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LOOKING AT MORTENSEN 

HISTORY CAN PLAY CRUEL TRICKS on the archives 
of those who become unfashionable at the 
wrong moment. Such is the story with William 
Mortensen (1897-1965), an innovative photographer, 
a prolific author, and a longtime teacher. Most 

of Mortensen's working life coincided with the 
ascendancy of a purist photographic aesthetic 
that denounced the overt manipulation of sub
ject matter, the use of photography as a form 
of theater, and a host of darkroom techniques 
that came to be viewed as tricks rather than as 
tools. As a fervent proselytizer for all of these 
·sins: Mortensen had his feet firmly planted on 
the losing side of history for decades. 

Fortunately for history, archives and reputa

tions also have saviors-and William Mortensen 
has had more than one. For more than twenty 
years, photographic critic and theorist AD. Cole
man has championed Mortensen and helped all 
of us rediscover his photographs, books, and 
ideas. In 1980, a Laguna Beach antiquarian book
store, Alta California Books, offered the Center 
for Creative Photography part of the estate of 
George Dunham (d. 1976). Dunham was Morten
sen's longtime collaborator and upon his death 
he left behind a trove of photographs and man
uscripts from the years they worked together. 
And at much the same time, researcher Deborah 
Irmas, alerted and attracted to Mortensen's work 
by Coleman's writings, sought out Mortensen's 
widow Myrdith Monaghan Mortensen (1909-1981), 
organized a seminal traveling exhibition (The 
Photographic Magic of William Mortensen), and 
collected an archive of material that she eventu
ally donated to the Center. 

With both the William Mortensen Archive 
and the George Dunham Collection, the Center 

had achieved a critical mass of primary materials 
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that allowed us to convene three scholars to 
use these materials and to ponder Mortensen's 

life and the meaning of his photography. And so 
it was a truly memorable event in January 1997, 
when AD. Coleman, Michael Dawson, Diane Dillon, 
and Center staff sat down in our Laura Volkerd
ing Reading Room to listen to each other and 
share insights about William Mortensen. It is 
now our pleasure to share with the public the 
thoughtful and groundbreaking essays written 
by the three invited scholars. To add to our 
understanding of Mortensen, Larry Lytle and 

Michael Dawson contributed a valuable bibli
ography of Mortensen's own writings and publi
cations, and our archivist Amy Rule carefully 
constructed a chronology that collates and 
evaluates the facts and myth of Mortensen's life. 
Nancy Solomon has had the heroic task of edit
ing and designing the publication, turning a small 
mountain of manuscripts and other materials 
into what we hope is a valuable contribution to 
the history of photography. Thanks also go to 
Center volunteer Mary K. Stein, who served as 
editorial assistant on the book and to Linda 
Gregonis, who indexed it. The creation of William 
Mortensen: A Revival would not have been pos
sible without the support of the many Center 
for Creative Photography staff members who 
have organized the archives and photography 
collection and who assisted with the publication 

We are grateful to a grant from the National 
Endowment for the Arts and to a generous gift 
from the Audrey and Sidney Irmas Charitable 
Foundation that helped underwrite the costs of 
this publication. 

Terence Pitts, Director 
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What is the matter with my artist friend 

Has the tide of his fortunes turned at last? 

Must he give up his life of ease? 

Must he who has eaten the land's best fare, 

Subsist now on soup, meat and peas? 

For William is loosing [sjc I the dearest of gifts 

His poor brain is on the blink. 

Where he used to see colors of azure and green 

He now sees but one shade of pink. 

He's losing his cunning-his sketches are punk, 

He can't use his pen, ink and brush. 

His palette and oils will be traded away 

For a broom and a bucket of slush. 

He'll have to be a bill-poster now, and paint 

bungalows by the block 

He'll have to do something or other like that 

To fill up the old empty sock. 

Poor William! The only thing left for the boy 

Is to take photographs by the yard 

And sell them for art-yes for turnips and beans 

And cabbages, and pickles, and lard. 1 

(Unatled poem from sketchbook/djary of 
Wjfjjam Mortensen, drca 1920) 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: By its very nature. archival 

research is a collaborative project. This article could 

not have been written without the critical insights of 

Leslie Calmes, Paul Hertzmann. Susan Herzig. Larry 

Lytle, and Amy Rule. I am especially indebted to the 

careful attention and critical observations provided 

by Andrea Liss. 

WILLIAM MORTENSEN 
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by Mjchael Dawson 

WILLIAM MORTENSEN IS UNQUESTIONABLY 

one of the most enigmatic figures of twentieth
century American photography. Reaching a 
pinnacle of success in the late thirties, he was 
almost completely forgotten by the time an 
upsurge of serious investigations into photo
graphic history were beginning to take shape 
among cultural. photographic. and art historians 
in the early seventies. The best of Mortensen's 
work illuminates an underlying tension between 
the artist's ambivalent relationship with the 

mechanical aspects of the photographic appara
tus and his aesthetic impulses-where imagery 
inspired by Gothic and Romantic art and philos
ophy strangely commingled. Mortensen·s unique 
contribution to American photography was 
influenced by his understanding of the medium 
as situated uneasily outside the realm of "fine 
art.' a designation that traditionally had been 
reserved for painting and sculpture. As the auto
biographical poem at the opening of this essay 
suggests, William Mortensen was frustrated by 
his inability to successfully translate his aesthetic 
impulses through an engagement with drawing 
and painting. He thus reluctantly embraced the 
"lesser arr of photography: "The only thing left 
for the boy is to take photographs by the yard 
and sell them for art. .. yes for turnips and beans 
and cabbages. pickles. and lard." 

The scope of this essay deals with the early 
years of William Mortensen·s career in photog
raphy: a career that began as an aspiring artist 
at the Art Students League in New York in 1918. 

continued as a successful Hollywood photogra
pher beginning in 1922. and finally reached its 
apex as an influential writer and teacher at the 
Mortensen School of Photography, which he 
established in Laguna Beach in 1932. 



Mortensen's years in Hollywood gave him 
the opportunity to develop his technical skills 
as a photographer but also provided him with 
aesthetic influences that shaped his later explo
rations in the genre of tableaux, or constructed 
imagery. Working with a variety of actors and 
actresses, Mortensen pioneered a directorial 
mode of photography, producing a wide variety 
of narrative allegories alternating between per
sonal notions of gothic horror and romantic 
beauty. 

The key to understanding Mortensen·s life and 
career in photography lies buried in these early 
years of his artistic development. By the time he 
started his school in 1932, he had firmly established 
his photographic aesthetic. William Mortensen 
exerted his greatest influence during the thirties 
and forties with the publication of important 
books on the mechanical aspects of photographic 
technique as well as two publications articulating 
his aesthetic philosophy: Monsters & Madonnas 

(1936) and The Command to Look (1937). The 
remaining decades of his career involved market
ing this aesthetic to a growing number of pro
fessional and amateur photographers through 
the Mortensen School of Photography. His suc
cess explains a great deal about the popular 
taste for art photography during this period as 
well as Mortensen's unique ability to synthesize 
shifting aesthetic discourses across a broad 
range of photographic practice. He also became 
a master at packaging formulas for compositional 
success to a legion of photographers anxious to 
learn the secrets of the "Mortensen vision." 

The scant attention paid to Mortensen gen
erally dismisses him as a master of the dying art 
of pictorialist photography, an aesthetic that is 
thought to have lost its creative impulse after 
Alfred Stieglitz renounced his allegiance to the 
tenets of the Photo-Secession movement around 

1910.2 Recent investigations have begun to break 
down this monolithic perception of the pictorial
ist aesthetic and have focused attention on a 
host of intriguing experiments taking place in the 
American photographic community during the 
twenties and thirties.3 One of the main ideas to 
spring from a reinvestigation of American photog
raphy during the years between 1920 and 1940 is 
the discovery of a broad range of debate as to 

Michael Dawson 
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what constituted a valid aesthetic in the realm 
of art photography. 

Photographers working in California during 
this transitionary period made a variety of impor
tant contributions, both visually and rhetorically, 
to these shifting debates of what constituted a 
valid aesthetic in photography. Owing to the 
tireless efforts of Ansel Adams and his compa
triots Beaumont and Nancy Newhall, there now 
exists a clear and widespread understanding of 
the contributions made by a group of Northern 
California photographers who banded together 
in the early thirties under the banner of the f /64 

movement.4 Contrary to the popular notion of 
American photography championed by the writ
ings of the Newhalls, the tradition of "pure· or 
"straight" photography did not find instant appeal 
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when Ansel Adams began to articulate his aes
thetic philosophy both through his photographs 
and his writings in the early thirties. Yet because 

Adams and the Newhalls were so persuasive and 
articulate, they managed to carry their aesthetic 
from a minority position in the thirties to a pow
erful and implacable doctrine of fine art photog
raphy by the early fifties. 

By all accounts. William Mortensen stood for 
everything that Adams and the Newhalls despised 
as a photographic aesthetic. During the spring 
and summer of 1934, Mortensen. in collaboration 
with his friend and colleague George Dunham, 
articulated an alternative vision for photography 
in the pages of the popular journal. Camera Craft. 

Mortensen argued for a democratic approach to 
the medium of photography, championing meth
ods of interpretative print processes such as the 
bromoil transfer and exposing contradictions 
and shortcomings in the "Purist" approach. It is 
important to comprehend the profound disdain 
that Adams and the Newhalls felt towards the 

photography of William Mortensen in order to 
understand why the diversity of his work remains 
largely unknown. As Mortensen cheerfully jousted 
with Adams and other proponents of ·seeing 
straight" in their well-publicized and widely read 
debates published in Camera Craft magazine, it 
is hard to imagine that he would have compre
hended the level of anonymity to which he 
would be relegated. 

It is important to recognize the beginnings 
of a critical discourse in the photography and 
writing of William Mortensen that critiqued the 
establishment of a codified set of standards for 
·straight photography." The establishment of these 
standards elevated ·straight photography" into 
the realm of high culture but reduced all other 
approaches to the medium to mere reflections 
of the insipid taste of popular culture. Alterna
tive responses to the monolithic notion of ·see

ing straight" are generally believed to have taken 

hold in photographic production in the seventies.5 

It is important. however. to understand William 
Mortensen·s work as an early critique of the con
ceptual model that maintains that there is an 
inherent truth or reality embedded in the pho
tographic image. Mortensen·s best work from 
1925 through 1940 presages much of the tableaux 
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or constructed narrative photography that began 
to emerge in the eighties, with a particular rele

vance to much of Cindy Sherman's photography.6 

Contrary to the persistent notion of William 
Mortensen·s work as dull and retrograde that 
has been propagated by the acolytes of straight 

photography.7 I would like to explore the inter
esting tension that Mortensen creates between 
simple compositional constructions. influenced 
by the aesthetic philosophies of modernist prac
tice. and a gothic sense of myth and allegory 
that exists in the best of his work. The seeds of 
this contradiction can be found in the work that 
Mortensen created in Hollywood between 1922 
and 1930. a period of his life providing both per
sonal and aesthetic influences that stayed with 
him for the rest of his professional career. 

Little is known about Mortensen·s earliest 
years. William Herbert Mortensen was born in 

Park City, Utah, on January 27, 1897.8 His father 
was in the grocery business and ran his own 

Self-portrait. early 1920s 
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store for a number of years in Park City. By the 
time William was in high school. the family had 

moved to Salt Lake City.9 William entered the 
army soon after graduation from high school and 
remained in the service until 1918. It was at this 
time that he moved to New York and enrolled 
in classes at the Art Students League. Studying 
under artists such as George Bellows, Robert 
Henri, and George Bridgman, William executed 
a series of etchings depicting New York life with 

titles such as Characters of Green wjch Village, 
fats of East Rjver Ufe, The Ghetto, and Strolls 

on flfth A venue.10 With the exception of a small 
group of these etchings and a notebook contain
ing a few miscellaneous sketches, no archival 

materials exist to describe Mortensen's years as 
a New York artist. In his book The Command to 
Look, Mortensen casually hints that this period 
was not the experience that he hoped it would 
be. He notes that after two years of study at the 
Art Students League, ·1 was commended for my 
industry but declared to have 'no talent for 

drawing."' 11 

This rejection had a profound effect on Mor
tensen·s development as an artist. Although he 
continued to view himself as an important artist, 

he did not return to painting until the last years 
before his death in 1965. Perhaps to ease his 
sense of rejection, Mortensen left New York on 

a trip to Greece sometime in late 1919 or early 
1920. He had hoped to travel throughout the 

Mediterranean and continue on to the Orient 
but found that the meager funds he had set 
aside for the trip were quickly exhausted. He 
soon returned to New York having borrowed 
money for the return voyage from the Ameri

can Consulate in Athens.12 
Back in the United States, Mortensen accepted 

a job as an art instructor at the Eastside High 
School in Salt Lake City. After his years in New 

York and travels through the Greek Islands, Salt 
Lake City must have been a stifling environment. 

William's experience in Salt Lake City purgatory 
is humorously described in The Command to 
Look, which also sheds light on his early experi
ments with photography, none of which are 
known to exist. 

Michael Dawson 

Back in America, an artist and man of the 
world, I "accepted a position" (as the say
ing goes). teaching art in the Eastside 
High School of my home town. Here I 
busied myself bringing the message of 
the Old Masters to sixty seductive young 
Mormons. During this time, becoming 
increasingly conscious of my limitations 

as a draughtsman. I began experiments 
with photography. My camera at this 
time was a 5 x 7 view. My first models 
were girls from my classes, who posed 
for me after school hours-to the great 

distress of the janitor. On Saturdays, I 
packed my camera. my model. and a 
yard of crepe de chine into the sidecar 
of my motorcycle and sought al fresco 
settings in the adjoining countryside. I 
regret to report that the Dean of Women 
followed us on one such occasion. At the 

end of the year it was mutually agreed 
between the Board of Education and 
myself that it would be best for all con

cerned that I submit my resignation.13 

In 1921. realizing that it was time to move on, 
Mortensen set his sights west to the land of 
Southern California. By the early twenties, the 
American film industry was entering its first major 
boom period. Founded by a transplanted Kansas 
prohibitionist named Harvey Wilcox in 1886, Hol
lywood had grown from a small community of 
midwestern Methodists to the motion picture 

capital of the world by 1920.14 This period of Wil
liam Mortensen's life shows the degree of selec
tivity that he used to construct his biography 
through the texts he began to publish as early 
as 1934. Through an interesting turn of events. an 
alternate version of Mortensen's Hollywood years 
provides more details than the carefully selected 
presentations of facts in the 1937 book, The Com
mand to Look. Like a good Hollywood screen
writer, Mortensen realized that fiction often plays 
better than reality. The vision of William loading 

up his motorcycle sidecar with a "camera, hun
dreds of costume plates and a large collection 

of masks· certainly had appeal.15 The reality of 

his departure was, of course, somewhat different. 
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Sometime before William left Salt Lake City, 
he met a young woman named Willow Wray who 
worked as a photographer's assistant tinting black
and-white portraits. It seems that Willow had a 
fourteen-year-old sister with a talent for acting 
and a desire to get into the motion picture busi
ness. However implausible it may seem. Willow's 
mother allowed her youngest daughter to travel 
to California with William Mortensen.16 The young 
woman went on to become a famous actress in 
Hollywood. Her name was Fay Wray. In 1989, Fay 
Wray wrote an engaging autobiography titled 
On the Other Hand The first section of the book 
details her close but nonsexual relationship with 
Mortensen during their first year in Hollywood. 

Wray recalls that their trip to Hollywood was 
by rail instead of the Harley-Davidson but that
Mortensen purchased a fine-looking motorcycle 

soon after their arrival.17 He may have been 
encouraged to come to Hollywood by Robert 
Gordon and his wife Alma Francis. Wray notes 
that Francis had been an actress in the New 
York theater. which could explain how Mortensen 

had become acquainted with them.18 According 
to Wray's account Mortensen was very involved 
in the Christian Science religion at this time and 
the Cordons were also devoted to the faith. 
They introduced Wray and Mortensen to King 

Vidor and his wife Florence, who were also 
Christian Scientists. 19 Mortensen·s involvement 
with Christian Science is one of the many con
tradictions that come into play in his divergent 
aesthetic impulses. In several of Mortensen·s 
later essays he vehemently critiques photojour
nalism that depicts another human being experi
encing degradation or defeat. Ironically, Morten
sen produced a whole body of work exploiting 
the bizarre and degrading impulses of human 
existence and also revealed his fascination with 
erotic depiction of the female body. These 
conceptual models are far from the tenets of 
Christian Science, which stress that a true spiri
tual understanding of man's relation to God can 
triumph over the desires and diseases plaguing 
humanity's physical existence. 

During his first year in Hollywood, William 
Mortensen took his responsibility for Fay Wray 
very seriously, acting as her de facto manager 
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and guardian. He made sure that she had a safe 
place to live, enrolled her in school. and took 
her to movie studios to look for work. William 
enthusiastically flung himself into the world of 
Hollywood. looking for work as a set designer 
and mask maker. An early self-portrait from his 
first years in Hollywood depicts a suave young 
man with dark hair. dark eyes, and a stylish 
pencil-thin mustache. Between production work. 
Mortensen was employed as a retoucher at the 
Wetzel Photographic Studio in Hollywood. Wray 
worked as one of Mortensen·s earliest models 
and remembers his skill at directing and compos
ing, which allowed her to develop an awareness 
and sense of her body in much the same way as 

someone who was practicing the art of dance.20 

William's first real studio was located in a 
large home on Wilshire Boulevard between Ver
mont and Western Avenue. He lived in a large 
room above the garage, where Wray recalls that: 

W@am Mortensen: Gotfoc Modernist 
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"He was constantly at work, creating 
papier-mache masks in the style of 
Benda, making costume jewelry, dyeing 
batik silks, and setting up a darkroom for 
photography .... Whatever work he was 
doing was of the utmost interest and 
urgency to him. He worked at a fever 
pitch. He began in that same way to 
make the garage room into a 

photographic studio."21 

William Mortensen's Hollywood chronology 
is difficult to sort out accurately. For instance, he 
rarely mentions one of his earliest technical and 
aesthetic mentors in photography-Arthur Kales. 
Kales was a successful photographer in the Amer

ican and British salon exhibitions by 1922.22 He 
never worked professionally as a photographer 
but specialized in stylized, soft-focused portraits 
of dancers. Kales was an acknowledged master of 
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Michael Dawson 

the bromoil transfer process. Deborah Irmas 
notes that Mortensen met Kales several months 
after his arrival in Hollywood and persuaded 
Kales to teach him the fine points of this difficult 

process.23 

One of Mortensen·s most influential jobs while 
pursuing work as a scenic artist was on the pro
duction of the film, A Lover's Oath directed by 
Ferdinand Pinney Earle around 1924. Mortensen 
was employed as a set and costume designer 
on this elaborate production based loosely on 
a passage from the book. The Rubajyat of Omar 

Khayyam.24 Mortensen·s experience on this pro
ject provided the inspiration for his first fully 
realized artistic project in photography, a limited 
edition book illustrated with original photo
graphs that appear to be taken on the set of 
Pinney's film production. William's project titled 
The Rubajyat of Omar Khayyam. consisted of 
fourteen photographs with delicate patterned 
glassines bound between each image. Each 
photograph was signed by the photographer 
in pencil, with a carefully drawn quotation from 
The Rubajyat appearing beneath each image. 

Over the next several years, Mortensen com
pleted three limited edition book projects. In the 
first two productions, he lavished time and energy 
on the construction of the book. While it is not 
clear if he did the actual binding of the books, 
every other detail of the book projects was 
handled personally by the artist. A striking 
example is the calligraphic title page for William's 
second book project dated 1927, The Seven Ages 
of Woman: Suggested by Wjfjjam Shakespeare. 
Mortensen attempted to reproduce by hand the 
appearance of a title page from an eighteenth
century book; he juxtaposes this with a drawing 
of a woman in front of a spinning wheel. He also 
lavished attention on the cover of the book by 
carving out a section of the front cover and 
inserting a ceramic or plastic rectangle with the 
book title drawn in an English script. While no 
edition limitation is stated for The Rubajyat, the 

Shakespeare project was limited to three copies.25 

Conceptually, The Seven Ages of Woman is a 
more sophisticated project. Mortensen worked 
with actress Lois Moran to portray seven stages 
in a woman's life from infancy to old age. Each 
scene is staged in a different manner, and it is 
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clear that Mortensen worked with the actress to 
elicit certain moods and expressions to corre
spond with the elaborate tableaux he 
constructed. 

Mortensen's last book project was a collabo
ration with director Cecil B. DeMille. Titled The 
Kjng of Kjngs, this was Mortensen's most expan
sive book project, but unfortunately it lacks the 
level of personal expression evident in his first 
two projects. The book consists of sixty original 
photographs taken on the set of DeMille's film 
production of the same name. William Morten
sen was hired as the still photographer for this 
film and undoubtedly convinced DeMille that an 
elaborate book of the production would be a 
unique promotional tool for the film: the book 
could be used as a gift for influential religious 
and civic leaders as well as important friends in 
Hollywood. In later years, Mortensen often 
recounted that copies of this book, limited to an 
edition of fifty, could be found in the Vatican 
Library in Rome as well as the Court of England.26 

It is interesting to speculate why Mortensen 
chose the book format to complete his earliest 
projects of artistic expression. A possible answer 
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lies in the fashion for book collecting that began 
to take hold in the Hollywood community in the 
early twenties. He may have believed there was 
a market for carefully crafted books of his origi
nal photographs, similar to the beautiful leather 
bound books of literature that he would have 
seen in several book shops on Hollywood Boule
vard or in the crowded used and antiquarian 
shops located around Sixth Street in downtown 
Los Angeles. Book shops were the first important 
cultural institutions in Los Angeles, long before 
the establishment of art museums, concert halls, 
and important libraries. Book shops held together 
diverse intellectual communities who gathered 
from various parts of the city and examined the 
latest work of fiction or browsed through a rich 
variety of illuminated manuscripts, early printed 
books, and contemporary editions of art books 
from the finest presses of the United States and 
Europe.27 Author Tom Neal's description of Odo 
Stacie's Hollywood Book Shop gives some sense 
of why William Mortensen was attracted to the 
world of books. 

Two stores were divided down the 
middle by a wall. On one side was the 
art department with prints, framing 
glass, pottery, and other art objects. 
On our side was the book department, 
stationery, the balcony and the reading 
room. The long room, with walls lined 
with book shelves, with easy chairs and 
tables, lit by parchment-shaded lamps 
and a fireplace, formed a charming set
ting for customers who dropped in for 
an evening and were left there with 
their discussions until nine o'clock 

when we closed the store.28 

Mortensen experimented with photography and 
developed his conceptual model for the photo
graphic book during his first two years in Holly
wood. Officially however, he dated the launch of 
his career in photography as 1924 when he 
established a studio on the eleventh floor of the 
Western Costume Company located at 908 South 
Broadway in downtown Los Angeles.29 He named 
his studio ·wescosco," an obvious reference to 
his location at the largest costume and property 
house in Los Angeles at the time. It is not clear 
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what the financial arrangement between Morten
sen and Patrick Powers (the owner of Western 
Costume Company) was, but clearly Powers could 
see the potential in giving a talented photogra
pher access to the wardrobe and the movie stars 
who would come in for a costume fitting. Mor
tensen began to produce a large volume of 
tableau photographs with a variety of themes. 
Many of these were created for current Holly
wood productions requiring promotional mater
ial, but others appear to be inspired by his own 
interest. A great many of the photographs used 
Western Costume's rich collection of seventeenth
and eighteenth-century French and English aristo
cratic clothing, but some of the tableau variants 
depict scenes from Scheherazade, a pairing of 
the Greek god Paris with Menelaos of Sparta, 
and the star-crossed romantics, Romeo and 

Juliet.30 Some of the finest work that Mortensen 
completed in this period appeared in two issues 

of the Los Angeles nmes, Sunday edition in Feb
ruary and November of 1925. Both of the these 
layouts are full-page designs reproduced in a 
high quality rotogravure process [pages 14 and 
15J .. The first presentation features a number of 
prominent screen actors recreating characters 
from Charles Dickens's novels. This project was 

listed as a collaboration between T. S. Alexander 
and William Mortensen but the distinct expres

sions of the actors and the detailed costumes 
reveal Mortensen's early command of the direc

torial mode, which he would perfect over the 
years. The scarcity of text and the montage

inspired layout of Pierrot and Pierret suggest a 
distinctly modern feel. Portrayed by screen stars 

Colleen Moore and Lloyd Hughes, this sequence 
is successfully carried across the page through a 

series of simple compositions of gesture and 
movement. 

