography, and 
Christopher Riopelle, Curator of Post-1800 Paintings at the National Gallery, London  
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Maisie Broadhead, Keep Them Sweet, 
2010. Sarah Myerscough Fine Art, London 
© Maisie Broadhead 
 

Madrid, 18 June 2013. ”la Caixa” Foundation’s cultural programme focuses 
particularly on more contemporary art forms, such as film and photography, and 
on the relationship between art and photography. Over the course of the 20th 
century, painters and sculptors used photography, not only as a support tool, 

but also as a means of artistic expression. 
Photography helped them to fix their 
compositions and imbue their scenes with 
realism. At the same time, artists began to 
realise the expressive possibilities of this new 
technique and to experiment with it to clearly 
aesthetic ends.  
 
Seduced by Art. Photography Past and Present 
explores the relationship between Old Master 
painting, pioneering 19th-century photography 
and the work of contemporary photographers. 
This is the first exhibition to be jointly 

organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation and the 

National Gallery of London. The show, which 
is also the British gallery’s first incursion into 
the world of photography, was seen in London 

last autumn and from February to may at CaixaForum Barcelona.  
 
The joint exhibition is the result of the line of action launched by ”la Caixa” 
Foundation to establish strategic alliances with major cultural institutions, 
such as the Louvre, the Prado Museum and MACBA, the Museu d’Art 
Contemporani de Barcelona. This initiative has also enabled ”la Caixa” 
Foundation to organise exhibitions with other galleries, such as the Thyssen 
Museum and the Victoria & Albert Museum. 
 
A three-sided dialogue 

 
What is the relationship between historical painting, early photography and work 
being done by the most innovative photographers today? Seduced by Art. 
Photography Past and Present explores, on the one hand, art history as a 
source of inspiration for innovation in 19th-century photography and, on the 
other, the origins of photography as a catalyst for the work of contemporary 
photographers. In short, this three-faceted project places contemporary 

photography alongside both masterpieces from the history of painting 

and images from the early days of photography. 
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Painters feel an attraction to photography that finds an immediate 
correspondence in the admiration that photographers profess for the great 
masters of painting, which provide them with visual references, models for 
compositions, subjects and characters. When the first photographers began 

to explore new visual territories, they also claimed as their own subjects 

traditionally considered the exclusive territory of the fine arts, such as 
classical sculpture, 17th-century Dutch still life and Renaissance recreations of 
scenes from Antiquity. 

 
Contemporary photographers revisit fine art traditions and use different 
approaches to apply photographic language to the icons of western culture —
from emulation, parody and cultural critique to reinterpretation— in order to 
unravel the content that underlies the images in the most suggestive and 
provocative ways.  
 
This look at how photographers use Old Master painting, presented at 
CaixaForum Madrid, focuses on traditional genres such as portraiture, nudes, 

still life and landscape to generate dialogues that consider such aspects as 
visual style, technical experiment and artistic procedure. The juxtaposition of 
historic and modern images —paintings, daguerreotypes and photographs— 
provokes a visual shock that fascinates the spectator. The many connections 
with the present serve to underline the continuing validity of historical 

genres, providing a way into the show for the less expert visitor who is, 
nonetheless, interested in the past and present of visual culture. 
 
An exhibition adapted for presentation at Spain 

 
Seduced by Art. Photography Past and Present brings together 130 works  

—mainly photographs and paintings, but also sculpture, drawing and video 

Ignace-Henri-Théodore Fantin-Latour, The Rosy Wealth of June, 1886. © The National Gallery, London (left); Adolphe 
Braun, Étude de Fleurs, c. 1857. Private collection, courtesy of Hans P. Kraus Jr., New York (centre); Ori Gersht, Blow 
Up: Untitled 5, 2007. Robin and Peter Arkus Collection, USA © Courtesy of the artist and Mummery + Schnelle, London 
(right) 
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installation— from 40 museums and collections around the world. These include 
the Louvre, the Ingres Museum, the Prado National Museum, the Musée 
d’Orsay, the National Library, MNAC, the National Gallery of Canada, the 
National Portrait Gallery, London, the Royal Academy of Arts, the Tate, the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, and the Wilson Centre for Photography.  

 
Consequently, outstanding works by such great masters as Turner, 

Gainsborough, Ingres, Vernet and Fantin-Latour stand alongside 
contemporary artists of the calibre of Craigie Horsfield, Rineke Dijkstra, 

Thomas Struth, Richard Learoyd, Ori Gersht and Beate Gütschow. These, 
in turn, explore their debt to such 19th-century forerunners as Julia Margaret 

Cameron, Gustave Le Gray and Roger Fenton. 
 