Around 1925 or 1926, Mortensen established 
his last Hollywood studio, at 6209 Hollywood 

Boulevard. Mortensen's work began to appear in 
a number of national magazines including Vanity 

Fair, Collier's, and Theatre Magazine.31 One of the 
most striking images from his magazine work is 
a portrait of Alla Nazimova as Cleopatra that 
appeared in the August 1925 issue of Vanity Fair. 

Following in the minimalist spirit of the Pierrot 
and Pierret compositions, Mortensen's portrait 
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of actress Lois Moran, with arms outstretched 

against a jagged background of light and shadow, 
appeared in Theatre Magazine with the caption, 
"In the Spirit of Modernistic Art-Lois Moran." 

Another important friendship that Mortensen 
made during this period was with the Russian 

dancer and choreographer Theodore Kosloff.32 

Kosloff enjoyed early success as a dancer under 

the direction of Serge Diaghilev around 1909.33 

While touring the United States with his own 
dance company in 1917, Kosloff met Cecil B. 
DeMille during an engagement in Los Angeles. 
Kosloff was offered roles in several of DeMille's 

early films and later became DeMille's technical 

art director.34 Mortensen may have met Kosloff 
when he was employed at the Wetzel Studio, but 
in any case the association provided Mortensen 

the opportunity to work with dancers from Kos
loff's school and later led to employment on a 
number of DeMille productions designing sets 
and costumes and making a large number of 

masks.35 Mortensen's association with many of 
the DeMille films of the early twenties probably 
secured his position as a still photographer on 

the King of Kings production when he returned 
to secure a job as an accomplished image maker 
in 1926. 

Mortensen's first documented contact with 
the world of art photography came immediately 
after his work on The King of Kings production. 
In September 1927, Mortensen had a solo exhibi
tion of his photographs at the Camera Club of 
New York. He selected his best work from a num
ber of Hollywood endeavors, including character 
studies from The King of Kings and the novels 
of Charles Dickens, illustrations from The Rubaiyat 

and studies of stage and film stars. In the 1928 
edition of The American Annual of Photography, 

one of Mortensen's character studies of Salome 
appeared as a full-page reproduction. In later 

years, Mortensen suggested that these successes 
came after years of rejection from the prestigious 
salons and publications of pictorialist photogra

phy.36 Judging from an examination of Mortensen's 
production between 1924 and 1928 and a corre
lation with the major aesthetic trends observed 
in pictorialist circles during this period, Morten
sen's claim of total rejection is difficult to believe. 
It is more likely that he experienced an almost 
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immediate success in the salon world when he 
began to submit his work in the late twenties 
and that this success inspired him to move for
ward with his own ideas in photography. 

One of the many questions left unanswered 
from William Mortensen's early years is his sud
den departure from Hollywood to the artist's 
community of Laguna Beach in 1930. The move 
was most likely inspired by an interwoven series 
of personal and economic events. In The Com

mand to Look Mortensen gives the following 
explanation for terminating a promising career 
as a Hollywood photographer: 

The depression, the talkies, growing dis
satisfaction, and possibly a tardy arrival 
at maturity, all contributed to terminate 
my stay in Hollywood. So I renounced 
the world, the flesh and the Devil, tore 
up my yard of crepe de chine, and sought 
a stern sequestered life in a small village 
on the shores of the Pacific.37 

Although Mortensen's explanation reads like 
good romantic fiction, the stock market crash of 
1929 did have profound consequences on the 
Hollywood economy. A tremendous amount 
of speculative capital was tied up in studio 
construction as well as commercial and residen
tial development projects. The motion picture 
industry was also undergoing a profound tech
nological shift trying to implement sound into 
the production process. Many careers were 
destroyed overnight with the addition of sound, 
and Mortensen accurately observed that the 
aesthetic impulses of the medium were often 
subjected to the limits of the new audio tech
nology. A few surviving magazine tearsheets 
indicate that he tried his hand at commercial 
photography outside Hollywood in the winter 
and spring of 1929. Several issues of a promo
tional magazine published by Barker Brothers 
Department Store contain a series of uninspired 
floral studies by him as well as product shots of 

various items of jewelry and furniture.38 

On a personal level, the type of defeat and 
rejection that Mortensen experienced with Fay 
Wray at this period may have also encouraged 
him to leave Hollywood behind. Some time after 
Wray accompanied Mortensen to Hollywood in 
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the early twenties, her mother began to have 
second thoughts about the arrangement. Appar
ently Fay sent photographs taken by Mortensen 
that suggested to her mother that her relation
ship with him had become sexual in nature. Fay's 
mother traveled to Hollywood to set up residence 
with her daughter. Upon her arrival, she asked 
to be taken to Mortensen's studio, where she 
proceeded to smash every glass plate negative 

that he had taken of Fay.39 Without giving him 
the opportunity to explain himself or expressing 
any appreciation for the help he had given to 
Fay, her mother left Mortensen's studio and for
bade Fay to ever see him again. 

Sometime in 1928 or 1929, the whole incident 
flared up again when several photographs of 
Fay appeared in a motion picture magazine: one 
with Fay seated in the side car of William's motor
cycle, the other of her scantily clad figure running 
along the beach. At this moment, Fay was just 
beginning to enjoy celebrity status as an actress 
at Paramount Studios and was engaged to a 
prominent screenwriter, John Monk Saunders. 
For the transgression of publishing several pho
tographs that had supposedly been destroyed, 
Mortensen suffered the wrath of Wray's mother 
as well as the full force of the Paramount Public
ity Department. Fearing that he might never work 
in Hollywood again, Mortensen was forced to 
sign a bogus confession stating that he had faked 
the photographs to suggest that he had once 

been associated with Fay Wray.40 
Whether this incident provoked what Mor

tensen described as a "self-critical frenzy" is 
difficult to determine, but he later expressed 
that sometime in the late twenties he destroyed 

the majority of work from his Hollywood period.41 

Mortensen left Hollywood sometime in late 1929 
or early 1930 and headed for the quiet community 
of plein-air painters located in Laguna Beach. 
During the earliest days in Laguna Beach, he 
may have contemplated giving up photography 
altogether. A surviving brochure in the Morten
sen Archive indicates that he set up a business 
called the Laguna Cattery where he concentrated 
on the breeding of pedigree Persian Blue cats. 
The brochure solemnly proclaims that, "In pur
chasing a kitten from the Laguna Cattery you 
have acquired a pedigreed animal with pure-
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bred registered ancestry of at least five genera
tions. Expert conditioning as to feeding, groom

ing, and housing has gone into its background."42 

While Mortensen maintained a lifelong inter
est in Persian cats, his interest in being a profes
sional cat breeder was soon overtaken by his 
creative impulses in photography. The solitary 
life in Laguna Beach encouraged him to examine 
his abiding fascination with photography and to 
put his years of technical knowledge to work on 
projects he found enriching and challenging. The 
calm and slow-paced life of Laguna Beach solid
ified Mortensen's relationship with Myrdith 
Monaghan, whom he married in 1933. Mortensen 
had worked with Myrdith as a model beginning 
in 1927 and continued to photograph her through
out the thirties. 

An aspect of Mortensen·s aesthetic that 
would gain him the most notoriety in the years 
to come-the grotesque-had its roots in several 

experimental compositions that he completed in 
Hollywood around 1927. One limited edition book 
that Mortensen did not complete during his 
Hollywood period was a project he titled "Picto

rial History of Witchcraft and Demonology."43 
Mortensen was influenced in this area by the 
1922 Swedish film Wjtchcraft Through the Ages, 
directed by Benjamin Christensen. Although this 
film was never commercially released in the 
United States in the twenties, Mortensen could 
easily have had access to the film through prints 
that were privately distributed in Hollywood. 

Two of Mortensen·s early photographs. com
posed in the genre that he would later classify 
as grotesque art date from 1927 and pictorially 
recreate scenes from the Christensen film. In 
Preparatjon for the Sabbot [page 66], Mortensen 
recreates a scene where an older witch is rubbing 
a magic ointment on a young naked witch before 
a night of debauchery. The Heretic portrays the 
torture of an accused witch by the Inquisition. In 

this image Mortensen synthesizes and combines 
several torture scenes from the film to produce 
a dark and disturbing image. Even in the free
wheeling lifestyle of Hollywood in the late twen
ties, this photograph would have been shocking 
and possibly detrimental to Mortensen's career 
had the image been widely circulated. Morten
sen later rationalized his fascination with the 
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grotesque as a kind of divine symmetry that 
found an opposite expression in beautiful and 
uplifting subject matter, such as his depiction of 
the female body. In his book Monsters & 
Madonnas. Mortensen writes: 

Everything exists through its opposite. 
For pictures of calm and tranquil beauty 
to have any meaning. it is necessary that 
the grotesque and the distorted exist. 
Perfection of form is significant only 
because the malforms exist also. Those 
who turn away from the grotesque are 
losing the richness and completeness of 

artistic experience.44 

Throughout the thirties, Mortensen continued 
to clarify the themes of his work both on the 
printed page (in collaboration with writer George 
Dunham) and through a continued exploration of 
the photographic image. Mortensen continued 
simplifying his compositions across a variety of 
themes. His Fragment of the Black Mass would 
certainly fall into his category of the grotesque 
or gothic impulse, but it also exhibits a deliber
ately modernist simplicity in terms of the com

position and lighting.45 Mortensen·s photographs 
become less densely arranged and more focused 
on a few compositional elements. Often in his 
portrayals of the female nude, such as Hebe 
and Torse [also titled Fragment. page 41], the 
formal qualities of the composition seem to be 
his primary concern, leaving the photographs 
devoid of the rhetorical content for which Mor
tensen has been alternately praised and vilified. 
This formal simplicity can also be observed in 
tightly controlled compositions like The Sacred 
Scepter of the Dahli Llama, where Mortensen 
juxtaposes detailed views of the female body 
combined with objects such as a flower, an 
umbrella, or a draped fragment of cloth. 

Social critique has never been a conceptual 
model aligned with the work of William Morten
sen, but the caustic wit expressed in his writings 
occasionally made an appearance in his photo
graphs. Victorja Rebecca [page 19} can easily be 
read as a parody of the elderly and conservative 
midwestern society that Mortensen would have 
been surrounded by in Southern California in 

the twenties and thirties.46 This humorous image 
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appears to be a portrait of a man dressed as an 
elderly woman-doubtless a face that had been 
etched in his mind from countless visitors he 
observed at art galleries or photographic salon 
exhibitions. Perhaps Mortensen was using this 
composition to exorcise the image of Fay Wray's 
mother, smashing his glass negatives and send
ing the studio strongmen to his door. 

Examples of Mortensen's most serious foray 
into social critique can be found in the graphic 
depiction of battle scenes observed in photo
graphs such as The Glory of War and Steel 
Stocks Advance. Both of these compositions 
depict the aftermath of violent conflict, leaving 
the tortured human figure as a silent witness to 
the madness of war. The titles become an ironic 
parody of the compositions themselves, espe
cially concerning the notion that in times of war 
the stock prices of such raw materials as steel 
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advance substantially.47 One of the most sophis
ticated images in Mortensen's small portfolio of 
anti-war imagery is a montage of several nega
tives titled Shrapnel Using himself as the model, 
Mortensen creates a ghostly image of a frag
mented body floating in space. The composition 
is anchored by the face of the figure, which stares 
above and beyond the viewer as if to acknowl
edge the unspeakable horrors he witnesses. In 
contrast to Mortensen's other work in the genre 
of the grotesque, the war images have a more 
visceral impact and are less mediated by an 
allegorical narrative. 

In October 1932, William Mortensen announced 
the opening of his photography school in Laguna 
Beach, which he ran successfully until the early 
sixties. After a two-year period of experimenta
tion and reflection, he believed that his talent and 
abilities could be successfully used to communi
cate technical and aesthetic issues to a growing 
market of both amateur and commercial photog
raphers. the Mortensen School of Photography 
was one of the first institutions in California to 
offer instruction in photography with the under
lying philosophy that the medium was a valid 
tool of artistic expression.48 Mortensen was 
aware of the growing debates between adher
ents of a modernist approach to photography 
and the more conservative practitioners who 
were passionately defending the aesthetic 
impulses championed by the Photo-Secession
ists in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth 
century. Mortensen tried to adopt a centrist 
position when he stated in his brochures that 
emphasis was placed on "the development of 
latent ability into an effective personal style. 
There is no effort to force the student into one 
of the numerous ·schools' of photographic 
thought."49 

Mortensen was the only instructor of pho
tography at the school, which stressed a simpli
fied approach to the technical aspects of the 
medium.50 Enrollment was limited to allow for a 
high degree of individual attention for each stu
dent. Mortensen's beginning course helped the 
student to gain a basic understanding of lighting 
techniques, available choices of film and devel
opers, as well as an introduction to the printing 
process. He also stressed an active engagement 
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with potential sources of manipulation and con
trol of the photographic print. His advanced 
courses offered further instruction in directorial 
techniques needed to successfully work with 
models. manipulation of paper and master nega
tives, special techniques needed for mastering 
the bromoil transfer process, and special insights 
into a permanent color process for photographic 
prints he referred to as "Metal-Kromes." 

Mortensen divided the student body of the 
school into three basic categories: "Hobbyist,' 
"Photographer or Photographer-Part Time,' and 
"Advanced." These categories acknowledged the 
growing diversity among photography practi
tioners, dividing along the lines of a professional 
class of doctors, lawyers, and other business 
people who were beginning to create a consumer 
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market for photographic equipment and instruc
tion, the growing demand for the individual 
interested in making a living as a photographer 
servicing the imaging needs of the commercial 
world, and the serious artist who saw photogra
phy as an important tool of aesthetic expres
sion. School records indicate that Mortensen 
attracted a loyal following from the first two 
categories throughout the thirties and into the 

early forties. From 1945 through 1959 the student 
population was overwhelmingly classified in the 

"Hobbyist" category.51 
Mortensen never developed a strong follow

ing of students who went on to champion his 
aesthetic philosophy as serious artists in the same 
style that he constructed for himself. This is due, 
in part, to the fact that after the Second World 
War both the commercial and aesthetic impulses 
of photography moved rapidly in the direction 
championed by Ansel Adams and the Newhalls. 
A younger generation of professional photogra
phers, who were trained in newly developed art 
schools and technical colleges after the war, 
preferred the straight photograph and the idea 
that photography was a distinct art form sepa
rate from and equal to other mediums of visual 
expression. Mortensen's aesthetic continued to 
enjoy a strong following in the Hollywood com
munity through the fifties. Radio stars Amos 'n' 
Andy, as well as Harold Lloyd and Rock Hudson, 
were counted among his dedicated students. 

While the Mortensen School of Photography 
lost its cutting edge after the Second World War, 
the collaborative writings of William Mortensen 
and George Dunham are critical to understand
ing the shifts in the discourse of fine art photog
raphy that were heavily contested in the thirties 
and resolved with a growing sense of finality by 
the end of the war. Mortensen was one of the 
first photographers to market his ideas as aes
thetic formulas, which he turned into a success

ful publishing venture for almost thirty years.52 

The books were also a part of a sophisticated 
strategy, which in turn created a demand for 
photographic instruction, both at his school and 
through a direct mail program he established. In 
his books and articles, Mortensen was careful to 
give just enough technical insights to leave the 
reader anxious for the final piece of information, 
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attainable only through direct contact with the 
master. Biographical information was also selec
tively recycled, shading his life and career to 
eliminate any contradictions and to hide influ
ences that might diminish his unique contributions 
as a photographer. 

While it is beyond the scope of this essay 
to detail the varied writings of Mortensen and 
Dunham (as well as the critical responses to this 
writing), I would like to briefly examine the 
ongoing distillation and simplification of the Mor
tensen aesthetic, beginning with the "Venus and 
Vulcan· essays appearing in 1934 and continuing 
through Monsters & Madonnas and The Com
mand to Look, the important publications of 1937. 
The transformation of Mortensen's aesthetic pro
vides an interesting perspective on his attempt to 
locate and refine a shifting market for his publi
cations as well as his photography school. 

The ·venus and Vulcan· essays, which 
appeared in the pages of Camera Craft maga
zine throughout the spring and summer issues 
of 1934, are the most sophisticated documents 

of Mortensen's aesthetic philosophy that exist.53 

These essays indicate much of the expansiveness 
and experimentation evident in his photographic 
work from the thirties. Mortensen begins by 
dividing photography into three basic philoso
phies, the "Realist," "Non-realist,' and "Meta-real
ist.' The Realist philosophy is best expressed by 
representative work from Group f/64 champi
oned by Ansel Adams and later by the Newhalls. 
Mortensen saw the Realist vision as controlled 
by a strict adherence to optical and mechanical 

perimeters of the photographic apparatus; these 
photographers are, thus, bound to a very limited 
notion of what is possible through photography. 
The Non-realist is influenced by both Classic and 
Romantic philosophies of art and strives for clar
ity of expression though the simplification or 
exaggeration of form, movement of line, and 
effective use of tonal contrast. The Meta-realist 
category was most likely inspired by Mortensen's 
examination of several issues of the German pub
lication, Das Deutsche Lichtbild from the early 
thirties. Mortensen was extremely impressed by 
the magical qualities of detailed botanical and 
insect studies by photographers such as Friedrich 

Treumann, Johann Graff, and Karl Blossfeldt.54 He 
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acknowledged that this work bore stylistic simi
larities to some of the work produced by Group 
f/64 but noted that the Meta-realist carries his 
exploration beyond the form of the physical 
world towards an exploration of the hidden 
beauty in the natural world. 

Mortensen elaborates that each of the aes
thetic philosophies he describes are confronted 
with the basic pictorial subjects of personality, 
mood, drama, pattern, and propaganda. He tends 
to devalue the 'Realist" approach in all areas as 
being too literal and lacking in interpretive under
standing, but he does present all approaches as 
valid interpretations of the medium. At no time 
does Mortensen align any of these groups with 
the soft-focused aesthetic of the Photo-Seces
sionist period. Mortensen's interpretation of a 
"pictorialist' photographer is generally synony
mous with an individual who views the medium 

in terms of artistic possibilities.55 

In this early series of essays, Mortensen first 
elaborates the dynamic tension he believed 
existed between the cruel and bestial elements 
of the photographic instrument and the creative 
impulses that could be visualized with the appa
ratus provided the technical impact of the 
machine did not overwhelm the vision of the 
artist. This is, of course, the tension that Morten
sen symbolizes in the narrative concerning the 
mythological characters of Venus and Vulcan. By 
1937, Mortensen decided to give the symbolic 
parable a more aggressive and sexual edge by 
framing the same contrast within the realm of 
the Monster and the Madonna. Monsters & 
Madonnas is constructed along the lines of an 
informal display of show-and-tell in which Mor
tensen highlights example after example of well
crafted images combined with text expounding 
a combination of aesthetic philosophy and 
technical information. In this publication Morten
sen divides his work into the genres of character 
studies, nudes, and grotesques. 

In The Command to Look Mortensen's aes
thetic philosophy becomes substantially more 
reductive. What started as a complex layering of 
competing philosophies in the ·venus and Vul
can· essays ends up as a philosophy expressed 

in the three themes of ·sex, Sentiment, and 
Wonder.' By the time The Command to Look 
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was published in December 1937. Mortensen·s 
work began to lose some of the creative exper
imentation evident in his later years in Hollywood 
and the first years in Laguna Beach. Clearly. 
Mortensen had found an audience for his work 
and felt an economic necessity to continually 
reinvent himself for this audience in a manner 
that was clear and comprehensible. 

Two unpublished essays from the forties 
provide the clearest understanding of William 
Mortensen·s vision of photography as he entered 
the last two decades of his life. In one untitled 
manuscript. Mortensen grapples with his vision of 
the history of American photography and comes 
up with some interesting highlights of twentieth
century photography.56 The tenor of his writing 
is sympathetic and inclusive. Mortensen lists the 
major figures of the first four decades of Amer
icans photography as Arnold Genthe. Edward 
Wes-ton. Man Ray, and Alfred Stieglitz. Hardly 
the choices one would expect from a man gen
erally understood to be the last messiah of 
American pictorialism. Mortensen constructs a 
special pantheon for Alfred Stieglitz: 

Through the years. he appeared variously 
as a documenter. a satirist. a portraitist; but it 
was never the mere fact in front of his camera 
that interested him: always it was the picture
the idea within the fact.57 

In another unpublished essay from this per
iod. "The American Camera Neurosis." Mortensen 
provides a balanced perspective on the increas
ingly complex and divergent world of American 
photography.58 His observations on the growing 
fascination with photography among many arenas 
of American culture and commerce are worth 
quoting at length: 

I do not propose at this point to add 
another chapter to the already lengthy 
and inconclusive argument on the theme: 
"Is photography an art?" Perhaps it t an 
art. (Personally. I believe that it belongs in 
the same category as the lesser graphic 
arts. such as etching and lithography.) 
Perhaps it is only a pseudo-art. The 
important fact is that it is more and more 
fulfilling the function of art among the 
American people. Indeed. it seems rea
sonable to expect that photography will 
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come to be the characteristic medium 
of American art. as painting is the French 
art. music the German art. and government 
the Roman art. For photography, more 
than any other medium. adapts itself to 
the exactions of the American ·shot-gun 
technique." It offers the gifted few a gen
uine means of pictorial expression; it 
provides. for the common man. a quasi
artistic release for his inhibitions and 
thwarted desires for self-realization; it 
provides a technique just difficult enough 
to be endlessly fascinating; it gives Ame
ricans a democratic medium of expression. 
wherein all meet on a common ground; it 
speaks in terms of hard cynical facts that 
agree with the temper of the times.59 

From this philosophic springboard. Morten
sen articulates the strata of photographers that 
comprise the core community. which he divides 
along the lines of amateur. advertising photog
rapher. and pictorialist. With a caustic and inci
sive wit Mortensen describes the amateur as 
"the Rotarian potshooter or wealthy playboy. 
He usually takes up photography at a mature age 
as a substitute for golf or other middle-aged 
indulgences." The advertising photographer is 
also subjected to rebuke as ·very competent in 
technical matters .... but. in general. his insincer
ity. gaudy sophistication and shallowness make 
him a dangerous influence in photography." 

The apex of photography can only be 
reached by the pictorialist: 

the man whose interest is in the picture 
itself. He may seek his picture in many 
different fields: in architecture. in land
scapes. in character studies. in portraits. 
in still life. in the ·pure· representation of 
textures. He may pursue his pictures with 
a box camera. with a luxury model mini
ature. or with an eight-by-ten view 
camera. He may prefer straight contact 
prints. paper negatives. fresson. or bro
moil transfers. But. when all is said and 
done. his basic interest is the picture 
itself. Not how it was secured. or what 
process was used in making it. or what it 
may accomplish; but simply and solely 
the _picture.60 
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I have quoted at length from this essay 
because it offers the most candid insights into 
Mortensen·s mature philosophy, which became 
increasingly reductive in his commercial writings. 
It is obvious that Mortensen increasingly relied 
on the "Rotarian potshooter" and the occasional 
advertising photographer for a secure economic 
existence. This essay demonstrates that Morten
sen had a sophisticated and broad-based under
standing of the photographic medium and drew 
inspiration from a variety of sources. William 
Mortensen has been relegated to such a deep 
obscurity precisely because he represented such 
a democratic vision while simultaneously deflat
ing the excessive dogma surrounding ·pure pho
tography" originally expressed by Ansel Adams 
in the early thirties and carried on into later 
decades by Beaumont and Nancy Newhall. It is 
not surprising that Adams and the Newhalls 
would express a distinct and hostile antipathy 
towards William Mortensen. While understanding 
their love of optical precision and unmanipulated 
photographs, Mortensen also acknowledged and 
lampooned their intolerant and undemocratic 

notions of connoisseurship and taste.61 

Championing a democratic vision of fine art 
photography, William Mortensen could not help 
but see some of the inherent contradictions in 
his own artistic vision. Mortensen took up the 
camera to salvage this vision early in his career 
when his abilities as a painter and etcher tested 
his faith in himself as a ·fine artist: The tension 
between the mechanical nature of the camera 
and Mortensen's self-image as a visionary artist 
produced a body of work unique in the history 
of American photography. Influenced by the 
debates of modernist practice in photography, 
Mortensen adapted the lessons of simplified com
position and lighting to intersect with a stylized 
vision of narrative allegory and gothic mystery. 
It is hoped that this initial investigation into the 
early years of William Mortensen's life and career 
will serve as an aid for further investigations 
into the work of an artist whose work was instru
mental in formulating critical debates on the 
nature of fine art photography during a crucial 
and transitionary period of American photo
graphic history. 
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WILLIAM MORTENSEN AND GEORGE DUNHAM: 

Photography as Collaboration 

Treasures from the Archive 

Buried amid the hundreds of photographs in the 
William Mortensen Archive at the Center for 
Creative Photography-which ranges from exhi
bition prints, professional work prints, and copy 
negatives to casual snapshots of friends and 

family members-is an image that falls between 
these categories of public and private. It is small, 
measuring just 2 3/4 x 3 1/2" and shows two men 
facing each other in front of a living room fire

place lpage 321. On the right is the photographer 
William Mortensen: on the left is his friend and 
colleague, George Dunham. The shelf on the wall 
behind the men displays a wooden reindeer and 
a row of small decorative candles, intimating 

that it is Christmastime. In this context we might 
be tempted to sort the image into the familiar 
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category of the holiday memento, a record of a 
convivial gathering characteristic of the season. 
But this double portrait also provokes more 
searching questions about the two men, the 
nature of their relationship, and the results of 
their interaction. 

The image itself offers several clues. For 

example, the shelf above their heads features 
a set of goblets arranged in an ornamental pat

tern, and a ceramic plate decorates the wall 
above it In the adjoining room to the left, the 
edge of an upholstered wing chair and part of 
a flowered curtain are visible. The floral theme 

recurs in the stenciling on the wastebasket near 
Dunham's feet Attentively decorated and com
fortably appointed, the interior connotes the sort 

of cozy, middle-class domesticity that was a hall
mark of fifties America. The delicate objects and 
floral patterns in the room imply a woman's 
touch: they stand in for a figure who is not pre

sent in the photograph, but who has nonetheless 
left her imprint upon the scene. These feminine 

touches are balanced by the pair of rustic wood 
panels marking off the wall on either side of the 

fireplace. The vertical rhythm of the paneling 
resonates with the stances of the two men, while 

its rough-hewn finish makes it stand out, like the 
figures, as masculine elements in an effeminate 

environment. 
The sense of prosperity and decorum cre

ated by the furnishings in the room is reinforced 
by the natty attire of the men. Dunham wears 

his shirt collar open under a neatly tailored, 
medium-toned suit and holds a cigar in one 

hand. Mortensen sports dark trousers, a pale 
cardigan, and a plaid shirt with a dark tie-a 

slightly more adventurous and stylish ensemble, 
identifying him as the more fashion-conscious 



George Dunham and William Mortensen 
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and perhaps the more creative of the two men.1 

The aesthetic implications of Mortensen·s garb 
are furthered by the loose stack of prints, un
framed and unmatted. on the floor. The photo
graphs lie between the two men, but closer to 
Dunham. The only image visible is the one on 
top; though hard to read, it appears to be a 
studio portrait of the conventional, commercial 
type, showing the head and shoulders of a 
middle-aged woman. Like the refined furnishings, 
this print inserts a feminine presence between 
the two men. 

The dynamic between the men recapitulates 
the tone established by the surroundings: their 
attitude toward one another is somewhat formal, 
but comfortable. The men mirror one another's 
poses, standing tall but leaning a crooked elbow 
on the shelf behind them. They stare intently at 
one another, but neither is disarmed by the 
other's gaze. Dunham's facial expression is a bit 
self-satisfied: Mortensen merely looks serious. 
The prints on the floor imply that their connec
tion spins in some way around the creation of 
images, while their homey location at holiday 
time indicates that their relationship is social as 

well as professional.2 

Diane Dillon 

To this photograph I would like to juxtapose 
a set of texts from the archive: a trio of eulogies 
to Mortensen authored by Dunham. These 
appreciations, identical but for minor variations, 
appeared in two Laguna Beach newspapers and 

a photographic journal.3 Dunham surveys Mor
tensen·s life and professional achievements, 
recounting his youthful adventures and artistic 
schooling, his work as a portraitist and still pho
tographer in Hollywood during the twenties, and 
finally his thirty-four years in Laguna Beach. 
During the latter period. Mortensen continued 
to combine commercial portrait work with more 
creative photographic explorations while running 
a highly successful school of photography. Dun
ham also notes that Mortensen·s reputation was 
enhanced by the books and articles on photo
graphic methods he published between 1933 and 
1955, all of which were produced "in collaboration 

with George Dunham."4 

Dunham's declaration of his partnership with 
Mortensen on various publishing endeavors 
makes explicit what is implicit in the photograph: 
that the two maintained a close connection that 
extended into a number of arenas. Dunham 
served as Mortensen·s model for a wide range 
of photographs. many of which appeared as 
illustrations in the articles and books they pro
duced together. But despite Dunham's deep 
involvement in these projects. all of the publica
tions appeared under Mortensen·s name alone. 
Only the last edition of the most successful 
volume, How to Pose the Model issued in 1956, 
finally adds Dunham's name to the title page. 
As the jacket flap explains: 

In this new edition of The Model Dun
ham's name appears for the first time as 
co-author. thereby taking official note of 
a collaboration that has for a long time 
been an open secret. For, within a year 
of their meeting, which occurred shortly 
after Mortensen's departure from Holly
wood, Mortensen and Dunham entered 
into a remarkably fruitful Rodgers-and
Hammerstein sort of agreement, with 
Dunham writing the lyrics to Mortensen·s 
pictures, or Mortensen illustrating Dun
ham's words. Out of their joint efforts 
there have ensued nine familiar and 
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standard books on photography (most of 
which have. like this one. gone through 
numerous printings and revisions). several 
smaller brochures. and more than a hun
dred magazine articles. They report that 

they still have several books ·on the fire."5 

The gist of this text is confirmed in a later 
newspaper story, reporting that Mortensen 
·unhesitatingly admitted that he had no literary 
talent. that he could not have got to first base 
without the collaboration of George Dunham. 
who did all the writing while he supplied the 

ideas and technical knowledge."6 

It is my contention that the collaboration 
between the two men sketched in the above
mentioned pictures and texts was the most 
important shaping factor in the larger body of 

work best known as Mortensen·s.7 Each specific 
example I have described thus far illustrates the 
ways in which Mortensen and Dunham were 
engaged in the process of representing each 
other in image and text. Over the course of their 
thirty-four year friendship. the two men served 
as one another's subjects in image and text on 
occasions that were as varied as they were 
numerous. These mutual representations were 
made within the context of much larger bodies 
of work; Mortensen photographed many sitters 
other than Dunham. and Dunham wrote about 
subjects other than Mortensen. All the texts Dun
ham penned for Mortensen·s by-line. however. 
can be seen. like the portraits. as representations 
of one partner by the other. By ghostwriting Mor
tensen·s articles and books. Dunham was not only 
facilitating the dissemination of Mortensen·s ideas. 
but was at the same time crafting a public image 
of the photographer for his readers. The publica

tions helped fashion an image of Mortensen as a 
photographic pedagogue and philosopher as well 
as a practitioner; because the lessons set out in 
the texts were illustrated almost exclusively with 
pictures by Mortensen. his photographs at the 
same time gained broad exposure and accrued 
the status of exemplars. worthy of emulation. 
These didactic illustrations thus became ideal 
models for Mortensen·s followers. much as Dun
ham served as a favored model for Mortensen. 
This mutual representation of the two partners 
specifically as models worked like the irritant 

around which the pearl is encrusted. constituting 
the core and stimulant of their creative produc
tion. Through their depictions of one another as 
artist's model and model artist. they expressed 
the intensity and elasticity of their bond. 

I will argue below that the collaborative 
dynamic between Mortensen and Dunham piv
oted around several related phenomena: the 
homoerotic connotations of male collaboration; 
the ready surrogacy, or substitution. of one 
partner for the other in a variety of situations; 
the operation of narcissism. following from this 
exchangeability and self-projection of one man's 
image on to the other; and the centrality of 
ideas of theatricality, performance. and the mas
querade to their work. All of these themes are 
at least hinted at in the Christmas picture: their 
mirrored poses might imply the exchangeability 
of one figure for the other; their interlocked 
gazes intimate intense mutual absorption that is 
a prerequisite for intersubjective narcissism and 
homoerotic attraction; and the contrived com
position. underscored by the prints on the floor. 
combined with the studied appearance of the 
men. lends an air of theatricality to the image. I 
will show how these themes. though barely 
schematized here. are played out in detailed 
and complex ways in the photographs and texts 
that Mortensen and Dunham jointly produced. 

The historical particulars of William Morten
sen's life and work have fallen into obscurity, 
but are easily recovered through the texts pub
lished under his name. which are peppered with 
biographical and professional anecdotes. and 
through articles published about the photogra
pher during his lifetime. Born in 1897 in Park City. 
Utah. Mortensen lived and went to school in Salt 
Lake City before entering the Army during World 
War I. His wartime duty station in New Jersey 
brought him into proximity with the New York 
art world. and he enrolled in classes at the Art 
Students League in 1918. After his discharge. he 
sojourned in Greece, and came back to New York 
for additional instruction at the Art Students 
League in 1920. before returning to Salt Lake City 
to teach high school later that year. The next year 
he moved to Los Angeles. where he began work
ing as a photographer in and around the Holly
wood film industry, maintaining an independent 
studio as well. In 1930 he moved to Laguna Beach; 
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two years later he opened the Mortensen School 
of Photography, which became a very successful 
enterprise. Over the course of the next thirty 
years. Mortensen divided his time between com
mercial and artistic photography, teaching, and 
the production of books and articles. Dunham 
served as his collaborator in most of these 

endeavors.8 The basic facts of Dunham's biogra
phy are dimmer. Born on an orange ranch in the 
Morena Valley, Dunham grew up in Redlands, Cal
ifornia. He received a B.A. in English in 1920 from 
Pomona College, where he contributed to the 
literary magazine, as well as writing and starring 

in the class play. He went on to do graduate 
work. first in English Education at Berkeley, and 
then in playwriting at Harvard. In 1923. Dunham 
returned to California and settled in Laguna Beach. 
where he continued to write plays and direct 
productions back at Pomona and for the Laguna 
Beach Community Players. He met Mortensen and 
began working with him in the early thirties; their 

first collaborative text appeared in 1933.9 
The project of this essay is thus a double 

recuperation. It first seeks. along with the other 
articles in this issue of The Arcfove. to restore 
Mortensen·s position in the history of American 
photography. Second. it aims to highlight Dun
ham's vital role in the artist's creative production. 
Once we recognize the complex creative dynamic 
behind this body of work. we are prompted to 
reconfigure the most usual modes of regarding 

this combination of images and texts. Rather than 
merely looking to the texts to explain the photo

graphs. or to the photographs to illustrate the 
ideas in the texts. will examine the texts and pho

tographs produced by the two men as projects 
that were each creative in their own right. The 

written and visual components may be sepa
rately understood and appreciated. but they gain 
new and deeper meaning when we study them 
together. acknowledging the multiple facets of 
their interdependence. Because the products of 
this collaboration entered the public realm under 
Mortensen·s name alone. I will continue to refer 
to the texts and images as "by· Mortensen. with 
the understanding that this authorial designation 
here encompasses Dunham's contribution as well. 

The reciprocal representations of Mortensen 

and Dunham can be seen as performances of a 

Diane Dillon 

relationship, which was. I shall argue. structured 
by a range of homosocial bonds. Reading the 
images as performances makes most obvious 
sense for the photographs in which Dunham is 
clearly playing a role. acting the part of a char
acter from history or fantasy. But theatricality lies 
at the heart of the entire Mortensen enterprise. 
informing virtually every phase of the work. from 
the relations between the photographer and his 

models and his choice of subject matter. to the 
mode of exhibiting finished prints and the inter
actions between artist and audience. This frame 

of reference is equally pertinent to the pulished 
texts. many of which are boldly engaged in Mor
tensen·s self-fashioning-or Dunham's fashioning 
of him-as an important artist. 

One of the most fascinating aspects of the 
collaboration between Mortensen and Dunham 
is that we never really know which partner is in 

charge. who is originating the concepts or styling 
the poses in any given situation. In the case of 
the images. our first tendency is to think of the 
photographer as the active agent. based on the 
time-honored pattern of regarding artists as 

creative initiators. The content of the publica
tions certainly confirms Mortensen's status as 
the maker of meaning. as he is habitually referred 
to as the artistic inventor in all of the texts. But 
this framework collapses when we add the 

knowledge that the model actually wrote the 
texts that proclaim the primary agency of the 

artist. Dunham was more than a mere conduit 
for Mortensen·s ideas. As the writer he literally 
gave these ideas their form, structuring them 
into coherent narratives. As Hayden White 
reminds us. narrative form itself is a type of 

content. carrying its own meanings.1° For exam
ple. Dunham's configuring of Mortensen·s ideas 
into the form of how-to manuals implicitly gives 
them an authoritative cast. This tone is reinforced 
by his frequent use of imperative sentence struc
tures. As a result. the texts read not as a series 
of suggestions or an array of options. but as an 
invariable-to borrow his language-"formula for 

picture success.·11 
Once we recognize the high level of content 

within the structure and language of the texts. 
we might be prompted to ask whether Dunham 
may not have had a more substantial role in 
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shaping the content of the images as well. The 
more we learn about the collaborative dynamic 
between the two men, the more integral it seems 
to the production and interpretation of their 
creative work. l will argue that the continual 

switching of roles, where at one moment one 
man seems dominant, while at the next the 
other partner seems in control, undermines the 
heroicization of the independent creator in main
stream literary and visual culture. 

The Sexual Dynamics of Collaboration 

In his study of male literary collaboration, Wayne 
Koestenbaum argues that co-authored works 
are inherently distinct from works produced by 
one writer; more than just the sum of two parts, 
collaborative work is a register of the relation 

between the contributors.12 Following the work 
of fellow literary critic Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Koestenbaum describes the relationship between 
male collaborators as a "homosocial bond." Most 
broadly, this term refers to social connections 
between members of the same sex, encompass
ing a range of relations from overtly heterosexual 

male bonding to homosexual activity.13 Within 
the context of creative collaboration, Koesten
baum maintains that this entire spectrum has 
the potential to be energized by sparks of 
homoerotic attraction, regardless of the sexual 
preferences of the collaborators. He speculates 
that literary male ·collaboration is always a sub
limation of erotic entanglement," a scene of writ
ing in which literary "collaborators express 

homoeroticism and they strive to conceal it."14 

We may never know whether Mortensen and 
Dunham ever forged a homosexual liaison, al
though, as l demonstrate below, their biographies 
do contain hints that this was at least a possibility. 
More importantly, their relationship fits readily 
into the more capacious category of homosocial 
bonding. I contend that the force of this bond is 

inscribed in the pictures and texts they produced 
together. Regardless of whether the two men 
ever became sexually intimate and whether their 
eroticized connections were served as an arena 
in which a broad range of homosocial relations 
could be imagined and recorded. 

In developing this interpretation, I join an 
expanding group of scholars in the humanities 

who are engaged with what has come to be 

known as "queer theory."15 In general, queer 
theory offers a lens through which to examine 
diverse arenas of culture, from literature and the 
arts to politics and mass media. This mode of 

inquiry usually approaches sexuality as cultural 
construction, paying attention to various sorts of 
sexual non-conformity, encompassing not only 
gay and lesbian sexualities, but bisexuality, trans
sexuality, and sadomasochism. Despite the wide 
currency of this discourse in the academy, this 
approach may be hard to swallow for many 
readers. By invoking the notions set forth by 
Sedgwick, Koestenbaum, and others, l do not 
intend to promote them as paradigms to be 
accepted universally and uncritically. But I believe 
that these notions can serve as a useful heuristic 
device for analyzing the dynamic between Mor
tensen and Dunham, and the products of their 

cooperation. 16 Looking at their photographs and 
writings through the interpretive prism of queer 
theory enables us to see the work in a fresh way, 
calling our attention to aspects that have been 
overlooked in previous readings. 

In pursuing this argument I do not mean to 
indicate that the homosocial elements in Morten
sen's life and work were ever more prominent 
than its mainstream heterosexual dimension. 
Indeed, during his lifetime and since, Mortensen 
has perhaps been best known for his glamorous 
portraits of women and his sexy female nudes, 
genres that are often seen as signifiers of hetero

sexual male desire.17 Thus, any interpretation that 
stresses the homosocial aspect of the work is a 
reading that goes against the grain, a reading that 
looks purposefully for what has been overlooked. 
The greater recognizability of the heterosexual 
side of Mortensen's work mirrors the readier 

visibility of heterosexuality in American culture 
during the period when he made the photo
graphs. As the historian George Chauncey has 
pointed out, gay subcultures that were highly 

visible in New York from the eighteen-nineties 
through the nineteen-twenties were increasingly 
forced into hiding beginning in the early thirties. 
The laws and regulations that produced this shift 
began to be enacted and enforced at precisely 
the time that Mortensen and Dunham began their 

collaboration.18 Like homosexuality in general, 
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the homosocial side of Mortensen·s work was 

metaphorically pushed into the closet.19 Some of 
these photographs, including many portraits of 
Dunham, were private images that were never 
shown to the public. In the images that were 
exhibited and published, the homoerotic conno
tations were often veiled or coded, decipherable 
only to those familiar with the visual language of 
gay subcultures.20 

In analyzing the links between men, Sedgwick 
and Koestenbaum draw upon anthropological and 
literary studies of the exchange of women within 
patriarchies. In these formulations. male bonds 
are fortified over the bodies of women. The 
most familiar schematization of this paradigm is 
the erotic triangle. As Rene Girard points out in 
his study of the history of the erotic triangle. the 
connection between rival lovers is at least as 
strong as the bond joining either of the rivals to 

their shared object of desire.21 This notion is 
inscribed in one of Mortensen·s favorite self
mythologizing anecdotes. dating to his youthful 
sojourn in Greece. where he had earned a living 
·painting poster designs for a popular brand of 
cognac. The prevalent theme of these posters 
consisted of a series of Balkan ballerinas poised 
seductively tip-toe on the corks of bottles: A 
particularly memorable event for Mortensen was 
witnessing ·a fat Greek sailor looking with evident 
approbation at one of my cognac cuties displayed 
on the walls of a honky-tonk in Piraeus."22 He 
later realized that the high point of his Greek 
adventure ·was the libidinous gleam I detected 

in the eye of the Greek sailor."23 On the one hand 
this scenario recapitulates the conventional 
geometry of the erotic triangle, in which two 
men connect over the body of a woman: 
Mortensen bonds with the Greek sailor-who is 
simultaneously his audience and his cohort in 
erotic titillation-specifically over the body of 
the ballerina on the poster. But the sexual impli
cations of this dynamic are altered in light of the 
popular homo-erotic connotations of the "Greek 
partnership: recalling the pervasiveness of homo

sexuality in ancient culture.24 These implications 
shift again when we recall that Dunham proba
bly penned these sentences. Dunham was in the 
position of recounting one erotic triangle while 
participating in another, making the form seem 
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all the more overdetermined in Mortensen·s 
oeuvre. 

The erotic triangle becomes pertinent to the 
relationship between Mortensen and Dunham 
when we remember that there were often third 
parties in their relationship who were female. 
Women were a constant physical presence in 
Mortensen·s studio and school as models, stu
dents and clients. All of the books and articles 
co-authored by the two men feature photo
graphs of female models, many of them nudes. 
Cast as exemplars of Mortensen's photographic 
vision, which was then narrated and explained 
by Dunham, these female models literally and 
figuratively occupied the space between the 
two collaborators. A survey of Mortensen's pub
lished and unpublished images reveals that a 
steady stream of attractive women took up 
positions before his camera. One figure recurs 
with particular frequency: Mortensen·s wife of 
thirty-two years, Myrdith. She served as an 
intermediary between the two men in a number 
of ways beyond her role as a model. At least 
for a time, Myrdith worked at the Mortensen 
School of Photography, taking charge of book
keeping duties, including Dunham's remunera

tion.25 If we return to the photograph with 
which we began, the feminine hand implied in 
the decoration of the room where Mortensen 
and Dunham stand must surely be Myrdith 
Mortensen's; the female portrait atop the stack 
of prints at Dunham's feet may or may not be 
her likeness, but it nonetheless serves as a sur
rogate for her place between the two men. 

Though we might diagram the relationship 
linking William Mortensen, George Dunham. and 
Myrdith Mortensen in the terms of the tradi
tional erotic triangle, their dynamic skews its 
conventional geometry. Rather than seeing 
Mortensen and Dunham bonding over Myrdith, 
it is perhaps even more provocative to see 
Myrdith and Dunham as the rivals competing for 
Mortensen·s attentions and affections. Myrdith 
and Dunham were the only two models that 
Mortensen photographed consistently over an 
extended period of years. giving them a shared 
place of honor in his oeuvre. Both also worked 
as employees at the Mortensen School of Pho
tography, assisting the photographer with various 
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matters. After Mortensen's death, both took on 
the traditional role of "artist's widow," preserving 
his legacy for posterity: the Mortensen collection 
at the Center for Creative Photography includes 
two distinct archives, one consisting of materials 
assembled by Dunham, the other chiefly of items 
passed along from Myrdith. Moreover. the two 
archives are themselves rivals, offering compet
ing histories of their subjects and compilers. 
The fact that both sets of materials ended up 
in the same repository may tempt researchers 
to collapse the two, but we are wise to keep in 
mind that Dunham and Myrdith did not form 
the collections with an eye toward an eventual 
consolidation. 

Despite her status as a central figure and 
primary rival, however, Myrdith was excluded 
from a fuller participation in Mortensen's enter
prises by the prevailing ideology of artistic genius, 
which limited the forces of creative inspiration 
to men. This gendering of creativity can be 
traced back to Aristotelian accounts of the dif
ferences between the sexes. Notwithstanding 
women's biological powers of procreation, men 
were granted exclusive rights in the arena of 
artistic creation. This exclusionary rhetoric was 
given its modern cast by the Romantic writers 
of the eighteenth century, and remained firmly 
in place until World War II. As Christine Battersby 
has pointed out "this rhetoric praised 'feminine' 
qualities in male creators .... but claimed females 
could not-or should not-create." Romantic 
notions painted the genius as "full of 'virile' 
energy;" his "creativity was displaced male pro

creativity."26 Battersby's account of the gender
ing of creative inspiration dovetails neatly with 
Koestenbaum's reading of the work produced 
by male collaborators as the metaphorical child 

of their union.27 This intellectual genealogy cast 
creative work as something the two men could 
logically share, but a project in which Myrdith 
could not take part. 

The bond between Mortensen and Dunham 
was fortified still more securely through the 
social practices Sedgwick describes, whereby 
the social power of men in patriarchy is consoli
dated not only through the exchange of women, 
but also through the traffic in homosexuality. 
According to Sedgwick, the category of the 

"homosexual" exerts a substantial influence over 
the broader spectrum of male bonds that struc
ture the society at large. This leverage stems 
from the uneasiness resulting from the modern 
situation in which no man is fully "able to ascer
tain that he is not (that his bonds are not) 

homosexual."28 As she further explains, 

the fact that what goes on at football 
games, in fraternities, at the Bohemian 
Grove, and at climactic moments in war 
novels can look, with only a slight shift of 
optic, quite startlingly "homosexual," is 
not most importantly an expression of 
the psychic origins of these institutions in 

a repressed or sublimated homosexual 
genitality. Instead, it is the coming to vis
ibility of the normally implicit terms of a 
coercive double bind .... For a man to be 
a man's man is separated only by an 

invisible, carefully blurred, always-already
crossed line from being "interested in men." 

Men's uneasiness about the porousness of the 
boundaries between mainstream homosociabil
ity and homosexuality most often takes the 
form of homophobia, prompting episodes of 

"homosexual panic."29 
The term "homosexual panic" was initially 

used to describe a psychiatric diagnosis also 

known as Kempf s Disease, first reported in 1920 
and discussed in various medical journals in the 

forties.30 This condition does not involve ·overt 
homosexuality," but rather a 'latent homosexual
ity that is pressing strongly to the surface for 
open expression but is held in check by the 
dictates of the super-ego with its sense of guilt.' 
The patient, caught between these two conflict

ing impulses that he cannot resolve, "is thrown 
into an acute conflict, of which the panic is the 

clinical expression."31 
Although it is highly unlikely that Mortensen 

or Dunham was aware of this medical category, 
it does date to the same historical period as 

their collaboration. Sedgwick adapts the term 
to describe a much broader social and cultural 
phenomenon, which began in the late nineteenth 

century and continued through the twentieth.32 

She sees male homosexual panic as "proportioned 
not to the homosexual but to the non-homo-
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sexual-identified elements" of men's characters.33 

Indeed, heterosexual-identified men would 
logically stand to feel the most threatened-or 
panicked-by signs or hints of homosexual desire, 
which disturb the certainty of their sexual iden
tification. 