The show features a series of photographs and videos specially produced for 
the event, including works by Maisie Maud Broadhead and Jorma Puranen, 

as well as others on public display for the first time, such as the piece by José 

Manuel Ballester.  
 
Moreover, several works have been added to the exhibition especially for the 
presentation at CaixaForum Madrid. These include a Turner painting from the 
Tate, two drawings by Ingres from the Musée Ingres of Montauban, paintings 
by Luis Egidio Meléndez and del Mestre de Castelsardo from MNAC, and a 
landscape by Nicolas Poussin from the Prado National Museum. 
 

James Anderson (?). The Laocoön Group, 1855-65. Wilson Centre for Photography 
(left); Richard Learoyd, Man with Octopus Tattoo, 2011. © Richard Learoyd, 
Courtesy of the McKee Gallery, New York (right) 
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Amongst many others, the interesting dialogues set up will include religious 
imagery by the 19th-century photographer Julia Margaret Cameron and the late 
20th-century artist Helen Chadwick with spectacular battlefield tableaux by 
Émile-Jean-Horace Vernet in 1821 and Luc Delahaye’s work of 2001. Other 
surprising associations bring together Tina Barney’s acute social portraits and 
Martin Parr’s acerbic work, displayed alongside Thomas Gainsborough’s Mr 
and Mrs Andrews (c. 1750); the nudes of the early photographer Oscar 

Gustave Rejlander will be compared to the work of contemporary practitioners 
like Richard Learoyd; whilst photographs by Craigie Horsfield and the Victorian 
artist David Wilkie Wynfield will show the baroque influence of Anthony van 
Dyck.  
 
 

EXHIBITION SECTIONS 

 
Background 

Photography first appeared in the 1830s, a time when art was more accessible than 
ever. Major exhibitions and public museums helped to popularise images of painting 
and sculpture. Seeking to legitimise their art, photographers took well-known works as 

their reference. Could photography seriously compete with them? Their contemporaries 
were unconvinced. They believed that photography’s reproduction of reality was too 
literal, too far removed from the expressive and emotive synthesis of painting. But, by 

looking closely at art works, photographers refined their gaze and developed their own 
forms of expression. Today, thanks to the communication technologies, art can be 
found absolutely everywhere. Photographers no longer need to imitate or reproduce it 

relatively literally. They can borrow specific aspects —the composition of a Raphael, 
the violence and colours of a Delacroix— and play with viewers’ collective imagination 

Jan Lievens, Portrait of Anna Maria van Schurman, 1649 © The National 
Gallery, London (left); Maud Sulter, Calliope, 1989, from the “Zabat” series, 
1989. © Courtesy of the Estate of Maud Sulter / Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London (right) 
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and the role of artworks in cultural and visual tradition to create new meanings and 
generate new emotions. 
 

The portrait 

It was not necessary for photography to imitate painting in order for the first 
photographic portraits to cause a deep impression on spectators. In 1843, the poet 
Elizabeth Barrett expressed her admiration after seeing the first daguerreotypes. She 

felt that they perfectly transmitted the person’s presence, better than the most refined 
engraver. Portraits served as mementoes, and that is why miniature paintings were 
used as the first pictorial models for photographic portraits, and these have also 

provided a reference for contemporary artists like Bettina von Zwehl. Later, to provide 
greater psychological depth, the chiaroscuro technique was adapted. The advances 
made in photographic chemicals enabled the range of tones and nuances to be 

extended. The goal was to transmit a fully-rounded image of the person, including the 
inner being, as in the great portraits of Van Dyck and Velázquez. The fascination with 
artistic forms leads the characters portrayed to adopt the thoughtful poses and attitudes 

of realist painting. The tradition of making group portraits is brought up to date in the 
work of the contemporary artists Tina Barney, Thomas Struth and Martin Parr who, 
through reference to painting, depict the power relations and hierarchies found in the 

familial and professional worlds. 
 
The body 

Over the centuries, artists have idealised the human body. The fine arts had created a 
perfectly respectable genre —the nude— and first photographers were faced by the 

difficulty of imbuing their own shots of naked bodies with the same artistic aura. They 
found a number of solutions. For example: if the model’s face was hidden, then the 
work could become a generic representation of the human body. At the same time, 

artists found in the stark vision that photography offered of the human body an antidote 
to academic idealisation, and many painters began to use photographs as references 
for their works. Some practitioners, such as Eugène Durieu and Louis-Jean-Baptiste 

Igout, specialised in taking photographs for painters and sculptors. A more numerous 
clientele was attracted to the daring, often openly erotic, nature of these images. 
Contemporary photography has found a way of compensating for the merciless detail 

of the realist nude by using compositions that adapt the Renaissance ideal of sublime 
beauty or baroque allegories. 
 