The social circumstances Sedgwick delineates 
are registered in Mortensen·s work in a variety 
of ways. Over the course of his career, the com
ments Mortensen made about the erotic dimen
sion of his work vary considerably. The contra
dictory nature of these sentiments seems to 
point toward a troubled sensibility, intimating a 
deeper anxiety about sexual matters. Morten
sen's remarks upon the connections between 
photography and sexuality extend from innocent 
references to courtship to graphic metaphors of 
orgasm. In several of his declarations on the sub
ject, the camera or the medium is cast as the love 
object, creating yet another variant on the erotic 
triangle. For example, in Monsters & Madonnas, 
Mortensen writes that "there is a certain element 
of courtship in the creation of a picture" and "to 
accomplish anything with photography it must 

be accepted as work to be Joved"34 He reiterates 
the analogy between erotic love and photogra
phy in a weekly column in the Los Angeles Times 
directed at amateurs, admonishing his readers 
that "it doesn't pay to be fickle with cameras any 
more than it does in affairs of the heart" and that 
they "must use all due care in selecting the cam

era that is to be your soul mate."35 

At other moments, the object of Mortensen's 
romantic attention is clearly the model. On one 
occasion he was quick to proclaim that "there is, 
indubitably, an element, a considerable element, 

of sex in the representation of the nude."36 In 
The Command to Look, Mortensen identifies sex, 
along with sentiment and wonder, as one of "the 
three principal sources of subject interest in pic

tures."37 And in the opening pages of The Model 
after citing an array of famous artist-model cou
plings, from Goya and the Duchess of Alba to 
Rossetti and Elizabeth Siddal, he draws the broad 
conclusion that "the sex impulse and the art 
impulse are very closely related. Both are pro
found, irresistible, and immeasurably subtle."38 

The photographer makes backhanded references 
to the potential for sexual arousal in the studio 

Diane Dillon 

when he characterizes the condition of working 
with a particularly cooperative model as "dan
gerously unstable."39 This potential becomes 
unleashed in his description of the progress of 
a successful cooperative session, once the pho
tographer has established his firm control: 

By now the model's interest will be aroused. 
The sitting is beginning to move; you are 
getting somewhere. The model's interest 
shows itself by participation, instead of 
mere acquiescence, in the sitting, and by 
quick instinctive anticipation of your wishes. 
... The current now becomes a torrent and 
sweeps you irresistibly with it. At the 
height of this experience there occurs a 
strange feeling of clarity. All things seem 
simple and easy. You may at this stage in 
the sitting try the craziest things and bring 
them off triumphantly; for you will be sus
tained by the force you have evoked. 

The text goes on to acknowledge that the pho
tographic climaxes experienced by artist and 
model are not necessarily simultaneous: "Although 
toward the end of the sitting you are exhausted 
in mind and body, the model may still be seething 
with interest and fresh ideas. This interest should 
be satisfied, for good results are often secured 

in this final stage of the sitting."40 

It is hard to say who would have been call
ing the shots in an erotic encounter such as this. 
Would it have been Mortensen, the photogra
pher who brings things off "triumphantly"? Or 
Dunham, who penned the sexualized prose and 
who may well have been the model "seething 
with interest and fresh ideas"? In fashioning this 
loaded text, Dunham was constructing both sides 
of the erotic encounter. Despite the agency of 
his act of writing, Dunham consistently assumes 

the passive role. As Mortensen's model he would 
have been personally subjected to the same kind 
of aggressive direction described in the book, 
casting him as follower rather than leader. He 
renders himself as subordinate in the literary 
partnership by permitting the books to be pub
lished under Mortensen's name alone. In cele
brating Mortensen's literary achievements as he 
did-by allowing Mortensen to be promoted as 
the sole author and through the hagiographic 
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memorial articles he later wrote-Dunham was 
dutifully continuing to play the passive role. 

At other points. Mortensen·s texts stress the 
distinctly unphysical dimension of the artist-model 
relation. In The Model he avows that "the sym
pathetic collaboration of artist and model. ... need 

not be obvious or physical.'41 In a later article he 
emphatically instructs aspiring photographers to 
never touch their sitters to adjust their position, 
encouraging them to rely on oral commands 

instead.42 He concludes that a woman's desire to 
pose in the nude ·is founded on egotism rather 
than sex: on her desire to be flattered rather than 

to be erotic.43 Discussing his nudes in an interview 
with Popular Photography writer Wick Evans in 
1938, Mortensen initially admits that he enjoys 
·working with subjects who. when the picture is 
completed. will appeal to the sexual instincts." 
but he is quick to add that he has ·never made 

a picture that is individually suggestive."44 Mor
tensen·s hasty about-face in this interview beto
kens at the very least a basic level of discomfort 
with the idea that his photographs of the female 
nude should be valued chiefly for their eroticism. 
The photographer also expressed a concern that 
·too great intimacy and familiarity between artist 

and model may prove a source of boredom."45 

Mortensen·s contrary statements about the 
dynamic between sexuality and photography 
can be interpreted as a metaphor for his own 
conflicted erotic desires. This ambivalence is 
played out within the photographs themselves. 
His oeuvre charts a range of desires. from the 
heterosexual eroticism associated with the female 
nude to the suggestion of homoeroticism in many 
of the portrayals of Dunham. 

If Mortensen·s words and images tended to 
express contradictory and ambivalent attitudes 
about sexuality, his wife Myrdith worked assidu
ously to smooth over the contradictions and 
shore up the photographer's heterosexual iden
tity. For example. in a scrapbook she compiled 
of mementos of Mortensen's career. she included 
a chapter entitled "Willie's Women: This section 
features various photographs of Myrdith herself. 
ranging from a sexy portrait of her wearing a 
diaphanous off-the-shoulder dress to a depiction 
of her as the epitome of middle-class domestic
ity. In the latter scene. Myrdith stands proudly in 

a sparkling kitchen, wearing a demure apron and 
a beaming smile. pretending to stir the contents 
of a mixing bowl. The image is inscribed ·Your 
kitchen maid/Myrdith ·39: This section of the 
scrapbook inspires no small amount of pathos. 
prompted by the sense that Myrdith is trying 
too hard to be all things to her husband. The 
scrapbook also includes a portrait of the cou
ple's pet terrier. inscribed (in Myrdith's handwrit
ing). ·For Pa/ Always/Mollie/XO." This photo
graph is one of many serious portraits of the 
Mortensens· pets; as is often the case with child
less couples. their parental instincts found an 
outlet in lavishing attention upon their animals. 
Myrdith's efforts to make her marriage conform 
to the norms of bourgeois family life may also 

have been spurred by the fact that her rival for 
his affections. Dunham, never married. Viewed in 
light of Koestenbaum's theory, in which collabo
rators continually display homoeroticism while 
endeavoring to hide it. Myrdith's seeming pro
motion of Mortensen's heterosexuality can be 

interpreted as a concealing mechanism.46 In the 
years before it became common to acknowl
edge gay relationships, it was not unusual for 
gay men to lead double lives. maintaining public 

wives and private male lovers.47 We may never 
know whether the triangle uniting Mortensen. 
Dunham, and Myrdith literally conformed to this 
pattern. but there remain hints that this may have 
been the case. 

In endeavoring, consciously or unconsciously, 
to prop up her husband's heterosexual identity, 
Myrdith was clearly playing the role of the dutiful 
wife. It makes sense to regard her actions here 
as one of a series of masquerades she played 
in Mortensen·s life and in his art. Throughout the 
years of their marriage, Myrdith moved continu
ously from one performance to another. appear
ing as sex goddess at one moment. as kit-chen 
maid the next. The emphatically feminine parts 
she played in the photographs and in real life 
mirrored one another closely, exemplifying psy
choanalyst Joan Riviere·s theory of ·womanliness 
as masquerade: formulated during this same 

period.48 Riviere argues that no line can be 
drawn between ·genuine womanliness and the 

·masquerade;·· rather. "they are the same thing."49 
Part of the seamlessness between Myrdith's 
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performances in art and life owe to the fact that 
in each scenario she was taking her cues from 
Mortensen, following his lead and direction. Myr
dith did play one role, however, which is not 
pictured in the photographs: that of Mortensen's 
bookkeeper and business assistant. This omission 
is wholly consistent with Riviere's theory, as she 
charts ways in which "intellectual women· over
compensate for their masculine professionalism 
with excessive displays of femininity. In this way 
the image of professional woman was crowded 
out of the field of vision by the projection of 
·womanliness· from all sides. 

The various performances enacted by Myrdith 
and Dunham worked to many of the same ends. 
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Both served to bolster Mortensen·s status as an 
aggressively masculine figure, as an independent 
creator, and as the active director of all his en
deavors. Moreover, Myrdith and Dunham both 
engaged not only in performing these roles, but 
in documenting the process. Myrdith's compila
tion of "Willie's Women" paralleled Dunham's 
ghostwriting of the Mortensen's books. Both 
Myrdith and Dunham actively affirmed Morten
sen·s dominant status, downplaying their own 
active agency in favor of an image of themselves 
(displayed in the photo-graphs in the books and 
scrapbook) as passive receptors. Myrdith and 
Dunham continued their documentation projects 
by assembling the two archives of his photo
graphs, books, and papers, which eventually 
came to the Center for Creative Photography. 

Model Preferences 

Although the roles played by Myrdith and Dun
ham often produced similar effects, the subjects 
of their roles and their methods of acting were 
quite distinct. The recurring patterns of these 
performances are recorded in the pages of Mor
tensen's articles and books, and confirmed in 
hundreds of additional unpublished photographs. 
Particularly revealing are the three volumes 
whose ambitions extend far beyond the techni
cal manual, and are devoted to articulating Mor
tensen's aesthetic philosophy: Monsters & 
Madonnas (1936). The Command to Look (1937), 
and The Model: A Book on the Problems of Pos
ing (1937). As this last book takes up modeling as 
its central theme, it is a logical place to start. 
Dunham plays his usual double role in the text 
serving as the photographer's model for some of 
the illustrations, as well as his unacknowledged 
co-author. 

Mortensen gets to the heart of the dynamic 
in the final section of the book, where he 
addresses "Problems of Direction: Here he 
emphasizes that beyond the mechanical issues 
of body positioning, costume, and makeup, 
"there is also the equally important personal 
problem of the relationship between artist and 
model. The practical problems cannot be prop
erly dealt with until the personal one is under

stood:50 Mortensen regards psychological inter
action with the model as one element within his 
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larger method of controlling his medium. Other 
dimensions of control include lighting, setting the 
aperture of the lens, timing the exposure, regu
lating the chemicals during development in the 
darkroom, manipulating the projection during 

printing, and touching up the final print.51 

The photographer identifies "three different 
conditions of working that may characterize the 

association of artist with model."52 In the first 
situation, the artist clearly predominates, while 
"the model is, in effect, passive clay which the 

potter-artist molds to his will."53 Plastic elements 
of composition are the primary concern of 
pictures made under these conditions, and the 
model's main qualification is physical. Morten-

sen points to the nude as one of "the most 
important and characteristic uses of the purely 

plastic model."54 Myrdith's status as the exemplar 
of this type is announced by her presence, in 
the form of a nude photograph, on the frontis
piece to the book, simply captioned "The Model: 
This image of Myrdith fits perfectly with Morten
sen's description of the plastic model as "charac
terized by energy and grace," with a "slender 
and compact" figure, ·well-proportioned breasts, 

trim hips, and straight, finely-shaped legs.'55 His 
use of the term "plastic" neatly describes both 
"the malleable material which the artist shapes 
as he wishes" and "the characteristic mentality 
of this type." For his purposes, "a gentle and 
amenable disposition" is vastly preferable to a 

self-assertive nature and an active brain."56 In 
outlining his preferences in such detail, Mortensen 
makes clear the ways in which his descriptions 
shade over into prescription: while purporting to 
merely record gender roles, his formulas actively 
shape these roles for his readers. 

Mortensen elaborates further on the potential 
of the nude for exploring "plastic problems of 
composition and design" in Monsters & Madon
nas. The nude's ·great plastic variety and nearly 
uniform color" afford 'an infinite variety of half
tones unspoiled by harsh contrasts." As a result, 
the subject is "perfectly adapted to the peculiar 
limitations of the photographic medium." The 
pictorial possibilities of the genre, however, can 
only be reached when the nude is completely 

depersonalized.57 For Mortensen, the ideal model 
is an "eternal type, not a particular model with 
an address, a phone number, and personal 

problems of her own."58 
Mortensen takes this idea to the limit in his 

photograph entitled Fragment. He commented 
that this project was "undertaken in a mood of 
reaction against the so-called nudes that were 
merely a very specific lack of clothes," further 
noting that 'many a picture that has started out 
to be a nude has proved merely to be the pho
tographer's wife without any clothes on."59 This 
last remark acquires more than a tinge of irony 
in light of the fact that Mortensen's wife actually 
posed for the image. The photographer offers a 
detailed account of his procedure of transforming 
Myrdith's body into a broken marble statue: after 
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shaving any conspicuous body hair. the model's 
body was covered with flesh-colored liquid whit
ing. to ·reduce all variations of local color: Once 
the locations of the fractures of the arms and 
neck were determined. he marked those points 
with strips of passe-partout. frayed along the 
lower edge. These ragged edges create the 
effect of broken marble in the final print. The 
head and arms were reduced from the negative 
by locally applying a solution of permanganate. 
and any lingering traces were dodged out during 

the printing process.60 Mortensen claimed that 
"the transformation of a living body into an 
apparent fragment of statuary helps to bring it 

nearer to a universal symbol."61 This comment 
intimates that he sought to emulate the old 
masters. whose work has been so often described 
as holding universal appeal. More specifically, 
Mortensen·s picture reminds us of the many 
famous works of ancient sculpture. such as the 
Nike of Samothrace in the Louvre. which survive 
in fragmentary form. But on another level. Mor
tensen·s photographic process effectively dehu
manizes the woman's body. By taking away her 
head and arms. and transforming her flesh into 
stone. the photographer has removed the signs 
of her ability to play any sort of active role in 
society. In rendering his wife as a disempowered. 
desexualized figure. Mortensen perhaps offers a 
hint of ambivalent feelings about both the place 
of women in society and about heterosexuality. 

As these examples make clear. the formal 
plasticity of the nude (and of the passive model 
in general) is predicated precisely on the denial 
or suppression of all signs of individual identity 
or personality. Exactly the opposite is true for 
the next modeling scenario Mortensen outlines. 
in which the ·personality of the sitter shines forth. 
unadorned by any comment or obvious arrange
ment by the artist." This condition contains the 
potential for vivid portraiture and is particularly 
appropriate for likenesses of celebrities and 

public figures.62 The photographer is able to 
produce engaging portraits with minimal direc
torial intervention because these sitters tend ·to 
have a carefully evolved pseudo-personality 
which presents them before the public.· Admitting 
that his role here is that of ·efficient recording 
instrument." rather than 'Great Creative Artist." 
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Mortensen recognized the value of this kind of 
portraiture in the ·undeniable professional pres
tige to be gained through the association with 

the great or near-great."63 
Although the circumscribed creativity and 

commercial purpose inherent in photographing 
"personality models" set this category apart from 
much of Mortensen·s practice. his portraiture 
work did include two of his artistic trademarks: 
the presence of Dunham in a supporting role 
and the centrality of masquerade. In order to 
represent the sitter appropriately, the text 
advises that the photographer should "find out 
all he can about his celebrity in advance of the 
sitting· and 'look at other and former pictures of 
his prospective subject." who is likely ·to wish to 
be presented more or less as he has been pre

sented."64 This research would have been most 
likely carried out by Dunham. whose position 
within Mortensen·s enterprise is sometimes 

described as ·research specialist."65 For these 
sitters. the condition of fame necessitates that 
they constantly masquerade as their public 
persona. Mortensen cautions his readers against 
trying to portray anything but this prefabricated 
public image of the celebrity. noting that ·to 
portray Mae West. for example. digging in her 
garden. dressed in slacks and her hair falling in 
her eyes. would be quite disastrous to the public
personality which she has created and carefully 

fostered."66 For Mae West and other celebrity 
icons. their public image is akin to the womanli
ness Myrdith continually enacted: it and the 
masquerade are. to borrow Riviere·s words again. 
'the same thing: 

The third category of posing set forth in The 

Model is the cooperative scenario. where Mor
tensen sees the richest expressive potential. If 
his photographs of Myrdith fall more often than 
not into the category of the passive or plastic 
model. those of Dunham usually fit under the 
cooperative rubric. The condition of cooperation 
is a prerequisite "for the production of pictures 

in which an idea is involved,"67 rather than merely 
the solution of formal problems. Patient cooper
ation between artist and model may result in 
·work that is solid in substance and authentic in 
emotion. with perfect balance between control 
and expression.· Mortensen notes that this ·com-
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bination of apparent spontaneity with fine com
position is the rarest of pictorial qualities· and 
that "photography is probably the only medium 

that permits such complete cooperation."68 

If the spirit of cooperation described in The 
Model at first glance seems egalitarian, closer 

inspection of the text makes it clear that Morten
sen never cedes the position of ultimate control. 
First, a hierarchy between artist and model is 

implied by the remark that a model is usually 
only qualified for cooperative work after having 
gained considerable experience as a passive type, 

and ·may evolve into what is the highest type of 
model' through training by the artist.69 Second, 
in describing the ways a model can cooperate 
with the artist, Mortensen clearly casts the model 
more as an assistant than an equal partner. For 

example, the most basic sort of cooperation 
involves ·quick and ready response to directorial 
commands." After mastering this technique, the 
enthusiastic model may move on to helping the 
artist construct costumes and sets, or to con

ducting research. Although the highest level of 
cooperation includes ·suggesting pictorial ideas 
and conferring with the artist preliminary to the 

sitting," Mortensen cautions photographers 
against accepting any suggestions from models 

until the artist's control of the situation is clearly 

established.70 "There should be a definite psy
chological barrier separating the functions of 
artist and model, the artist controlling and the 

model subservient,"71 Mortensen asserts. His con
trolling tendency was apparent in other situa
tions as well. In his published interview, Evans 
described him as a "distinctly dominant person
ality .... The moment he enters a room, his pres
ence is so electric. .. so vibrant, that environment 

becomes completely secondary."72 

The hierarchy in Mortensen's studio sessions 

derived in part from his insistence that his models 
were not only his artistic subjects, but also his 
employees. A note accompanying a reproduc
tion of one of his photographs in International 
Photographer characterizes modeling as all
consuming work, noting that the woman's "health 

and beauty are no longer a mere matter of van
ity, but her job." The caption goes on to point 

out that the model pictured "is being groomed 

by the Mortensen School of Photography."73 

Dunham, too, was Mortensen's employee, but 
significantly, he is always identified in terms of 
his other duties, never as a professional model: 
the latter seems to have been a position reserved 

for women in Mortensen's mind. A brochure 
describing the Mortensen School grants Dunham 

the more masculine title of ·research specialist" 
and identifies him as having conducted some of 
the background research essential for the devel

opment of Mortensen's special Pigment Process.74 

Full documentation about Dunham's wages has 

not come to light, but royalty statements from 
Mortensen's publishers indicate that Dunham 
received one-third of the royalties on each of 

the Mortensen titles.75 Dunham's rank as a 
research specialist identifies him as a cerebral 
expert while his receiving a share of the royal
ties affirms his contribution as a creative partner 

in the publications. 
Dunham's position within the Mortensen 

enterprise was also shaped by the prevailing 

conceptions of artistic genius noted above. On 
the one hand, Dunham's elevated status among 
Mortensen's models, as well as the creative 

promise of the collaboration between the two 
men, was enhanced by the traditional gendering 

of artistic genius as masculine. Because creativity 
of the highest order was deemed limited to men, 
it could serve not only as a locus of bonding 

between male collaborators, but also as a shared 
resource, providing them with a larger dose of 
·genius· than could be marshaled by one man 
alone or by a man in collaboration with a woman. 

On the other hand, the expression of creative 
genius is most often cast as a solo endeavor, as 
the achievement of an inspired individual who is 
entirely self-sufficient. Because Mortensen's 

artistic accomplishments might seem compro
mised if their joint creation were acknowledged. 

it would have been expedient to conceal Dun
ham's contributions to the work. Thus, while 

Dunham's partnership was acknowledged quite 
literally through his appearance in the portraits 
and in Mortensen·s designation of him as a 
research specialist, the extent of his participa
tion was effectively submerged. 

In provocative ways, the operation of the 
category of genius within their collaborative 
dynamic mirrored that of the category of homo-

43 William Mortensen and George Dunham: Photography as Collaboration 



eroticism: both were structured around twinned 
mechanisms of revelation and concealment, and 
around hierarchies of power that are continually 
reified and destabilized. The language used to 
describe the cooperative scenario in The Model 
is a case in point. Taken literally, the remarks 
affirm the photographer's controlling grasp of 
the situation. But when we recall that it was 
Dunham who actually shaped the descriptions, 
his agency comes to the fore. In this light Mor
tensen reigns supreme only because Dunham 
scripted the role for him. 

The strategies of masking mandated by the 
workings of both artistic genius and collabora
tion were facilitated by the theatricality at the 
heart of Mortensen's representations of Dunham. 
who is cast in a wide variety of circumstances 
and guises. It makes sense to consider theatri
cality and performance as frames of reference 

for Mortensen's work in light of his seven years 
of experience working in and around the film 
industry in Hollywood. Recounting his early 
employment as a set and costume designer for 
Ferdinand Pinney Earle's production of The 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. Mortensen recalls 
being impressed by the trick camera work used 
in the production. as well as by Earle's 'com
bined gifts of showmanship and outlandish 

imagination.''76 He went on to spend six years 
working for Cecil B. DeMille. where his responsi
bilities expanded from costumes and sets to 
making masks and serving as a still photogra
pher on the set of The King of Kings. Dunham 
also had extensive theatrical connections. dating 
from his collegiate dramatic endeavors through 
his later work with the Community Playhouse in 

Laguna Beach.77 For both men. this theatrical 
experience prepared the way for their collabo
rative ventures in writing and photography. Many 
of the fundamental practices that shaped Mor
tensen's most creative photographs owe their 
origins to Hollywood: ideas about costume and 
makeup, about the value of showmanship and 
performance. and about the key role of the 
audience in any artistic production. Moreover. 
Hollywood offered valuable lessons about ways 
to bring fantasy into pictures. In contrast to the 
traditions of straight and documentary photog
raphy, where the connection of the image to 
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reality is emphasized, cinema offered an exam
ple of picture-making based on the creative 
construction of fictions. 

Theatrical metaphors and concepts permeate 
all of Mortensen's writings, underscoring their 
defining role in his work. For example, Mortensen 
seized on the creative potential of a portrait 
subject's dress, hair style, and makeup, regarding 

these elements as expressive terms to be manip
ulated, rather than merely passive reflectors of 
the sitter's taste. He encourages his readers to see 
all forms of dress as ·costume· rather than ·wear
ing Apparel," regarding clothes as ·significant and 
decorative· rather than merely ·contemporary and 

utilitarian."78 Mortensen routinely insisted that sit
ters remove all of their street makeup before 
beginning a shooting session, so that he could 
make up their faces in ways best suited to the 

camera.79 He often changed their clothes, jewelry, 
and hair as well, making some of these alterations 
on the person and introducing additional, more 
minor corrections on the surface of the print. 

Beyond these fairly straightforward adapta
tions of Hollywood practices, Mortensen and 
Dunham seem to have absorbed more funda
mental attitudes about artistic production from 
the theatrical world. In watching the interactions 
between actors and directors, they would have 
witnessed a creative process in which both part
ners made essential contributions to the final 
product. While the film director. like the photog
rapher, calls the shots. the actor clearly offers 

his interpretation of any given character and 
scene. Unlike the nude model in the photogra
pher's studio, the actor is not mere putty in the 
artist's hands. This more interactive working 
relation served as a prototype for Mortensen's 
theory of the cooperative model. As Mortensen 
summarized it in one of his Camera Craft articles, 

"the status of the photographer is somewhat that 
of a stage director: while he dominates the situ

ation, he must manage to create and maintain 
an emotional rapport and sense of cooperation 

between himself and the model.·80 In scripting 
his own role. Mortensen took important cues from 
actors as well as directors. realizing that the 
photographer also has to act his part. In The 
Model he advises photographers that sometimes 
it is necessary to ·maintain the impression of 
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speed by going through all the motions of tak
ing numerous exposures· when film is running 

out to keep the momentum of a session alive.81 

These various literal and metaphorical refer
ences to theatrical practices in Mortensen's work 

were compounded by the ubiquitous role-play
ing of Myrdith, Dunham. and the celebrity por
trait sitters in the photographer's art and life. It 
is important to bear in mind that Riviere's theory 
of the masquerade, the theatrics of the stage and 
cinema, and the public image of the celebrity, are 
not reducible to a single, unified concept. But all 
of these paradigms do engage notions of perfor
mance and performativity, which are pertinent to 
Mortensen's work, and their common ground is 
sufficient to enable them to reinforce one another 
in his photographic practice. 