The still life 

The still life is, at present, amongst the most popular of photographic genres. Examples 
can be found everywhere: from the exhibition room to advertisements and on frozen 
food packaging. In the early days of photography, exposure time was counted in 

minutes. For the photographer, it was a great advantage to be able to arrange 
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inanimate objects in a controlled environment. The first still life photographs were 
technical exercises, for example, to test different lighting arrangements on a variety of 
glass objects. Photographs were in black and white, and could not transmit the 

luminosity and vibrant colour of fruit and flowers. For this reason, gold tones and 
varnishes were used to intensify the depth of shadows. The result, obtained through 
subtlety and ingenuity, was a repertoire of monochrome effects. Whilst the 17th-century 

still life painter was a kind of spiritualised owner of the material, today’s photographers 
have subverted the language, introducing everyday elements into the scene, depicting 
destruction and decay and undermining ideas of order and beauty. 

 

The landscape 

It was not until the 17th century that landscape began to occupy the foreground in 
painting scenes. Seventeenth- and 18th-century painters interpreted nature, attributing 

it with moral values and embellishing it with artificial and erudite elements. A reaction to 
this concept of nature was seen over the course of the 19th century, when the first 
photographs of landscapes were greatly acclaimed for offering a pure vision, free from 

art’s mannerisms. Photography was presented as holding up a mirror to nature. In the 
first seascape photographs, weather effects were reproduced in full detail in order to 
capture the wild poetry of the sea and the sky. The watercolours of J. M. W. Turner 

were forerunners in this way of understanding the landscape, and works by some of 
the early pioneers of photography refer to them directly. Today, contemporary 
photographers have turned back the clock and restored allegoric and moral 

interpretations to their landscapes. In their photographs, landscape is memory, feeling 
or spiritual reflection. 
 

Religious themes 

Photography offered the possibility of obtaining affordable reproductions of great works 

from the whole of art history in relative ease. Some photographers specialised in this 
and, almost as a reflex, began to compose scenes that imitated themes and took 
figures and characters from painting, such as babies in their characteristic angelic 

poses in baroque painting. In this field, however, photography could hardly hope to 
compete with the great masters of painting. These photographs of art works, scorned in 
their day, are the forerunners of the constructed photographs that, taken over the 

course of the 20th century, recreate some of the great paintings, updating them, 
reinterpreting them, deconstructing them and examining their different elements from a 
critical perspective. Motherhood, for example, has become a recurring theme in the 

work of many photographers. Today, the Madonna and Child have become flesh and 
blood, and photography is a space where new forms of family relations are defined.  
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War  

Generally speaking, we associate war photography with the proximity and immediacy 
of contemporary photojournalism. However, there is another tradition, one that has its 
roots in historic painting, and which is represented in this room by Émile-Jean-Horace 

Vernet’s The Battle of Jemappes. This painting depicts a scene on different planes: the 
general staff, the wounded, the troops in formation and, in the distance, the smoke of 
gunfire. The soldiers are represented in the same way as that used by early pioneering 

photographers, seeking to provide historic testimony. Contemporary photography, on 
the other hand, takes the different elements that Vernet brought together in his painting 
and deals with them separately. Luc Delahaye photographs the trail of smoke left by a 

bombing raid; Simon Norfolk, soldiers in combat uniform. Another aspect of war 
photography are portraits of soldiers, for which there is a long tradition in painting. At 
first, photography sought solemnity in careful composition, but contemporary 

practitioners prefer to reveal more intangible aspects: the light and shade in Goya’s 
portrait of the Duke of Wellington, as photographed by Jorma Puranen; or the way a 
young man’s appearance changes as he passes from civilian to military life in the 

works by Rineke Dijkstra. 
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Seduced by Art 
Photography Past and Present  

19 June – 15 September 2013 
 

 
CaixaForum Madrid 

Paseo del Prado, 36 
28014 Madrid 
 
Times: 

Monday-Sunday, from 10 am to 8 
pm 
Summer nights, to 9 pm 
 
Information Service 

”la Caixa” Foundation 
Tel. 902 223 040 
Monday-Sunday, from 9 am to 8 pm 
www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial  

Price: 4 € 
Free admission customers "la 

Caixa" 

The price includes access to all 
exhibitions.  
Children under 16 years: free 
 

Tickets: 

www.CaixaForum.com/agenda 
Tickets also available at 
CaixaForum in public service hours  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further information: 
”la Caixa” Foundation Communication Department 

Juan A. García: 608 213 095 / jagarcia@fundacionlacaixa.es 
Jesús N. Arroyo: 934 046 131 / 629 791 296 / jnarroyo@fundaciolacaixa.es 
http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
Multimedia Press Room 

http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects/  
 