Mortensen worked many of his ideas about 
showmanship into his portrait of Mcolo Paganini 
-Genoa, 1827. posed by Dunham. This depiction 
stands at once as an image of the legendary 
violinist and as a type of the romantic artist. As 
in his celebrity portraits, in this portrayal Morten
sen sought to capitalize on the fame and well
established public image of his subject and to 
render him in such a way that he would be 
readily recognizable to viewers. But without the 
assertive presence of living celebrity, Mortensen 
could exercise much more artistic direction in 

making the photograph.82 As a creative producer, 
Paganini readily served as a cipher for Mortensen, 
with the musician's violin standing in for the pho
tographer's camera. The parallel between the two 
art forms was noted by Evans, who recounted 
that in showing off his camera, Mortensen ·turned 
it over in his hands, as gently as a violinist would 

have handled a cherished violin."83 Because he 
was renowned as a composer as well as a virtu
oso musician, Paganini can be seen as a surrogate 
for the pen-wielding Dunham as well as for the 

camera-holding Mortensen.s4 

As an artist the figure of Paganini was an 
ideal locus for the shared creativity of Morten
sen and Dunham. In fabricating the portrait the 
model uses his acting skills to perform the artistic 
sensibility of the violinist while the photographer 
marshals an array of formal strategies to convey 
the personality and achievements of his subject 
simultaneously using his own photographic vir-
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tuosity to symbolize and enact the virtuosity of 
the violinist. In his how-to manual entitled The 

Command to Look: A Formula for Picture Suc
cess, Mortensen includes his portrait of Paganini 
as an exemplary picture. In the accompanying 
text he notes that the composition is animated 
by "the active zig-zag that brings the eye, by a 
series of jerks, up the bow, up the fiddle, up the 

broken strings, into the face,"85 creating a visual 
momentum comparable to Paganini's innovative 
use of pizzicato effects. The staccato rhythm of 
the composition culminates in the explosion of 
brilliant whites near the middle-·the eyes, the 
two points of the collar, the handkerchief, the 
series of lights on each knuckle."86 By placing 
the violinist's left hand at the very center of the 
picture and highlighting it against his dark suit 
and instrument Mortensen calls attention to 
Paganini's innovative fingering techniques. The 
visual echoes between the curls of the broken 
string and the wisps of hair stand in for musical 
rhymes, while simultaneously calling our attention 
to the links between the actions of Paganini's 
hands and head, between the manual and men
tal dimensions of his creativity. 

Paganini owed a large measure of his fame 
to his brilliant showmanship, to which Mortensen 
calls our attention through his own artistic the
atrics. The violinist's flamboyant and unpre
dictable personality is intimated through the 
erratic, uncontained outlines of the composition. 
His twisted body, extended elbow and intense 
stare combine to create a highly exaggerated, 
mannered pose, in keeping with his dramatic 
temperament. As Mortensen points out he has 
increased the melodrama of the image by 
dodging in passages of bright white behind the 

sitter, highlighting his dark form.87 The flying 
violin strings allude to one of Paganini's most 
flamboyant stage tactics: dramatically severing 
one or two strings and continuing to play on 
the remaining ones. The theatrical quality of the 
image is enhanced still further by the background 
lettering; in announcing a time and place as well 
as the violinist's name, the image mimics the form 

of a concert poster. 
Mortensen was quick to translate these 

values of showmanship to other facets of his 
photographic practice, including marketing and 
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exhibition strategies. Noting that ·good 
showmanship is the very essence of the suc
cessful management of a commercial studio: he 
goes on to caution aspiring photographers to be 
vigilant about exhibiting only the most meticu
lously finished examples of their work, admon
ishing them to ·never show, even to your best 
friend, a print which is not presented to the 
best of your abilities. The good showman never 
submits his public to disillusioning glimpses 
behind the scenes."88 

In his discussion of the role of drama in pic
tures, Mortensen acknowledges that outstanding 
examples of the ·story-telling picture· are rare in 
photography. Much more effective is drama that 
is implicit rather than explicit, the sort that "deals 
not with overt actions and confrontation of oppo
nents, but with suggestions, masked emotions, 
power held in restraint, moments heavy with 
potentiality and reminders of storms just past."89 

The depiction of dramatic characters was a pro
ject to which Mortensen returned often through
out his career. This sort of photograph, as he put 
it, makes no "effort at realistic representation, at 
portraiture of the conventional sort: seeking "in 
every case a recognizable universal type rather 
than an individua1.·9o He produced his earliest 
character pictures while still in Hollywood, replac
ing the conventional glamour shot with more 
·creative· photo-graphs of film stars performing 

famous literary and historical characters.91 For 
example, Mortensen made a double portrait of 
Rudolph Valentino and Mlle. Zanini as Bassano 
and Portia from Shakespeare's The Merchant of 
Venice, and he photographed Norma Shearer as 
Madame du Barry.92 These photographs were 
staged when Mortensen maintained a studio at 
the Western Costume Company, which he 
described as ·virtually the storehouse and 

treasure chest of the entire picture industry."93 

Here he had ready access to thousands of 
costumes and props, as well as to the stars 
who frequented the warehouse for costume 
fittings. Although the actors found their way to 
the ·wescosco studio" to be outfitted for their 
current screen assignments, Mortensen·s charac
ter pictures were not based on these roles, but 
were independent creative productions. Rather 
than imitative appropriations of film imagery, 

these photographs were seen as material that 
might well serve as inspirations to Hollywood. 
When a selection of the character pictures was 
published in Vanity Fair and Theatre Magazine, 
one accompanying caption noted that the pic
tures could provide ·a hint of what the bard of 
Avon has to offer the film world."94 

Building Character 

After his move to Laguna Beach, Mortensen 
continued to make character portrayals, but his 
practice of the genre moved in new directions. 
Without the ready access to Hollywood stars, he 
began featuring unknown figures in his pictures, 
turning often to Myrdith and Dunham as models. 
Some of the images continued to refer to his
torical or literary characters, but the characters 
were more often further removed from their 
textual source than the Hollywood portrayals 
had been. 

The character portrayals featuring Dunham 
can be divided into a few general kinds of sub
jects: historical and universalized figures; charac
ters modeling suspicion or anxiety; and sexual
ized grotesques. Although these different types 
of portrayals were not made sequentially, they 
can be mapped onto the three subject positions 
Sedgwick identifies for men along the homoso
cial continuum. At one end is the ideal. hetero
sexual male, exemplified by the historical and 
universalized male characters. At the opposite 
end is the homosexual subject, a position sug
gestively represented by the grotesques. In 
between these two poles, the continuum is 
ruptured by moments of "homosexual panic," 
sparked by the personal pressure of latent homo
sexuality, or the broader social recognition that 
not all men occupy positions of dominance, 
sexually or culturally; rather, some are meta
phorically feminized in their relations with other 
men. This panic is written across Dunham's face 
in the many anxiety-ridden portraits Mortensen 
created of him. 

In contrast to his own self-image of assured 
manliness. Mortensen often transforms Dunham's 
likeness into a graphic register of gender-ridden 
anxiety. In Suspicion, which appeared as an illus
tration in The Model, the photographer expe
dited the metamorphosis of the subject from 
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a portrait of an individual into a portrait of an 
emotion by severing Dunham's head from his 
body. Set afloat against the abstract backdrop 
of the image, the head appears more readily as 
a representation of an idea than as a likeness 
anchored in a real life. Mortensen subtly under
scores the importance of the abstract concept 
by including abstract motifs in the otherwise 
spare composition: two linear rays extend from 
the upper right corner of the picture to the lower 
left. while a pattern of hatch marks (created with 
a texture screen) fills the background. The dense 
hatching literally darkens the image. adding to its 
sense of foreboding. The other. more isolated 
linear elements appear almost calligraphic, link
ing them to the block lettering in the upper right 

which announces the theme of the image.95 

The personification of Dunham as ·suspicion· 

depends most crucially on the mood conveyed 
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by the model's eyes. This expression is enhanced 

by the figure's furrowed brow and downturned 

mouth. One strand of hair hangs down on the 

far left side of the model's face. and a few other 

unkempt bits of hair stick out from the back of 

his head, indicating a state of preoccupation. As 

Mortensen cautions in The Model, "eyes so turned 

that they show a large glint of white suggest 

one of the subversive emotions-suspicion. jeal

ousy. flirtation. or fear. and they should not be so 

displayed unless some such thought is to be con

veyed."96 The range of ·subversive emotions· 

enumerated by Mortensen relate in a particular 

way to the collaborative dynamic, pointing to 

the ongoing potential for friendly cooperation 

to slip over the edge into competitive rivalry.97 

In other images Dunham looks positively 
deranged. Because they were never published, 
these photographs seem to represent a more 
intimate exchange between artist and model, 
evidence of a more private experiment between 
the two men. In one depiction. a state of interior 
imbalance is conveyed by the external disarray 
of his appearance: clumps of hair jut out in vari
ous directions. his face is unshaven. and his eyes 
are opened unnaturally wide and rolled far to the 
left. His pointed collar and diamond-patterned 
sweater reinforce the edginess of his look. Dun
ham's jagged appearance is rendered all the 
more chaotic by the contrast to the calm land
scape backdrop behind him, filled with gentle, 
rounded clouds and hills. 

These odd pictures are difficult to categorize; 
they do not fit easily into any established visual 
tradition. The closest precedent for them might 
be the medical photographs made for the study 
and diagnosis of the mentally ill in the mid-to
late-nineteenth century, pioneered by in Eng
land by the psychiatrists Hugh W. Diamond and 
Sir James Crichton Browne, and in France by 
Guillaume Benjamin Duchenne. an associate of 
Jean-Martin Charcot at the famed Salpetriere 

clinic in Paris.98 Each of these practitioners sought 
to use photographic evidence to extrapolate a 
relationship between a patient's state of mind 
and his facial expressions. Duchenne. whose pic
tures and project parallel Mortensen·s most 
closely, sought to determine which facial muscles 

48 



untitled. nd. 

Gelatin silver print 

94:053:035 

WMA 

were mobilized in the expression of specific 
emotions. To do this, he first directed an actor 
to mimic the facial gestures that conventionally 
signify emotions such as anger. pain, sadness, and 
so forth. Duchenne then subjected various mus
cles on a patient's face to electrical stimulation, 
aiming to reproduce the actor's gestures. and 
thereby equate particular muscles with the ex
pressions.99 The scientific validity of Duchenne·s 
experiment has been called into question, both 
for his reliance on artificial reproductions of spon
taneous physiological responses (whether mimed 
by the actor or induced by electric shock). and 
for his directorial role in producing the expres
sions he sought to document.100 But it is precisely 
the patent artificiality of the facial gestures pro
duced by Duchenne that likens them to Morten
sen·s portraits of Dunham. Duchenne aimed to 
compile an atlas of typical facial expressions, 
keyed to the emotions they disclose.101 

The direct intentions of Mortensen and Dunham 
are undocumented. but the photographs they 
produced likewise manifest a range of exagger
ated emotions. albeit a less than typical selec
tion. 

While Mortensen·s portrayals of Dunham 
superficially thematize the illustration of emotions, 
on a deeper level they may portray the social 
dynamics of homosexual panic and the two men's 
responses to them. In drawing the comparison 
with the medical photographs. I do not mean to 
suggest that Mortensen·s images could serve in 
any way as diagnostic tools. for Kempf s Disease 
or any other condition. Rather. the production of 
these photographs expressing a range of anxious 
emotions within the context of the complex rela
tionship between Mortensen and Dunham might 
be seen as an intimation of homosexual panic. 

The sense of panic these photographs expose 
may be seen. within this context, not simply as 
about the conflict between homosexuality and 
heterosexuality, but about masculinity itself: what 
constitutes it, and how it can be maintained when 
the collaborative process Mortensen and Dunham 
are engaged in requires that the masculinity of 
one of the partners be surrendered. Mortensen's 
depiction of panic may be interpreted as a 
response to the challenges posed to both main
stream masculinity and artistic creativity by the 
very act of collaboration. As Koestenbaum has 
noted. the two partners who work together on 
creative projects rarely do so as equals. Typi
cally, one figure ·keenly feels lack or disenfran
chisement, and seeks out a partner to attain 

power and completion.'102 This weaker member 
of the team is symbolically feminized; if we cast 
the dynamic in sexual terms, he is the man on 
the bottom. the one who allows himself to be 
penetrated by his partner. In consenting to this 
position. the submissive partner at once chal
lenges prevailing accounts of masculinity as ever 
dominant, as well as common notions of the 
artist as a fully independent agent. Dunham's 
relinquished manliness is expressed in the aggres
sively unnatural portraits (with their connotations 
of unnatural sexuality). in the highly theatrical 
images (where Dunham becomes associated 
with the exaggerated emotive behavior typically 
associated with women), as well as through the 
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creative hierarchy itself (clarified in Mortensen's 
writings, in which the generic model is consis
tently gendered female). The most provocative 
and obvious representation of Dunham's unman
liness is the portrait Victoria Rebecca !page 19], 
where a man appears dressed as a woman. 
The physical transformation of the figure in this 
character portrait is so complete that it is hard 
to be certain about the model's identity, but it 
most likely was Dunham. Unlike the usual sort of 
drag performances, where men affect stereo
typically feminine signifiers of sexual allure, in 
this image Dunham adopts the appearance of a 
fussy old spinster, with wire spectacles, sensible 
blouse, and cardigan sweater. His stern facial 
expression and nervously clasped hands com
plete the characterization. With this photograph, 
Mortensen and Dunham have gone to extremes 
to separate completely the image of womanli
ness from the image of desire. These manifold 
images of the surrender of Dunham's masculinity 
envision a fundamental obstacle to his relation
ship with the photographer: if he is metaphori
cally feminized, his distinctively male bond with 
Mortensen is threatened.' 

It seems only logical that Mortensen might 
respond to this troubling scenario with aggres
sive performances of virility, by himself as well 
as Dunham. As we have noted, Mortensen acted 
out his own manliness through his heterosexual 
marriage and his interest in photographing female 
nudes. His self-consciously military demeanor 
provided an additional graphic component. Long 
after his army service terminated with the end 

of World War I in 1918, Mortensen continued to 
look and act like a soldier. As Evans noted, Mor
tensen ·carries himself erect and even when he 
sits down one notices the effects of his military 
training .... He wears a closely cropped mustache 
and his blonde hair is, military fashion, quite short." 
Evans also quotes the photographer's self-char

acterization as ·a soldier at heart:103 For Morten
sen the values and behaviors associated with 
military life-such as discipline, tidiness, system
atization-were directly applicable to his photo
graphic practice, especially when it came to pre
paring prints for exhibition. In his book on Print 
Finishing he advised readers that ·those who 
excel in the presentation of their prints have 
an almost mi/jtary passion for orderliness and 
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mopping up details: 104 Mortensen's association 
of military order with the details of print show
manship intimates an awareness that this mas
culine posturing was primarily for show. Further
more, his reference to ·military passion· hints at 
the erotic undercurrent beneath the performance. 

The photographer took a different approach 
to fashioning a hyper-masculine persona for Dun
ham, casting him as a powerful historical figure 
or a universalized everyman-two subject posi
tions readily associated with mainstream mas
culinity. The most potent historical identities 
Dunham adopted before Mortensen's camera 
were Niccolo Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia 
[page 541. Over the course of the five centuries 
since the political machinations of Machiavelli 
and Cesare Borgia secured their place in Italian 
history, the names of both of men have become 
bywords for their most notorious behavioral 
traits. Machiavelli is a synonym for deviousness, 
cunning, and political scheming, while Borgia 
stands for ruthless ambition, secret maneuvers, 
and a gamut of evil practices ranging from rape 
to murder to treachery.105 

In the portrait of Machiavelli, Mortensen and 
Dunham endeavored to demonstrate the sub
ject's signature personal traits visually through 
facial expressions. The photographer wrote that 
the decision to take up the subject of Machi
avelli-"he of the secret smile, obsequious and 
aloof, with sidelong mocking eyes that observed 

but did not commit themselves·106-was originally 
suggested ·by the facial lineaments and slightly 

sardonic expression of the model: 107 Mortensen 
fortified the visual connection between model 
and character by using makeup to bring Dun
ham's appearance into accord with ·several 
contemporary portraits of Machiavelli."108 The 
making of Mcco/o Machiavelli exemplified the 
cooperative scenario outlined in The Model In 
the explanation accompanying the reproduction 
of the portrait in Monsters & Madonnas, Mor
tensen reports that "the picture was planned in 
detail, both in composition and thought, in a 

series of conferences with the model."109 

Mortensen contrasts the cooperative con
ception and production of Niccolo Machiavelli 
to that of Johan the Mad, one of relatively few 
character portrayals featuring Myrdith as a 
model. Unlike the former picture, the title of 
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Johan the Mad was affixed to the photograph 
only after it was taken. As Mortensen recounts: 

After a long, unfruitful sitting, in which 
many exposures were squandered and 
no pictures were obtained, the model 
was resentfully removing her makeup 
and I was disgustedly stowing away my 
camera. The model had twisted a towel 
around her head, had smeared her face 
with cold cream. and was glowering at 
herself in the glass. Suddenly it was evi
dent that here was a picture; not at all 
the picture that I had been trying all 
afternoon to get; but definitely a picture. 
A moment later. the model was back on 
the stool. the camera back on the tripod. 
and we were at it again. The model had 

on some quite irrelevant costume; to 
conceal it. she held in front of her a diag

onally tilted piece of chipboard.110 

The labored and capricious process of obtaining 
this picture underscores the lack of cooperative 
understanding between Mortensen and Myrdith. 
The link between form and content in the photo
graph further supports this notion. In his account 
of the picture, Mortensen stresses "the relation of 
the twisted head-dress to the expression of the 

face of Johan. Definitely, the twisted mass con
tributes much to the emotional tone of the pic

ture. It expresses in form the spiritual torture that 
the model's face betrays."111 The 'torture· on the 
model's face equally describes the process of 
producing the picture. 

In contrast to this anguished encounter 
between photographer and model. a much closer 
and more sympathetic relationship is allegorized 
in the portraits of Mccolo Machiavelli and Cesare 
Borgia. Once the general likeness between sitter 
and character was firmly established. Mortensen 

embellished the theme of resemblance by setting 
into play an elaborate series of visual echoes 
throughout the picture. In the case of Machi
avelli. the photographer noted that "the whole 
expressiveness of the picture lies in the sugges
tion of evasiveness and craftiness in the side
long glance and the one-sided smile: He goes 
on to point out that "the twist of this smile is 
confirmed in the dangling ribbon and re-echoed 
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in the cloud form in the upper corner. The same 
sardonic motif smirks at you repeatedly in the 
curve of the collar. in the vein of the hand. and 

in the twisted folds of the sleeve."112 The sequence 
of confirming forms that Mortensen draws our 
attention to were no mere happy accidents in 
the picture. but conscious visual choices made 
by the artist and model. First. Mortensen exag
gerated the long. sinuous curve of the smile by 
rouging the lips for their full length. The parallel 
veins in the hand resulted from making a selec
tion from many similar proofs based on this 
particular arrangement of the hand. The clouds 
in the background on the right were supplied by 
the montage of one additional negative, while a 
second provided the hills. The parallel clouds on 
the left were wholly fabricated in the darkroom. 
as was the white strip of collar; both of these 
light areas were made by hopping out the tone 
during the abrasion-tone process. Mortensen 
likewise inserted the string hanging from Machi
avelli's cap during this stage in processing the 

print.113 The composition of Cesare Borgia is tied 
together by a similar series of visual echoes and 

confirming forms.114 

On several levels. the relationship between 
Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia can be read as 
an allegory for the relationship between Mor
tensen and Dunham. Much as Dunham acted as 
Mortensen·s model for a variety of visual por

traits. Cesare Borgia had served as the model 
for Machiavelli's vision of 'the new prince· who 
would lead Italy into a new era. Additionally, 
the portrayals inspired by both models were 
idealized versions of historical individuals who 
lived in Italy during Renaissance times. real men 
abstracted into universalized types.115 In Morten
sen·s understanding of Italian history. the two 
were closely linked. In his description of Niccolo 

Machiavelli. he identified his subject as "the almost 
legendary diplomatic plotter and political adviser 

of the Borgias."116 Machiavelli's purported role as 
an aide and adviser to Cesare Borgia casts him 
in a position analogous to the role Dunham often 
played for Mortensen. In The Prince. Machiavelli 
sketches a vision for Italy's redemption from polit
ical ills and corruption. The program Machiavelli 
offers for the state parallels the program Morten
sen offers to aspiring photographers. Both pre
sent comprehensive systems. aimed at remedy-
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ing existing weaknesses, whether in the realm of 
society and politics or photography. (If it seems 
far-fetched to compare Mortensen's photographic 
system to Machiavelli's state program, we need 
only remind ourselves that modesty was not 
among Mortensen's memorable qualities.) 

Although Mortensen succeeds admirably in 
conveying the character of Machiavelli and 
Cesare Borgia in his photographs, if we interpret 
these images as, at least in part, an effort to 
re-masculinize Dunham by casting him in these 
particular historical guises, it looms as a doomed 
gesture. Significantly, the project fails precisely 
because it comes to be, on several levels, about 
collaboration itself. First the histories of both men 
point to the darker, more subversive connotations 
of collaboration, reminding us that it is also a 
synonym for conspiracy and intrigue. and that 
collaborator is also a word for traitor. The iden
tifiably "historical" roles of the two men-both in 
terms of their political achievements in their own 
day and their lasting fame-is indelibly inscribed 
on the shady side of the collaborative dynamic. 
Machiavelli's power hinged on his clever plotting, 
much as Cesare Borgia's realization of his fero
cious ambition depended on his willingness to 
take advantage of others at whatever cost. These 
traits marked Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia as 
anti-heroes rather than worthy leaders. Dominant 
notions of the masculine hero picture a valiant 
man who acts alone, overcoming obstacles and 
accomplishing his goals without assistance-pre
cisely the opposite to the conspiratorial reputa

tions of Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia. 
Secondly, Mortensen's decision to depict 

Dunham as both Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia 
actively calls our attention to the collusion 
between the two men. Had he chosen just to 
represent one figure or the other, or to portray 
them with two different models, viewers would 
not be as readily prompted to consider the two 
characters together. The mutual dependence 
of Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia is underscored 
still further when we read the photographs as 
allegories of the relationship between Morten
sen and Dunham. This allegorization offers as 
another twist on the dynamic of surrogacy in 

their work. In this case, rather than Mortensen 
and Dunham standing in for each other, the his

torical characters serve as their substitutes. 

Finally, Mortensen·s masculinization effort 
is trapped in the web of connections between 
collaboration, deviousness, and deviance. Visual 
deviance is a prominent motif in the portraits of 
both Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia, appearing in 
their crooked smiles and "sidelong mocking 

eyes"117 and emphasized through the numerous 
visual echoes in the pictures. This motif alludes 
to both deviousness and digression; its connota
tions can slide from craftiness to sexual deviance, 
from cunning to homosexual behavior. The slip
page between the two meanings is quickened 
when we recall that the preferred slang term for 

homosexuals in the thirties was "bent:118 a word 
that could aptly refer to Mortensen·s fondness 
for crooked lines and distorted imagery, as well 
as to the homoerotic aspects of his work. The 
shared etymologies of deviant and devious 
underscore the link still further: both words 
derive from the Latin "de: meaning ·away from: 
and ·via," meaning road or way. Moreover, one 
connotation can serve to mask the other, as 

sexual deviance ever tries to conceal itself, to 
be devious about itself. This tendency mirrors 
the double action of collaborators who simulta
neously express and hide homoeroticism in their 
shared work. The contorted expressions worn 
on the faces of Macfoavelli and Cesare Borgia 
impart more than a tinge of anxiety to their 
visages, aligning the pictures with Mortensen·s 
portraits of anonymous, panic-ridden men. 

Mortensen's portrait of Dunham as Niccolo 
Paganini likewise embodies signs of panic, visible 
in the model's wide-eyed, sidelong stare, dishev
eled hair, and twisted posture. As an image of 
an effete musician rather than a power-monger
ing politician, Paganini looms at the far end of 
the gender performance spectrum from Niccolo 
Machiavelli and Cesare Borgia, but we might 
interpret the subject's exaggerated apprehension 
to a similar anxiety about collaboration. Much as 
the air of mutual dependence clouds the promi
nence of the two Renaissance men as self-deter

mined heroes, we might speculate that the visible 
panic of the violinist in the photograph may be 
a result of the calling into question of his status 
as an autonomous creative genius. 

If we juxtapose Mortensen's portrait of 
Machiavelli with his image of Paganini, the 
entire spectrum of traits traditionally ascribed 
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to the artistic personality comes into view. 
Machiavelli embodies the dialectic of dispas
sionate brains and emotional genius, while 
Paganini incorporates that between acquired 
skill and raw talent. In making these portraits, 
Mortensen projected the hallmarks of his own 
artistic profession onto his model. The photogra
pher thus projected his own self-image as an 
artist onto Dunham, and then cast the finished 
pictures as testimonies to artistry. As this dynamic 
was structured. Mortensen looked at Dunham and 
saw an idealized version of himself. then made 
pictures that induced his audience to in effect 
see himself (the artist) when they look at images 
of his model. The photographer's projection was 
thus fundamentally narcissistic, predicated upon 
his fascination with his own self-image. 

The narcissistic and homoerotic aspects of 
Mortensen·s work are intertwined in complex 
ways. Narcissism has carried homoerotic conno
tations going back to the origins of the concept 
in the ancient Greek myth of Narcissus.119 This 
association was fortified in the early twentieth 
century through the writings of Freud, who drew 
the connection in several of his essays.120 Sub
sequent psychoanalytic interpretations of nar
cissism present cases that correspond still more 
closely to Mortensen·s self-projection onto Dun
ham. For example. Herbert Rosenfeld observes 
that "it is frequently the projection of parts of the 
self. particularly the penis. into another man which 
causes the narcissistic homosexual attraction:121 

Dunham in turn becomes implicated in this 
narcissistic eroticism when he becomes the 
screen for the self-image Mortensen finds so 
appealing. In mirroring Mortensen, Dunham 
becomes the artist's object of attraction as well 
as his self-reflection. A related dynamic is at 
play in the texts. In the descriptions accompa
nying the photographs in The Command to 

Look and Monsters & Madonnas, for example. 
Dunham's prose is narcissistic in that he has lit
erally looked at images of himself and penned 
analyses of them. The parallel is less precise in 
The Model but it makes sense to also see this 
text in terms of Dunham's self-scrutiny. In writing 
an entire book about the process of modeling, 
Dunham scripted a extended meditation about 
a role that he himself often played before Mor-
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tensen's camera. The notion of masquerade also 
comes into play when we recall that in the case 
of images such as Mccolo Machiavelli Dunham 
has regarded himself in the guise of Machiavelli, 
and then composed a description, writing in the 
guise of Mortensen. Because both Mortensen 
and Dunham were engaged in this narcissistic 
behavior, it makes sense to see it in terms of 
"intersubjective narcissism: a phenomenon Earl 
Jackson sees as basic to the scenario of joint 
seduction in gay male encounters.122 

In a similarly narcissistic way, the portraits 
of Machiavelli, Cesare Borgia, and Paganini con
tribute to the personal mythologies not only of 
the famous figures they represent. but of the 
photographer as well. The historical figures Mor
tensen has selected in these examples were all 
well established by the time that he created the 
images. Each man had already been a significant 
subject in written histories and visual portraiture.123 

Mortensen's mythology, however. was still in the 
process of being fabricated, and these character 
portrayals were a part of his own self-fashioning 
as a photographer. This ongoing process of myth
making can also be glimpsed in many of his publi
cations and self-portraits, where Mortensen is 
clearly cast as a legendary figure. This mytholo
gizing is most readily apparent in the accounts 
presented of the photographer's early life, such 
as the one appearing in The Command to Look 

From out of the West had come rumors 
of big doings in Hollywood. So I packed 
my motorcycle side-car with my camera. 
with hundreds of costume plates, and with 
a large collection of masks I had been 
making. I also hopefully included my yard 
of crepe de chine-just in case. With 
these-and forty dollars-I headed West.124 

Beyond the implausibility of containing hundreds 
of costume plates and a large collection of masks 
in a motorcycle sidecar, this anecdote accrues 
mythic status through its repetition in writings 
by and about Mortensen. For example, Evans 
describes this legendary motorcycle trip in his 
1938 profile of Mortensen. and the photographer 
refers to his famous yard of crepe de Chine (a 
flowing silk drape that became ubiquitous as a 
photographer's prop in the depiction of nudes) 
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more than once in The Command to Look and 
again in Monsters & Madonnas. 

Much as Dunham's pen was instrumental in 
crafting the Mortensen myth for readers, Morten
sen·s camera worked to immortalize Dunham's 
likeness. While it can be argued that the two 
men mythologized one another's image, there 
were important differences in the two processes. 
Most importantly, Mortensen was made into a 
legend as Mortensen, while Dunham appeared 
most often in the guise of a character, as an 
anonymous figure, or as Mortensen's surrogate. 
Dunham is identified as himself by the lettering 
of his name in the background of the print Por
trajt of an Amerjcan. Visually, this depiction was 
transformed from a straight portrait into a uni
versal type by distorting the image during the 
process of projection printing. Mortensen affirmed 
that "the elongation serves to wipe out distract
ing realistic details and to make this a general
ized, universal portrait rather than a personalized 
one. The decisiveness and directness of this por

trait are due to the insistent vertical elements."125 

When Evans asked him what type of picture he 
most enjoyed making, Mortensen named "djstor
Uon· as first on his list. going on to note that he 
enjoyed ·taking anything normal and translating 

it into the artistic."126 The photographer elabo
rated upon his view that "all art is distortion· in 
his book on ProjecUon Control. in which he 
stresses that "the business of arr is ·not the 
copying of reality, but the interpretation of its 
meaning in terms of a medium." Distortion con
tributes to the artistic process of "clarification by 

selective emphasis and elimination."127 Regarded 

in the context of Mortensen·s other depictions 
of Dunham, this distorted image bears compari
son to the representation of visual deviation in 
images like Njccolo Macfoavelli and the con
torted faces in the anxiety-ridden portraits. 
Taken together, these images underscore not 
only Mortensen·s predilection for willfully irregu
larized faces. but also the connections between 
the related themes of distortion, deviation, and 
sexual deviance in Mortensen·s work. 

Dunham also appears as universalized every
man in a number of untitled portraits. In a sepia
toned profile view !page 21. the model appears as 
the essence of Hollywood glamour and sophisti-

':. 
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cation. Meticulously groomed and sporting a 
well-starched collar, he holds a lit cigarette poised 
in front of his lips, while his long, elegant fingers 
touch his chin in a mannered pose. As the smoke 

from the cigarette rises, it becomes transformed 
into a rhizomatous pattern of striations, which 
form the backdrop of the photograph. Another 
image is configured as a standard head-and
shoulders portrait; Dunham looks out directly and 

confidently, wearing a white shirt and dark tie 
under a mohair blazer. In still other depictions, 
Dunham gains an air of distinction by striking 
poses reminiscent of famous works of art from 

the past. In one portrait he stands behind a 
waist-high ledge, resting one hand on its surface. 
The pose can be traced back to fifteenth-cen
tury portraits by Jan Van Eyck and a host of 

other Northern and Southern Renaissance artists 

who followed his example.128 In these paintings, 
the ledge serves dually as a sign of the sitter's 
dignified bearing and of the artist's mimetic abil-
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ities. In adopting the motif, Mortensen invokes 
both of these associations. as well as the aura of 
prestige carried by the Renaissance precedents. 

Although these representations do show 
Dunham in a calmer guise than the wild-eyed 
portraits. in each case something is just a bit off. 
In the image where he wears a coat and tie, his 
beard and goatee are not only patently false. 
but obviously exaggerated by drawing directly 
on the print. The disturbed facial expression of 
the man behind the ledge undermines the sense 
of dignity created by the pose. as does his scrag
gly hair. As in the images of Dunham as historical 
personages. intimations of anxiety and and panic 
impair the ability of these generic portraits to 
shore up his masculinity. 

Along this spectrum of attitudes. ranging 
from uncontained derangement to impenetrable 
reserve, one portrait of Dunham is noteworthy 
for its lack of extremes !page, 581. He appears in 
a standard, three-quarter, head and shoulders 
view; his facial expression is calm and pensive, 
but not icy. Dated 1947, the color in the photo
graph is highly veristic and straightforward, 
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exhibiting no evidence that any of Mortensen's 
special processes were used. But Mortensen's 
touch is clearly proclaimed in the model's cos
tume. Dunham wears a plain gray knitted shirt 
over a white tee shirt. Draped atop his shirt are 
several colorful props: two thin red ribbons, 
approximating the look and position of sus
penders; a swatch of dark paisley around his 
neck; and a rich brown jacket. turned inside out 
and draped over one shoulder. Mortensen 
explained his preference for ·building up· cos
tumes from a selection of ·costume elements: 
rather than using completed articles of clothing, 
in the pages of Camera Craft and The Mode/129 

The employment of these swatches of drape 
was particularly suited to generic portrayals 
because of their ·generalized and universal· 

character.130 

The conspicuous display on his body of 
Mortensen·s philosophy of costume effectively 
labels Dunham as ·the model: the manikin on 
which Mortensen draped his pictorial ideas. He 
plays a role similar to that of the adjustable 
wooden puppet that appears on the dust jacket 
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of The Model [page 1031 and as an illustration 
inside the book. In the text Mortensen compares 
this toy to the most malleable of models, figures 
who appear "just as disorganized physically" as 
the manikin ·until the proper adjustments are 

made" by the artist.131 If we look again at the 
more theatrical images of Dunham with this idea 
in mind, we can notice a similarity to them as 
well. One of the most exaggerated incarnations 
of Dunham as a scraggly, disturbed character is 
identified by a pencil inscription on the mat as 
George Dunham, Actor, 1941, underscoring the 
performativity at the heart of the enterprise 

shared by the two men.132 The staginess of the 
image, viewed in tandem with its caption. renders 
the picture as almost a parody of the connection 
between identity and performance: the photo
graph reads as a portrait of a one-time actor, 
posing as an actor. or being posed as an actor. 
by a directorial photographer. The layering of 
references is so dense that it becomes difficult 
to see any content in the image beyond the fact 
of performance. From photograph to photo
graph, Dunham seems to don new identities 
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as readily as new clothing. At the same time. 
consistent signs of Dunham's presence persist 
behind the character portrayals. Many of the 
images reveal his characteristic receding hair 
line and thin lips; Dunham's long slender hands 
figure prominently as vehicles of expression. as 
do his eyes, often rolled exaggeratedly to one 
side. These recurring motifs serve to remind us 
that the series is at least partly about Dunham 
himself. This phenomenon is, of course, not lim
ited to Mortensen and Dunham. The history of 
art contains myriad artists who maintained long
term relationships with individual models, whose 
persona often carried over from image to image. 
As noted above, Mortensen was well aware of 
this tradition, mentioning in The Model the 
examples of Leonardo and Mona Lisa, Goya 
and the Duchess of Alba, Romney and his "frail 

Emma," and Rossetti and Elizabeth Siddal.133 

Mortensen also notes that several of the pairings 
are cases in which the artist was sexually involved 
with his model, pointing to the romances between 
Goya and the Duchess. Romney and Emma, 
Rossetti and Siddal. What Mortensen does not 



mention. however, is that one of the men he 
cites. Leonardo da Vinci. was rumored to have 

had homosexual tendencies_134 

In the images of Dunham. the dual references 
to the character portrayed and the model who 
posed point up the tension between the universal 

and the particular that exists to some degree in 
even the most generalized of Mortensen·s rep
resentations. Lurking beneath the photographic 
image of everyman is a historical individual. 
however disguised. This reminder of Dunham's 
existence as a real person takes us back to the 
issue of collaboration. As soon as we acknowl
edge Dunham's own position as a historical indi

vidual. it becomes necessary to consider his 
agency in the process of fabricating the pictures. 
Dunham's own personality and experiences. his 
own identity, demand to be factored into the 
mix; his contribution to the photographs clamors 
to be recognized. 

The assertion of Dunham's own self within 
these pictures calls attention to the broader links 
between performativity and gender identifica
tion in the constitution of individual subjectivity. 
The wide variations in Dunham's appearance 
offer testimony in support of recent theories 
that personal identity is not static and essential. 

but ever mutable and performative.I35 But it is 
important to emphasize that Dunham's identity 
was performative in all of these portrayals. not 
merely in those where he appears to play the 
part of someone else. Even his appearances as 
"George Dunham· are appearances nonetheless: 
the identity he presents is no less a performance 

than his most contrived character portrayals. 
This pervasive theatricality bears important 

consequences for Mortensen's re-masculinization 
effort. On one level. Dunham's performances may 
seem emancipative, according him the freedom 
to try on a greater variety of roles than he would 
be able to assume in real life. Yet on another 
level. his performances can be regarded as 
constrictive rather than liberating, because they 
reify the existing hierarchy between the two men. 
Dunham's portrayals never challenge Mortensen's 
dominant position in the creative enterprise. 
Rather. the creative energy Dunham brings to 
their collaboration serves chiefly to enhance 
Mortensen's status as an artistic producer. In 
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this way the photographer's masculinity is shored 
up, but the model's is again undermined. Morten
sen·s efforts to configure Dunham in classically 
masculine ways are always doomed to fail specif
ically because they inevitably mark masculinity 
as a pose, reminding us that it is a performance 
rather than a natural effect. 

At the same time. when we look at this failed 
re-masculinization in light of the frequency with 
which Dunham served as a surrogate for Mor
tensen, the photographer's own masculinity 
and artistic status become threatened as well. 

Because Dunham's position in front of the cam
era oscillates between object and subject-he 
performs both for Mortensen and as him-the 
security of Mortensen's dominant position is 
by turns undermined as well as bolstered. 

Moreover, if we look at these images of 
Dunham specifically as a re-masculinization 
effort gone awry, they pose more searching 

challenges to the gender ideologies within the 
larger culture. They prompt us to question the 
terms of the enterprise itself. to reassess its 
meaning and value. The pictures encourage us 
to ponder whether dominant conceptions of 
masculinity-the standards against which Dun
ham (and by extension, Mortensen) appears not 
to measure up-are in the end the most useful 
measures. Is the consistently heroic. self-assured, 
autonomous actor necessarily the most desir

able role model? Might the character traits 
Dunham's portraits embody-flexibility, support
iveness, the will to collaborate and be subordi
nate-offer an alternative mode of masculine 
behavior that is worth emulating? 

Fixing Dark Shadows: The Grotesques 

On more than one occasion, Mortensen admitted 
to producing "a whole series of witchcraft pictures 
-scenes pertaining to the burning of witches and 
so on-that I enjoyed making but that have never 
been published, and probably never will: As an 
explanation for holding these images back from 
his viewers, he postulates that "the public wouldn't 

withstand the shock."136 Mortensen·s statement is 
partly a tease, a theatrical ploy, because a selec
tion of these images was featured in Monsters 

& Madonnas, in the "Grotesques· section. In the 
text accompanying the first image in the series, 
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Mortensen narrates a descent 'into a world of 
murky shadows and primitive fears.· He locates 
the appeal of grotesque art in the fact that 'the 
material is unfamiliar. and. by ordinary standards. 
unpleasant; yet it calls forth a deep instinctive 
response.· As a result. viewers are ·torn between 

repulsion and attraction."137 On one level. Morten
sen·s words offer a convincing analysis of the 
visceral powers of grotesque imagery. But if the 
reader were not alerted that his descriptions 
referred specifically to grotesque art. they might 
also be taken as responses to aspects of gay 
subcultures. The dynamic of ·repulsion and 
attraction · might describe the response of a 
latent homosexual who is afraid to act upon his 
impulses. Mortensen·s grotesque imagery is a 
complex body of work that deserves to be inter
preted on many levels. But at least part of its 
power stems from its subconscious entangle
ment with the power of homoerotic desires. 
This connection can also be drawn on a more 
popular level. as lesbians and gay men have 
long looked to the tradition of same-sex com
munities within the history of witchcraft as a 

part of their own subcultural genealogy.138 

The intertwinement of grotesquery. collabo
ration. and homoeroticism becomes still more 
intricate in light of Koestenbaum·s notion that 
·collaboration is always a sublimation of erotic 
entanglement. always a glamorous underworld 
enterprise· and that collaborators 'delude them
selves with myths of what double talk will magi
cally bring. A writer turns to a partner not from 
a practical assessment of advantages. but from 
a superstitious hope. a longing for replenishment 
and union that invites baroquely sexual inter

pretations."139 Koestenbaum·s insistence that this 
dynamic is "always· the case is. of course. a 
polemical overstatement. but his ideas nonethe
less remain suggestive for interpreting Morten
sen·s grotesque images. The photographer 
underscored the ·subterranean connotation 

... attached to grotesque arr when he repeat
edly reminded his readers of the etymological 

link between ·grotto· and ·grotesque."140 

Dunham was the model for many images in 
the group, including Belphegor. The Pit and the 
Pendulum. and Human RelaOons. These photo
graphs take up where the character portrayals 

leave off. representing an even more imaginative 
exploration of the depiction of types and a more 
exaggerated exploitation of the dramatic poten

tial of photography. The hint of disturbance and 
imbalance conveyed in so many of Mortensen's 
portraits of Dunham offers a foretaste of the 
photographer's more graphic investigation of 
the dark side of life in the grotesques. For exam
ple. of his Niccolo Macfoavel!i, Mortensen notes 
that "there is definitely a suggestion of some
thing crouching and beastlike in the hint of 

pointed ears on either side of the headdress."141 

This intimation is developed into a full-blown 
motif in Belphegor. a portrayal of one of the 
devil's attending demons. where the tactile sug
gestions. in Mortensen·s words. ·are all of a harsh 
sort and help to build up the bestiality of the 
theme: e.g .. the stiff. bristly hair and the bulbous 

fungoid mass on the temple."142 

Mortensen·s detailed accounts of the proce
dures used in making Belphegor reveal that he 
employed extreme forms of manipulation at 
every stage. He fabricated the horrific protru
sions on Belphegor's face using collodion makeup, 
a technique learned from working with the Hol

lywood master of the grotesque. Lon Chaney.143 

The process involved modeling protuberances 
in wads of cotton and attaching them to the face 

with a syrupy pyroxylin solution.144 The artist first 
deformed Dunham's visage by enlarging his nose 
and cheekbones. widening his jaw. and building 
an exaggerated brow over his eyes. This last 
operation made his eyes appear particularly 
·small and brutal. " After the modeling was com
pleted. Mortensen stressed the eyes still further 
with a brown lining pencil. He further empha
sized the ·crude. rugged modeling of the face· 
through the use of dynamic lighting. and by 
dodging in the face during the printing process. 
Finally, Mortensen intensified the appearance of 
the highlights and the power of the modeling 

through the abrasion-tone process.145 
Mortensen observes that non-realistic make

up 'is intrinsically more interesting to the pictori

alist"146 than illusionistic makeup. affirming his 
greater creative engagement with this use of 

cosmetics for exaggerated effects. While non
realistic makeup increased the inventive oppor
tunities of the artist. it simultaneously reduced 
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the model's participation in the creative process. 
In contrast to the portrayal of Machiavelli, to 
which Dunham contributed both his likeness 
and his ideas, in Belphegor his identity is masked, 
literally and figuratively. His role as a model 
appears here to have been of the passive type, 
serving as the plastic vehicle for the artist's ex
pression. The model's demoted status is further 
underscored by the suggestions of bestiality 
in the image, intimating that he is not only a 
passive partner, but a subhuman one as well. 

Dunham is also cast in a passive position in 
The Pit and the Pendulum, in which his static role 
is dictated by the narrative of the well-known 
short story by Edgar Allan Poe. The model is 
literally immobilized, his body tied to the floor 
of the torture chamber, pinned beneath the 
gigantic blade that menaces from above. Dun
ham's passivity was essential not only to the 
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dramatic theme of the picture, but also to its 
production. As the text accompanying the repro
duction in Monsters & Madonnas explains, "the 
picture owes much of its effectiveness to the 
looming of the perspective obtained by placing 
the pendulum almost in line with the camera. 
This effect was made feasible by the fact that 
the model (because he was lying flat on the 
floor) was able to hold the pose for a long time 

without movement."147 Dunham's facial features 
are at once exaggerated by his expression of 
horror and generalized through the bromoil 
transfer process, but his countenance remains 
identifiable. His identity is corroborated by a 
handwritten caption on at least one copy of the 
print. reading "Portrayed by George Dunham."148 

Viewers familiar with sadomasochistic sexual 
practices might be quick to see allusions to these 
rituals in this picture. The figure lies flat on his 
back, stripped nearly bare, his limbs splayed and 
anchored by ropes pulling in divergent directions, 
as they would be if his body were tied to the 
corner posts of a bed. This configuration revises 
the description in Poe's story, where the protag
onist's body is clothed in a wool robe and bound 
to a wooden framework by a single strap resem

bling a surcingle.149 In the photograph, the net
work of lines drawn by the ropes, as well as the 
trajectories of the rats scurrying along the floor, 
direct our attention to Dunham's genital area, 
underscoring the sexual focus of the picture. 
The victim's loins are accorded further emphasis 
by the elaborate network of ropes and rags 
crossing on top of them, making this by far the 
busiest passage in the picture. Furthermore, the 
additional swatch of fabric lying to the figure's 
right recalls the fluttering banner loincloths 
common in fifteenth-century Northern European 
depictions of Christ on the cross. If we follow 
Leo Steinberg's reading of these enhanced loin
cloths as phallic synecdoches,150 then the pres
ence of a similar visual device in the photograph 
emphasizes Dunham's sexuality all the more. 

The suggestion of sadomasochistic rituals in 
this image marshals our attention toward the 
possible parallels between Mortensen's photo
graphic practices and those of this particular 

sexual subculture.151 Both ventures are funda
mentally theatrical, centered around role-play-
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ing and the creation of scenes through cos
tumes, props, and ritualized dialogues. Each are 
sites of fantasy, in which selected everyday 
objects take on enhanced significance. In the 
context of sadomasochism, certain items, like 
stiletto heels or leather jackets, become fetish 
objects, seemingly imbued with magical powers. 
A similar transformation occurs in Mortensen's 
pictures: in the descriptions of the grotesque 
images in Monsters & Madonnas, the author is 
quick to point out that the exotic-looking set
tings and props were ordinary items trans
formed through his processes of photographic 
control. For example, the ominous pendulum 
was actually an old bowsprit the photographer 

found washed up on the beach.152 Like Mor
tensen's models, these common objects are also 
playing roles in the photographs, taking on the 
appearance of things far more extraordinary 

than they are in reality.153 
Basic to both sadomasochistic practices and 

Mortensen's photography is a dichotomy of 
power. In sadomasochism, equipment such as 
dog collars, handcuffs, and whips, as well as 
practices including bondage, kneeling, and ren
dering sexual service, are all metaphors for the 

power dynamic between the partners.154 The 
establishment and maintenance of control, so 
central to Mortensen's entire approach to pho
tography, are likewise at the heart of sado
masochism, where the pacing and regulation of 
every action is crucial. The relations between 
the sadist and the masochist can be seen as 
more extreme versions of those between the 
photographer and his model. Much as the sado
masochistic scene is structured by the com
mands issued to the masochist by the sadist, 
Mortensen regulated his photography sessions 

through the orders he gave to his models.155 

The dictatorial ethos of Mortensen's practice is 
underscored in the language he uses to describe 
the visual appeal of successful photographs: 
such pictures contain the elements of "the picto
rial imperative;' the image "must command you 

to look at it.'156 In the sadomasochistic context, 
militaristic uniforms, language, and role-playing 
parody authority, simultaneously challenging its 

power and exposing its hidden sexual side.157 

The military aspect of Mortensen's personal 

Human Relations, 1932 

Gelatin silver print 
81:093:009 
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style and artistic vocabulary is less extreme; but 
if it never becomes a full-fledged parody, it is 
certainly not without a tinge of irony and play. 

If Mortensen's commanding role clearly casts 
him as akin to the sadist or "top," Dunham's multi
faceted role as the photographer's assistant, 
ghostwriter, and model likens him to that of the 
masochist, frequently referred to as the "bottom' 
or "slave.' Although the rigid hierarchy of power 
in sadomasochistic rituals may seem to preclude 
any agency on the part of the passive partner, 
a closer analysis of the situation reveals a more 
complex dynamic. The sadist is always depen
dent on the masochist's willingness to play, and 
the scene is prefaced by negotiations between 
the participants, in which the specifications and 

duration of the activities are spelled out.158 This 
strategizing practice calls to mind the planning 
sessions (discussed earlier) in which Mortensen 
and Dunham worked out the details for the 
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photograph of Dunham as Mccolo Machiavelli. 
Moreover, the voluntary contract agreed upon 
by sadomasochistic players is predicated upon 

the equality of the partners.159 The roles assumed 
by the participants in the sadomasochistic scene 
are exchangeable; the sadist is ever also a 
masochist. These sadomasochistic parallels add 
yet another layer of meaning to the surrogacy 
dynamic between Mortensen and Dunham, 
underscoring the fluidity of the roles they 
assumed and the fact that their partnership 
was continually a two-way interchange. These 
parallels can be applied to the texts as well as 
the pictures. The various scenarios described in 
The Model for example, where even the "coop
erative model" is rendered as subordinate to the 
photographer, can be seen as instances where 
Dunham is writing himself on the bottom, script
ing his role as that of the masochist. 

In addition to these examples where the 
collaboration was between artist and model, in 
other images within the grotesque series the 
process of cooperation appears in allegorical 
form within the pictures. Preparation for the 

Sabbot and Human Relations are both scenes of 
collaboration between two figures of the same 
sex. Preparation for the Sabbot illustrates the 
cooperation between two witches. As Morten
sen explains the subject, "a young witch, eager 
and exuberant, is being rubbed by the old witch 
with a magic ointment. By virtue of this salve, 
according to tradition, the witches were enabled 
to fly to their assemblies."160 The photographer 
goes on to note that "this picture is one of the 
very few in which I have made a successful 
composition with two figures. Such a composi
tion usually results in an uncomfortable division 
of interest. But here there is no such division. 

The old witch is effectively subordinated, both 
by her inferior position, and her lesser illumina

tion."161 The picture thus recapitulates the terms 
of the relationship between Mortensen and 
Dunham, where one partner assumes the subor
dinate role. If it is tempting to interpret the col
laboration between the two witches as an alle
gory of the cooperation between the two men, 
it is more difficult to match up the players. The 
young witch in the spotlight is a logical stand-in 
for Dunham the model, but her dominant role in 
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the picture likens her to Mortensen as well. The 
curved broomstick she positions so carefully 
between her legs serves literally as the instru
ment for applying the magic ointment to her 
genitals, and thus as a vehicle of supernatural 
power. But the stick is almost ridiculously phallic, 
speaking to a desperate ambition for the mas
culine role. At the same time, the broomstick
phallus is patently artificial, calling our attention 
to the fabricated status of gender roles. "The old 
beldame· is similarly ambiguous. Visually and 
thematically, she is relegated to the background, 
the position in the partnership occupied by Dun
ham in the Mortensen School of Photography 
and in their publishing endeavors. Yet her role 
as the maker and dispenser of the magic salve 
casts her as the active creator in the scene, a 
part most readily assumed by Mortensen. The 
multiplicity and flexibility of possible role assign-
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ments also recall the sheer abundance of parts 
played by Dunham over the course of his col
laboration with Mortensen. Like the many por
traits which ultimately fail to re-masculinize 
Dunham. Preparation for the Sabbot problema
tizes the reduced status of the supposedly sub
ordinate partner in any collaborative effort. The 
position of the old witch emphasizes the ambi
guity and mutability that sometimes define 
power relations, and calls our attention to the 
multiplicity of possible ways one can make 
creative contributions to any shared project. 

Human Relations. another image reproduced 
in Monsters & Madonnas, allegorizes the collab
orative process in still different ways. As the 
title indicates, Mortensen intended the picture 
as a commentary on human interaction; the vio
lence of the image makes it clear that the rela
tions he had in mind were born of hatred. The 
figure in the picture appears to be pulling his 
own eyes out recalling Oedipus's famous act of 
self-blinding. As the Greek myth goes, Oedipus 
plucks his own eyes out after discovering that 
he has unwittingly married his own mother, after 
killing his father. If we read Human RelaNons in 

light of this myth. Dunham's violent gesture too 
becomes a response to the scandal of illicit sex. 
This reference to unauthorized sexual behavior 
might also be seen as a metaphor for the simi
larly illicit collaborative erotics structuring the 
relationship between Mortensen and Dunham. 

While the 'human relations· depicted in the 
image is the antithesis of cooperation, the pro
duction of the picture demanded exactly that 
requiring two models to work closely together. 
·one to supply the outraged, tortured face: and 
the other ·to furnish the cruelly thrusting arm: 
Though the first model wears ·considerable make
up, emphasizing the deep lines of suffering and 
suggesting the puckering of the skin around the 
eyes where the fingers seem to have entered:162 

the visage is nonetheless recognizable as Dun
ham's. The identity of the other model remains 
a mystery. The anonymity of this second figure 
in turn serves as a cipher of Dunham's often 

unacknowledged contribution to Mortensen's 
work. The photographer's oscillation between 
affirming and denying Dunham's agency in his 
work can be seen as a struggle between the 

forces of artistic integrity, which would tend to 
admit Dunham's contribution, and egotism, 
which would tend to suppress it. On a more 
speculative plane, this dynamic echoes once 
again the pattern whereby collaborators simul
taneously express and conceal homoerotic 
desire: in Koestenbaum·s words. "when two men 
write together, they indulge in double talk; they 
rapidly patter to obscure their erotic burden, 
but the ambiguities of their discourse give the 
taboo subject some liberties to roam."163 

The theme of secrecy is threaded throughout 
the discourses of grotesque wizardry, collabora
tion, and homoeroticism in Mortensen·s work. The 
topic of secrecy also arises in some unexpected 
places, making its significance to Mortensen·s 
projects all the more emphatic. For example, 
after detailing the process of creating an elabo
rate collodion makeup like the one used for 
Belphegor, he urges his followers ·to carry out 

your practice in silence and in secret."164 The 
superficial rationale for this surreptitiousness is 
to protect the amateur from embarrassment 

"when the results are awful." But beneath the 
surface of Mortensen's admonishment lurks a 
more profound connection between the pho
tographer's elaborate techniques and the realm 
of grotesque wizardry and secrets. In an article 

on the bromoil process, Mortensen notes that " 
a perverse and malignant intelligence· seems to 

lurk about this particular phase of photography, 
in which the ·mischievous influence· of ·the dark

room poltergeist" is frequently felt.165 On other 
occasions, Mortensen admits his reluctance to 
share his special processes with the public, 
indicating a desire to keep at least some of his 

photographic secrets to himself.166 His preference 
for individualized instruction rather than group 
teaching also contributed to the aura of secrecy 
surrounding Mortensen's techniques, as the 
processes thus never become part of a larger 
discussion or acquire the status of a body of 

shared knowledge.167 

Knowledge of Mortensen's special processes 
was in this way akin to the awareness that Dun
ham was Mortensen's co-author: both were 
·open secrets: kept as the property of a few 
insiders until Mortensen decided to publicize 
them, as he did when he published articles about 
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his techniques and declared Dunham his collab
orator in the third edition of The Model D. A 
Miller has offered a nuanced analysis of the cul
tural work performed by the ·open secret:· 

In a world where the explicit exposure 
of the subject would manifest how thor
oughly he has been inscribed within a 
socially given totality, secrecy would be 
the spiritual exercise by which the sub
ject is allowed to conceive of himself 
as a resistance: a friction in the smooth 
functioning of the social order. a margin 
to which its far reaching discourse does 
not reach. Secrecy would thus be the 
subjective practice in which the opposi
tions private/public. inside/outside. 
subject/object are established, and the 
sanctity of their first term kept inviolate. 
And the phenomenon of the ·open 
secret" does not as one might think. 
bring about the collapse of these 
binarisms. and their ideological effects. 
but rather attests to their fantasmic 

recovery.168 

Following Miller. Sedgwick has used the phrase 
·open secret" to describe the common condition 
of knowledge about the sexual preferences of 
gay people in a culture where the closet remains 
a structuring mechanism in the lives of even the 
most openly homosexual individuals. Regardless 
of whether Mortensen and Dunham actually ever 
became homosexual lovers. the prominence of 
the open secret in their relationship nevertheless 
replicated a defining features of gay life. 

Photography as Magic 

Interlinking the themes of collaboration. witch
craft. secrecy, and special processes is the idea 
that photography itself is a kind of magic. Mor
tensen displayed his own infatuation with this 
notion in his self-portrait as a magician [page 61 
made around 1945. His writings are likewise pep
pered with references to photographic wizardry. 
magic. and trickery. In an article on amateur 
photography Mortensen compares the popular 
mania for the candid camera to "the witchcraft 
persecutions. the epidemic of tarantism in the 

Sixteenth Century and the South Sea Bubble."169 
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His account of making his photograph of a Rope 
Dancer admits to using ·an old device of trick 
photographers ... photographing, against a hori
zontal background, figures that are presumably 

upright.·110 Describing the corrective uses of 
makeup, Mortensen cautions readers about the 
limits of corrective devices: "This predicament is 
not unlike that of an over-anxious magician who 
gives his trick away by too much or over

emphatic misdirection. A skilled performer. how
ever. will perpetrate the most extreme decep

tions under your very nose."171 

If Mortensen regarded the photographer as 
a magician. it follows that he would likewise see 
his photographic materials as sources of wiz
ardry. Mortensen makes a playful reference to 
this parallel in the description accompanying 
PreparaUon for the Sabbot; after enumerating 
the ingredients of the "witch butter" the old sor
ceress applies to the young witch's body, he 
pokes fun at photographers who are more 
interested in chemicals than pictures, declaring 
in a footnote that "those who can't resist new 

developers might try this formula some time."172 

The link between the representation of sorcery 
and the chemical wizardry of the medium is for
tified by the fact that collodion. the syrupy solu
tion used in the production of grotesque makeup, 
was the same chemical most often used to coat 
photographic plates beginning in the mid-nine

teenth century.173 

The supernatural associations hovering around 
the collaboration between Mortensen and Dun
ham were bolstered by an ancient belief that 
model and writer Elizabeth Hollander finds lurk
ing behind the very idea of modeling :that the 
relation between a figure and its image is the 
locus of a powerful magic. At one level. the image 
is some kind of foil or channel for powers the 
depicted one is thought to possess: holy icons. 
effigies and. in a more sophisticated way, por
traits are examples of this notion. But as we come 
to regard the act of depiction itself as magical. 
the subject becomes a tool or servant of that 
power. These evocative and creative magics are 
united in the complex figure of the Muse. invari
ably female. who in mirroring the artist's own 
creative powers may either manipulate or be 

manipulated by thern.174 Myrdith certainly filled 
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the role of the Muse for Mortensen in the most 
obvious ways, but we can also see Dunham as 
playing this part. not only as a model, but also 
as ghostwriter, research specialist. and interlocu
tor to the photographer. His assumption of the 
Muse's position provided yet another context 
in which Dunham was symbolically feminized. 

Mortensen drew further connections between 
photography and magic in his depiction of The 
Tantric Sorcerer [pages 30 and 701. He made 
several variations on this image, all featuring 
Dunham as the model. The photograph portrays 
a practitioner of Tantrism, a variety of Esoteric 
Buddhism introduced to Tibet in the eighth cen

tury.175 We can identify the subject as Tibetan by 
the lettering in the upper left hand corner of the 

black-and-white version of the image.176 Mor

tensen published the photograph on several 
occasions. most often referring to it as an exam
ple of the suggestive powers of lighting. The 
Tantric Sorcerer demonstrates the particular 
variety of dynamic light achieved when the front 
light unit is placed below the subject. According 
to Mortensen, "this lighting immediately creates 
a sinister quality, owing to its reversal of the 
ordinary order of light and shade. It is imperma
nent and fugitive in its connotations. and sug
gests the flash of unreasoning terror: Morten
sen cautions his readers that this type of lighting 
·must be used with a great deal of discretion;· 
because of its ·almost freakish effectiveness: it 
runs the risk of becoming a 'dangerous affecta
tion· if over-used or employed with inappropri

ate subject matter.177 This word of warning 
recalls his earlier admonition about the use of 
collodion makeup; Mortensen seems forever in 
fear that his spectacular techniques will take on 
the properties of the supernatural forces they 
are deployed to represent. that they will magi
cally slip beyond his control and take on a life 
of their own. 

In The Tantric Sorcerer. the shadows consti
tute a vital part of the picture, serving potently 
as both a design element and symbol. Morten
sen noted how "the large cast shadow on the 
background increases the size and menace of the 
figure: Beyond emphasizing the focal point of 
the image, the shadows reinforce the theme of 
the photograph by creating ·an atmosphere of 

mystery and foreboding." Within the magical 
realm of The Tantric Sorcerer, shadows are 
transformed from mere passive projections to 
active generators of meaning. In Mortensen·s 
evocative words, "from things half-glimpsed. the 
imagination fills in its own version of the details 
and. incidentally, furnishes much more effective 
detail than could possibly be supplied by com

pletely literal rendition of the subject.·17s In a 
tinted version of the sorcerer [page 301, Mor
tensen supplies some of these details for the 
viewer, dropping fantastic imagery into the 
background. including a statue of a Bright King, 
a fierce manifestation of the power of Buddha 
traditionally deployed to ward off evil in state 
protection ceremonies. The efficacy of the deity 
is increased by its multiple arms and faces. which 
are replicated yet again in the enlargement of 
part of the sculpture in a shadow. Further back 
into the distance. we see part of a Buddhist 
mandala, a cosmic diagram of a sacred ritual 
space. which takes the form of a square oriented 
toward the four cardinal directions punctuated 
by a gateway. The supernatural aura of the pic
ture is enhanced by the tinting. rendering the 
sorcerer's skin and imposing crown an eerie 
shade of greenish yellow, his lips and eye lids 

a complementary pink. 
In both the black-and-white and colored 

versions. Mortensen has deployed The Tantric 
Sorcerer as a showcase of his repertoire of 
photographic tricks. By using an image of a 
sorcerer for this purpose, he makes a witty play 
on the multiple meanings of ·medium: evoking 
its connotations of both artistic materials and 
supernatural agency. In the black-and-white 
version. Mortensen·s provocative use of chiaro
scuro gives form to his conviction that "light is 
the very basis of the photographic medium: 
and that ·shadows are a peculiarly photographic 

problem."179 The tinted version displays the 
emotional potency of color, as well as calls 
attention to the artistic potential of combination 

printing. The mandala in the background also 
resembles an elaborate picture frame; this asso
ciation anchors the fantasy within the realm of 
art. reminding us that the entire image is indeed 
a concoction of the photographer's imagination. 
In playing the role of the sorcerer. Dunham adds 
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still another meaning to the word "medium: as 
he literally serves as the medium through which 
Mortensen realizes his artistic vision. 

It is tempting to regard Mortensen's self
portrait as a magician as a pendant to The 
Tantric Sorcerer. In portraying both himself and 
Dunham as wizards, Mortensen creates another 
connection between the two collaborators, 
offering another instance where one partner can 
readily serve as a surrogate for the other. The 
self-portrait makes use of some of the same 
visual devices as The Tantric Sorcerer, deploying 
background shadows that simultaneously rein
force the central figure and provide jumping-off 
points for the viewer's imagination. Both figures 
wield divining rods, Mortensen tucking a magic 
wand under his arm and Dunham grasping a 
scepter in the form of a lotus stalk, topped by a 
bud and flame. The two men likewise each wear 
imposing headdresses, decorated with figurative 
imagery. In the self-portrait, a playing card is 
tucked into the band around Mortensen's top 
hat. The crown worn by The Tantric Sorcerer is 
of the type worn by Tibetan theocrats such as 
the Dalai Lama; it is composed of a series of flat 
panels of intricately worked metal, forming an 
elaborate frame for the miniature picture at the 
center of each panel. Moreover, the characters 
depicted on each headdress are powerful fig
ures: the card in Mortensen's hat is the Queen 
of Hearts, and the tiny pictures in the sorcerer's 
crown are revered men, probably Tibetan deities 
or venerable ancestors, seated in the lotus posi
tion and performing ritual attributes. 

There are important distinctions between the 
two conjurers, however. Through his yellowed 
skin, Fu Manchu mustache, and exotic costume 
and props, Dunham is clearly cast as an Oriental 
mystic, while Mortensen's tuxedo brands him as 
a magician in the Western tradition. The East/ 
West dichotomy established by these costumes 
and props carries with it the power hierarchy of 
the Orientalist tradition, through which the 
hegemony of the Occident is guaranteed.180 The 
deportment of the two men reinforces this type
casting. Dunham's eyes are closed, marking him 

as a vehicle through which magic passes, rather 
than as an active agent. In contrast, Mortensen's 
eyes are wide open, and he tucks a phallic wand 

under his arm. If Dunham's Asian casting and 
closed eyes type him as a passive medium, Mor
tensen clearly is in command of the magic his 
costume implies. 

A pair of sequential photographs from the 
archive sheds additional light on the nature of 
the men's relationship and the role of magic 
within it. Like the portrait we began with, these 
pictures are small, merely 2 3/4 x 2 3/8", intimating 
perhaps that they were intended as personal 
keepsakes rather than prints for public display. 
The first image is a head-and-shoulders portrait 
of Mortensen, posed in front of a landscape 
backdrop. Mortensen's clothing in this picture
dark corduroy jacket, plaid shirt and dark ascot 
-is even more self-consciously artistic than his 
outfit in the double portrait, and the unlit pipe in 
the corner of his mouth adds to the impression 
of him as a genteel aesthete. Propped up on the 
ledge in front of his torso, Mortensen holds a 
photograph of Dunham, taken against the same 
backdrop. The fingers of Mortensen's hand 
extend over the top corner of the portrait, 
asserting his possession and control of it. 
Because the images incorporate several of 
Mortensen's signature motifs, it seems reason
able to speculate that the portrait of Dunham 
was taken by Mortensen, and that the two images 
of Mortensen are self-portraits. The background 
of rolling hills against a clouded sky and the 
shallow ledge in front of the sitter repeats one 
of Mortensen's favorite compositional formulas, 
recalling the background in Niccolo Machiavelli 

and numerous other images.181 Despite the cohe
sion implied by the rhyming backdrops and the 
physical proximity between the sitter and the 
portrait he grasps, the diverging facial expressions 
of the two men set them apart. Mortensen stares 
off to the right, absorbed in far-away thoughts, 
his slightly knitted brow signaling his mental con
centration. Dunham, in contrast, looks boldly 
outward, meeting the viewer's eyes. His direct 
gaze intimates an audience-orientation that Mor
tensen's detached stare precludes. This portrait 
thus reverses the outward awareness conveyed 
in the pictures of the magician and sorcerer, in 
which Mortensen's eyes met the viewer, while 
Dunham's were closed. At the far left of the 
image, a single unlit match rests on the ledge. In 
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the second picture Mortensen has picked up the 
match and is in the process of lighting his pipe. 
The bright flame rising between his fingertips 
and the bowl of the pipe becomes his focus of 
attention, as well as the viewer's, recalling the 
sudden brightness of a photographer's flash unit. 
Mysteriously, as if by magic, the portrait of Dun
ham has disappeared. We can only speculate 
about what happened to it. Was the paper print 
consumed by the fire of the pipe? If we see the 
flame as a metaphor for a photographic flash, 
then the flame is simultaneously an enabler and 
a destroyer of photographic imagery. 

Regarded together, these last four images 
concisely summarize the collaborative dynamic 
between Mortensen and Dunham. Mortensen 
was, of course. always the more prominent figure. 
He was the active conjurer of images and ideas, 
while Dunham acted them out and wrote them 
down. As a principal model, Dunham was the 
medium through which the photographer's vision 
was registered. Dunham's presence before the 
camera was often (though not always) acknowl
edged, either by his name or his recognizable 
face. But his role as the writer, and creative con

tributor, was consistently erased from the scene, 
made to go up in smoke, as did his portrait from 

the ledge. 

Diane Dillon 

Within the sequence, the photograph of 
Dunham serves as a symbolic prop, akin to the 
fetishistic props that figure so prominently in 
sadomasochistic rituals. Like the stiletto heels 
of the fetishist the portrait photograph assumes 
an enhanced significance. taking on a life of its 
own within the narrative. Going a step farther, 
we might also compare Dunham's role in Mor
tensen's work to that of the fetish object within 
sadomasochism. Both served dually as subjects 
and objects. Dunham of course brought his own 
personal identity to the collaboration, but it then 
accrued new dimensions, new layers of meaning, 
through his association with Mortensen. But as l 
have aimed to show, their partnership was ever 
a two-way interchange, despite Mortensen's far 
greater fame. Through his ghostwriting and 
modeling, Dunham was instrumental in crafting 
the image of Mortensen that was available to 
the public eye. Over the course of producing a 

body of work in which they represented each 
other. the identities of Mortensen and Dunham 

became intertwined in complex ways. In some 
cases, as in the portraits of Dunham as Machi
avelli and Paganini. Mortensen projected his 
own artistic self-image on to his model. It might 
be useful to consider the portrait of Dunham 
balanced on the ledge by Mortensen in this 
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context. If we interpret the portrait within the 
portrait as another projection of Mortensen's 
own identity, then we might see Dunham's quick 
disappearance from the second image as a 
metaphor for Mortensen·s own rapid erasure 
from history. Perhaps now the images of both 
men, and their collaboration, will be conjured 
back to life. their contributions unearthed from 
the archive and reinserted into the discourse of 
photography. 

NOTES 

1 Mortensen·s conscious self-fashioning as a dashing 

artist is apparent from the numerous photographic 

portraits of him, produced by himself and others. In 

many of these images, the nattiness of Mortensen's 

attire borders on affectation: he often sports a fussy 

cravat and holds a pipe in a pretentious pose. 

2 Comparison of this image with the numerous family 

photographs in the William Mortensen Archive indi

cates that the setting is the photographer's home. 

3 George Dunham. ·Mortensen-The Picture Maker: 

Laguna Beach Post (19 August 1965). pp. 1-2; George 

Dunham. ·Mortensen Was Master of Photographic 

Arts: South Coast News (20 August 1965), pp. 17-20: 

George Dunham, ·william Mortensen-Picture 

Maker: Rangefinder (September 1965), p. 25. 

4 Dunham. ·Mortensen-The Picture Maker: p. l. 

5 Jacket flap to William Mortensen and George Dun

ham. How to Pose the Model third edition, (San 

Francisco: Camera Craft Publishing Company, 1956). 

6 Arthur O'Connor. ·George Dunham: Ghost Writer of 

Mortensen's Many Books: in his column entitled 

·people and Other Things: Laguna Beach Post 

(21 July 1960). p 9. 

7 It should be noted that Dunham was not Morten

sen's only collaborator. His 1941 book, The Flash in 

Modern Photography, included a separate section 

on the utilitarian uses of the flash for professional 

(rather than fine art) photographers. penned by Don 

M. Paul. The complete segregation of the two parts 

of the book marks this collaboration as distinct 

from the one with Dunham, however, where the 

lines between contributors were continually blurred. 

8 Mortensen·s biography is also summarized in Debo

rah lrmas, The Photographic Magic of William 

Mortensen (Los Angeles: Los Angeles Center for 

Photographic Studies. 1979). np. 

9 O'Connor, p. 9: personal correspondence. Myrdith 

Mortensen to Deborah lrmas. 16 February 1977. 

Deborah lrmas Papers. WMA; Alumni Files. Pomona 

College. Claremont. Calif. 

10 See Hayden White. The Content of the Form (Balti

more: Johns Hopkins University Press. 1987). 

11 This phrase is the subtitle to William Mortensen. 

The Command to Look: A Formula for Picture Suc

cess (San Francisco: Camera Craft Publishing Com

pany, 1937). 

12 Wayne Koestenbaum, Double Talk: The Erotics of 
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Male Literary Collaboration (New York: Routledge, 

1989), p. 2. 

13 Koestenbaum, p. 3; Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Between 

Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), pp. 1-5 

and passim. Koestenbaum's theory has been adapted 

to the visual arts by Jonathan Weinberg, to whose 

example I am much indebted. See his "Famous Artists: 

The Collaboration and Competition of James Agee 

and Walker Evans; Erskine Caldwell and Margaret 

Bourke-White: in Ambition and Love in American 

Art (New Haven: Yale University Press. forthcoming). 

14 Koestenbaum, pp. 3-4. 

15 Indeed. this trend in academic discourse has become 

so pronounced that it warranted a front-page article 

in the "Arts & Ideas· section of the New York Times. 
See Dinita Smith. "'Queer Theory· Is Entering the 

Literary Mainstream," New York Times (17 January 

1998). p. Al3. For more extended definitions of queer 

theory. see Teresa de Lauretis. "Queer Theory: Les

bian and Gay Sexualities, An Introduction: differ
ences.- a journal of feminist cultural studies 3 (Sum

mer 1991), p. v; Michael Warner. ed .. Fear of a Queer 

Planet: Queer Politics and Social Theory (Minneapo
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BEYOND RECALL 

In the William Mortensen Archive 

EVERY ARCHIVE HAS ITS OWN COMBINATION of flavors, 
scents, sounds, textures, atmospheres. There's its 
setting, of course, its physical locale; the archi

tecture and interior decor; the manner of its 
directorship and staff; and the age and physical 
condition of its contents. These externals add up 
to the particular ambience of the place, which to 
some extent sets a tone that affects a visitor's 

perception of the repository's contents. 
Conversely, the different components of 

each archive's contents have their own inherent 

attributes, their own moods and energies; these 
charge the environment distinctively in their turn 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS: Terence Pitts and the entire Center 

for Creative Photography staff made possible the fruit
ful residency during which the research for this paper 

was conducted. From a researcher's stand point the 

organization of the CCP's Mortensen holdings as 
achieved by Amy Rule. her staff and interns, proved a 

model of clarity and accessibility. Both Amy Rule and 

Nancy Solomon of the CCP brought important and 

relevant material and information to my attention, thus 

enriching the essay; and Nancy Solomon's respectful 
yet scrupulous and thorough editing thereof strength

ened this final version in several ways. Finally, the 

welcome input and encouragement from my fellow 
comrades in arms. Michael Dawson and Diane Dillon. 

provoked me usefully, and their energetic, indepen

dent pursuit of aspects of the Mortensen case left me 
feeling far less isolated than I have heretofore in my 

inquiry into this matter. 

My thanks to them all; I only hope our combined 

efforts here lead to the recovery of some or all of the 

missing material. to the full restoration of Mortensen 
to his place in the medium's history, and to the neces

sary, multifaceted. critical reassessment of his work 
and influence-both pro and con-that I believe he 
merits on the basis of all the available evidence. 
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whenever they're foregrounded and subjected to 
concentrated attention. You might call this the 
"feeling-tone" of the material itself. some synthe
sis of the life force and motives of all those who 
generated the material. preserved it. and finally 
placed it in the archive's care. 

Factor in also the particular researcher. a 
unique nexus of motivation, expertise, knowledge 
and wisdom, biases and blind spots. You can see, 
then. what a complex equation this adds up to, 
how many ways of reading an archive-or some 
portion thereof-might emerge, each of them 
partial, contingent. arguable. none of them plau
sibly definitive. 

Here, then, in relation to one small section of 
one single archive, I offer mine. 

NEAR THE NORTHWEST CORNER of the spacious, 
open, sunny campus of the University of Arizona 
in Tucson stands the Center for Creative Pho
tography. A handsome structure of red brick 
and gray concrete, it's the first museum ever 

established to house the life's work of selected 
photographers; yet. while that sense of mission 

and seriousness of purpose seems intrinsic to 
the place, it doesn't radiate sobriety, doesn't 
make you feel you're supposed to suppress 
your smile or keep your voice at whisper level. 

Constructed in the eighties under the watch
ful eye of James L. Enyeart-who has substantial 
credentials as a teacher, scholar, curator. histo
rian. organizer, and administrator-the place feels 
fully functional and. in an understated way, 

absolutely state-of-the-art. Unlike so many 
archives around the world housed in and making 
do with historic buildings built centuries ago, often 
to serve radically other purposes, this one was 
custom-made and offers rationalized spaces for 
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its various activities and up-to-date systems of 
information retrieval and material storage. The 
bright, clean, carpeted third-floor Research Cen
ter proves as comfortable an environment for 
such work as this writer has ever occupied. 

Under the genial guidance of current direc
tor Terence Pitts, the efficient but (from a New 
Yorker's standpoint, at least) laid-back staff 
radiates quiet expertise, consistent helpfulness, 
endless good will, and what would probably 
strike anyone permanently residing in that 
climatic zone as high energy. Most importantly, 
they all manifest an eagerness to share the 
materials in this repository, an attitude less 
common among archive workers than some 
might suppose. In short, no obstacle-no physical 
disturbance, no problem with the logistical sys
tem, no personality clash, no arcane regulation-

intrudes itself into the process of my addressing 
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one of the archives within this museum, the 
Center's holdings of material relating to William 
Herbert Mortensen. 

And what of me? I cannot be treated as a 
neutral figure in this equation. Some consider 
me the sparkplug of the Mortensen mini-revival 
now arguably under way. Certainly I was the 
first in decades to speak up for Mortensen's 
absolute right to inclusion in any serious history 

of the medium,! and the footnote in which I did 

so not only greatly upset the late photography 
historian Beaumont Newhall2 but intrigued a 
much younger scholar, Deborah Irmas, into look

ing into the matter; as a result, she co-curated 
the first exhibition of Mortensen's pictures in 
many years, in the process meeting his widow 
Myrdith, acquiring much of what was left of 
Mortensen's work and papers and ephemera, 
and, eventually, depositing it at the Center for 

Creative Photography.3 So, in some ways, as I 
step into the Research Center and pull a box 
of that material toward me, the moment has 
an eerie sense of inexorability, as if something 
in my own work has come full circle. 

Other complexities must be noted here as 
well. The first is the marvelous irony that 
Mortensen's work now literally breathes the 
same purified, temperature- and humidity-con
trolled air as that of his arch-enemy Ansel 
Adams, whose archive formed the keystone of 
the CCP's collection, and who colluded actively 
with Newhall in purging Mortensen from the 
record books. (More on that anon.) Then, my 
examination of the Mortensen material comes 
as a planned part of my three-month presence 
at the CCP as the Center's second Ansel and 
Virginia Adams Distinguished Scholar-in-Resi
dence; irony doubled. Thirdly, my own materials 

have begun to enter this archive as well,4 so I 
have some inkling of what it might have felt like 
to Adams to see his place in the medium's his
tory permanently secured by the creation of 
this place, whose first charge was to house his 
archive. Finally, during the course of this resi
dency at the CCP in the winter of 1996/97, I 
turned 53, which makes me, as of this writing, 
approximately the same age as Adams (born in 
1902) when he began to sense he had a lock on 
his niche in the pantheon, circa 1955 or so. It also 
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makes me not much younger than the slightly 
older Mortensen (born a century ago) was when 
he would have seen clearly that he was being 
actively, deliberately and completely written out 

of the history of his chosen medium.5 

My first encounter with the CCP's Mortensen 
material takes place in December of 1996. in the 
presence of two colleagues-Michael Dawson 
from the west coast and Diane Dillon from 
Chicago-who've come to Tucson briefly to 
look through these same holdings. towards the 
drafting of their own essays for this issue of 
The Archive. That there are three of us across 
the country interested enough in Mortensen to 
devote time and energy to this unlikely project 
creates a sense of mild wonder and a definite 
camaraderie. Mike and Diane dig in without me 
for the first few days, and then I join them; later. 
after they've left town. I return to spend time 
there alone. I have no expectations as to what 
I'll find. 

Like their counterparts in paleontology who 
can reconstruct (or so it seems) a whole bird 
from a single bone. today's trained historians 
can work wonders with very little. And I'm at 
best an autodidactic and part-time historian, so 
my assaying of this trove hardly constitutes a 
full appraisal of its potential yield for industrious 
and more expert researchers. However. if you'll 
allow me the poetic license of defining the CCP's 
collection of Mortensen material as a psychic 
space. then my lasting impression is of a place 
thoroughly rifled. burgled. looted. I enter it with 
eagerness and curiosity but no specific want list, 
only to discover that just about anything I might 
have imagined finding there doesn't exist, and 
what's left seems mostly disconnected scraps. 

One of the main gauges of the value of any 
archive is the extent to which it allows you to 
follow your own nose along some trail. inter
weaving connective threads and discovering 
serendipitous coincidences. In this archive, the 
researcher finds a mere handful of jigsaw-puzzle 
pieces, and an invitation to invent the larger, 
completed picture. "To be able to pursue any 
kind of thorough scholarship, 'You must have 

everything, " according to scholar Pierre Daix6; 
what this archive contains. on close examination. 
seems pretty slim pickings.7 

� , �-,I-"'-���� 1-{,fs; 

MORTENSEN SCHOOL 

OF 

PHOTOGRAPHY 
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Brochure, Mortensen School of Photography, 

Laguna Beach. California. 1937. 
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Consider, for starters. the following lacunae: 

* In Mortensen we have a man who made pho
tographs-both on commission and for his 
own purposes as an artist-over the course 
of four decades. Yet there are no negative 
files (nor, as a necessary part of his particular 
process. inter-negative files) to be found. Only 
a scant and apparently arbitrary sampling of 

contact sheets and work prints remain. Most 
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Letter from James du Pont 

Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 8 March 1935. 

notably, there's no definitive master set or 
portfolio of what he considered to be his 
most important pictures8-not even any writ
ten outline thereof, aside from the eighteen 
images featured in his monograph Monsters & 
Madonna� and the additional three dozen in 
its smaller-scale successor, The Command to 

Look. 10 Nor are there copies of his portraits 
of notables-John Barrymore, Clara Bow, Lon 
Chaney, Agnes DeMille, Janet Gaynor, Freeman 
Gosden and Charles J. Correll ("Amos 'n' Andy"), 
Jean Harlow, Rock Hudson, Deborah Kerr, 
Harold Lloyd, Norma Shearer, Rudolf Valen
tino, Fay Wray, to name some of the most 
obvious choices. Only a few boxes of prints 
remain, apparently a chance group of leftovers. 

* Here was a photographer who published and 
exhibited his own work internationally for 
decades, often to considerable critical acclaim.11 

But the archive contains not even an elemen
tary listing of exhibitions and publications of 
his pictures drawn up by him, no exhibition 
checklists, and only haphazard examples of 
reviews and other public commentary on his 
work-nothing that tracks the life his work led 
in the world, nor its reception by and its 
impact on others. 

* Mortensen experimented tirelessly with photo
graphic methods, authored half a dozen demon
strably influential tutorial texts on a variety of 
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technical subjects.'2 invented a system for pig

ment printing13 and a synthetic-color process 
(which he called Metal-Krome). But there are 
no annotated manuals or other lab notes, no 
descriptions of the specifics of the color pro
cess, no experimenter's journal, no darkroom 
records of any kind beyond cryptic annota
tions on the back of one or two prints. 

* Among his activities and achievements, Mor
tensen was a teacher who ran a successful 
school of photography in Laguna Beach for 
three decades-a facility of no small significance 
in the history of photography education; it 
opened in 1932, and its graduates included 
noted cinematographers, the actor and movie 
director Harold Lloyd, and the comedian Free
man Gosden of the team Amos 'n' Andy. But 
all that's left of the school's records are a few 
small printed promotional brochures, a lone 
ledger covering registration and fees for a few 
of its thirty years, and a questionnaire appar
ently given out to prospective and/or incom

ing students.14 

* In addition to working as a photographer, Mor
tensen was also a writer with dozens of books 
and magazine articles to his credit. Here the 
archive appears comparatively abundant, yield
ing up the full typescripts of several books, 
some variant typewritten drafts of both pub
lished and unpublished essays, and fragments 

84 



.t. 

of the related correspondence with editors and 
publishers. But there's little to indicate how 

these writing projects evolved.15 especially in 
regard to his collaboration with the character 
actor George Dunham. who served as not only 
his frequent model but his editorial advisor 

and possibly co-author on many of his texts.16 

(The exact nature and extent of their literary 
collaboration remains unclear. Certainly the 
erudite Mortensen needed no amanuensis.) 

* In him we have a public figure within the medium 
-a man who editorialized on assorted topics. 

gave lectures. juried exhibitions. corresponded 
with gallery owners. curators. journalists. admir
ers and detractors. and members of the gen
eral public. No one of Mortensen·s longtime 
prominence can avoid leaving traces of his or 
her passage through the world. Yet only a pair 
of scrapbooks created by his second wife. Myr
dith. preserve bits and pieces of such evidence, 
from which nuggets of useful material can yet 
be mined, along with occasional episodes of 
surpassing weirdness (such as the elegantly 
handwritten letter from one J. Dupont express

ing a yearning to possess Myrdith's skull).17 

* Beyond all that, of course. Mortensen had a 
life-a personal and private life. a life within his 
Southern California community. Aside from 
shards in the scrapbooks, virtually no trace of 
this remains in the materials preserved here, 

save for the occasional minor news item or 

brief interview with him in the local papers. 
No bank books, driver's license. homeowner's 
deed, gas bills. or last will and testament. 
Nothing about his family back in Utah (his 
father, his mother. his sister Ellen. to each of 
whom he dedicated one of his books). or his 
first wife Courtney Crawford. or how he applied 
his faith-Christian Science-to the illness that 
took his life. Instead, we find only some peculiar 
odds and ends concerning what may have been 
a failed attempt on his and/or Myrdith's part 
to raise a rare breed of house pet, and the 
memorial card distributed at his funeral service. 

It is of course possible that Mortensen was 
neither an organized person nor a dependable 
keeper of records, documents. correspondence. 
manuscripts. and such in either his personal or 
his professional spheres. But this seems unlikely, 
given his enthusiasm for a complex approach to 
praxis that required patience and concern for 
detail, not to mention the wide range of activities 
and professional responsibilities he undertook
a school, a studio, a career as an internationally 
exhibiting photographer, and a significant com
mitment to writing and publishing. Moreover, 
then as now, no one engages with the world in 
such ways without generating a considerable 
paper trail: notes, letters. typescripts, corrected 

page proofs, contracts, model releases, account 
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books. invoices, calendars. syllabi and lists of 
diplomates, tax returns ... even the most disor
ganized among us tend to hang onto that stuff 
just in case. keeping it in jumbled boxes in the 
garage if not neatly divided into labeled manila 
folders for easy retrieval from a file cabinet 
against the day that history (or the Internal 
Revenue Service) ever comes knocking. 

But this trail-at least to judge by what's on 
hand here-has gone stone cold. Yet I'm willing 
to bet that all this primary research material 
was once there, either in his home or his studio 
or his school; and now it's evaporated, appar
ently for good, and what we have instead is a 
drive in Laguna Beach posthumously named for 
him and a grudging mention in the final edition 
of Newhall's History.19 

So no, I don't see our subject sweeping 
everything on his desktop into the circular file 
come cocktail hour on Fridays as a matter of 
habit. Where did all that material go? According 
to Myrdith, a goodly chunk of it-negatives, paper 
negatives. masters of the texture screens, plus 
some manuscripts and publication files-Morten
sen turned over in 1962 to one Howard Lucy, with 
whom he signed a contract to market the screens; 
no one has yet managed to track this material 
down. Did the disheartened Mortensen discard 
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Page from William Mortensen's 
Cash Book: Model Releases, 

showing Marlene Dietrich 
on the page for 1939 

WMA 

it himself somewhere in the slough of despond, 
late in his life perhaps? Did Myrdith, after the 
funeral. sell off whatever she could find buyers 
for-prints, the model release with Marlene Diet
rich's signature on it20 the three thousand nega
tives of Jeanne Crain,21 the letters of appreciation 
from Amos ·n· Andy-and dump the rest in the 
trash? Does it yet lurk forgotten and unrecog
nized in someone's attic or basement or storage 
shed, safe for the moment yet ever at risk? Is it 
(best-case-scenario here, and don't hold your 
breath) being hoarded by some canny collector 
or dealer who's just waiting till this revival builds 
up a full head of steam before putting it on the 
market? Whatever the answer, its disposition 
without any notification to or inquiry from the 
photography community testifies to the plain 
fact that by the time of Mortensen's death from 
leukemia in August of 1965, no one considered 
this recently famous figure's works and papers 
worth thinking about much less searching out 
and preserving-perhaps not even Mortensen 
himself. since he apparently left no instructions 
to ensure their safeguarding or their deposit in 
any research facility.22 

What's missing suggests demoralization and 
defeat not only on Mortensen's part but on the 
part of all those around him-his wife, colleagues, 
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students, and friends.23 As well it might. Had Mor
tensen·s sense of irony been even more refined, 
he could have willed his work and papers to 
Newhall personally, thereby forcing that histo
rian to confront and confirm on the record his 
breach of professional ethics. For we can be 
reasonably sure that-the permanent interests 
of historianship be damned-Newhall would not 
have accepted the gift, nor lifted a finger himself 
to save any of this material for future study. Nor 
(as the record indicates. by omission) would he 
ever have encouraged anyone else to do so. 

Newhall and his circle-Group f/64 as a 
whole, but his own wife Nancy and Ansel Adams 
in particular-loathed Mortensen with a passion 
bordering on religious crusading. By the time 
Mortensen died, they'd seemingly won the war 
between their camp and his. and had long since 
adopted a scorched-earth policy. They wanted 
him dead, and-in addition to jesting about his 
demise among themselves during his lifetime
they told him so. in no uncertain terms. And then 
they did whatever they could to prevent post
humous attention to anything he'd produced or 
achieved. (Adams even had the temerity to 
object to the CCP's exhibiting Mortensen·s work. 
persisting until then-director Enyeart told him 
that this is what museums do and invited him 
to let viewers "see for themselves in depth a 
pictorialist rationale.") 

In short, and to their great discredit. they 
proved themselves sore winners, while their 
opponent was generous and. at least on the sur
face. unembittered in defeat. Mortensen never 
conceded the loss publicly, of course. and, so far 
as l can tell. no one ever asked him, for the 
record, how he felt about the outcome of the 
purist-pictorialist battle and its effect on his life 
and work. Nor does any private account of that 
experience survive-no letters or journals speak
ing to what must have been, on a number of 
levels. a deeply wrenching experience with a 
particularly painful conclusion. Though surely 
capable of creating one. he did not even leave 
us any parallel to Hippolyte Bayard's mocking, 
melodramatic self-portrait as a drowned man, 
made to memorialize his exclusion from the 
French government's acknowledgement of 
Daguerre's and Niepce·s work; I think Mortensen 

would have felt it beneath him. a form of whining. 
How did he assess it all at the end of his life? 

We we'll never know. Newhall. Adams, and the 
rest had by then so poisoned the well against 
him that in the early to middle sixties no curator 
would have considered Mortensen a candidate 
for a major retrospective. no serious biographer 
would have deemed him a worthy subject, no 
self-respecting historian or researcher would 
have sought him out as a source of historical 
data, and no reputable journal-certainly not 
aperture, at that juncture one of the medium's 
few "little" magazines, and virtually a Group f/64 

fiefdom-would have dared to publish an inter
view with him. He died a few years too soon to 
watch. enjoy, and benefit from the revival of his 
techniques (and his rationales for them) by the 
generation that rediscovered darkroom manipu
lation, directorial strategies, and so-called "alter
native processes." He may or may not have been 
broken at the end. but he had certainly lost the 
battle, if not the war, and he surely knew it. 

Who cares? Hardly anyone. Who should, and 
why? In my opinion. everyone with a serious 
involvement in photography should care. because 
the case of Mortensen is perhaps our clearest 
available demonstration that as Napoleon put it, 
"History is a lie agreed upon." and that its authors 
are usually the winners. 

One risk for me in speaking up for Morten
sen·s right to an acknowledged place in the 
medium's history, of course, is that I might be 

cast as an unequivocal admirer of Mortensen's 
photographs, perhaps even as one who values 
Mortensen·s photographic work over that of 
Adams. Weston. Van Dyke, and the other mem
bers of the purist faction. That's simply not the 
case. Most of Mortensen·s work has. for me. little 
more than a period appeal. On the basis of what 
I've seen over the years-and keeping in mind 
that no comprehensive set exists-there are per
haps two dozen images that stand the test of 
time: several of the grotesques, some nudes and 

portraits, half a dozen of the staged scenarios. a 
few still lifes (I'm especially partial to the eccen

tric, anomalous Stjlf Life with Hanging Cabbage 

of 1945).31 

Even so, these constitute a not insubstantial 
achievement, worthy of note in and of them-
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selves. For example, had any artist openly on the 
left made the bitingly satirical political commen
taries Human Relations 1932, Steel Stocks Advance, 
and the latter's companion piece, The Glory of 
War. and published and exhibited them widely in 
the States and abroad during the thirties. he or 
she would be celebrated nowadays as a pioneer
ing oppositional figure. the images acknowledged 
as among the medium's germinal visual polemics 

on war. capitalism. and social oppression. Instead. 
though they circulated widely in their day. they've 
been systematically excluded from the current 
discourse about "politically effective· photography. 
(Mortensen. having no affiliation with the left. was 
just a citizen with a conscience. and a willingness 
to voice it in public.) 

Even so. a few dozen still-viable images seem 
a scant basis on which to claim historical signifi
cance. More persuasively. I could propose that we 
can't understand the long-neglected and newly 
fashionable work of the late Pierre Molinier-or 
Cindy Sherman's 'history portraits." or Yasumasa 
Morimura·s revisionist versions of classical paint
ings-without placing those projects in a contin
uum that has little if anything to do with the 
Group f/64 attitude and very much to do with 
Mortensen. And I could suggest that we can't 
come to terms with the emergence. in the late 
sixties. of the "alternative processes" movement 
and its reinvention of assorted pictorialist tech
niques and tendencies (if not pictorialist styles 
and iconography) without recognizing the tradi
tion in which, several decades earlier. Mortensen 
served as the primary instructor and advocate. 

Yet that seems to me the easy way out
because it lets us use subsequent events that his 
antagonists and detractors could not have fore
seen to make a new case for reevaluating Mor
tensen·s relevance. It's a case that surely can be 
made. Indeed. I've made it myself. with pre
dictable results: when I first published my full

length essay on Mortensen.32 David Vestal dis
missed me as 'photography's ardent champion 
of clamorous mediocrity.' He missed the point: 
whatever one's evaluation of anyone's work. the 
obligations of criticism and historianship do not 
permit ignoring-or, worse. actively suppressing 
-the imagery of and relevant information about 
inarguably significant figures in the field. 

A D. Coleman 

So I'm less concerned with making a new 
case for Mortensen than I am in reopening the 
old one. From my standpoint. that's the easiest 
case of all to make. on the merits. requiring no 
ex post facto validations. Indisputably. Mortensen 
was an influential figure in his own day-as a 
high-profile performer in his own right. and as a 
widely read advocate of what I'd call open pho
tography (an embracive approach to praxis that 
accepted directorialism. post-exposure manipu
lation. mixed-media techniques. and other 
strategies). He was known around the world as a 
writer. educator. and picture-maker. His images 
were seen and admired by multitudes-not only 
the general public but an audience of fellow 
practitioners. And he contended. publicly and at 
great length. with a number of now-legendary 
figures during the course of his generation's ver
sion of one of photography's recurring 
hermeneutic debates. In all those ways, he gave 
to photography a lifetime of public service. 

Moreover. the positions he defended in 
regard to a performer's approach to praxis have 
a long and respectable tradition within the 
medium; their legitimacy-and the importance of 
his cogent articulation of them-does not stand 
or fall on our evaluation of his work, but on the 
merits of his arguments. which are demonstrable 
and considerable. Consequently, his absence 
from any basic written history of the medium in 
our century is a scandal. And those responsible 
for his exclusion stand accused of behaving dis
gracefully and unprofessionally. Period. 

And here l run another risk. that of appearing 
to be a practitioner of 'ad hominem Newhall

bashing.'34 So let me acknowledge without 
reservation my debt-one widely shared-to 
Newhall's spadework in our field, and in the same 
breath announce my intention to see that his 
treatment of Mortensen haunts him and tarnishes 
his image in perpetuity. However, the larger issue 
is not Newhall and his failings per se, but his 
exemplification of those unethical behaviors to 
which historians of all stripes-on the left no less 
than on the right-are prone. That's the lesson 
we need to learn from all this. This is the string 
for those of us in photography to tie around our 
fingers, the reminder notice to pin on the bul
letin board: ideologically driven historianship 
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Tearsheet 

Theatre Magazine (lune 1927). p. 42 

William Mortensen·s photograph: ·one of These 

Capricious Moods Has Brought Fay Wray 

Film Success· 
WMA 

may damage not only the historian's own credi
bility and reputation but more importantly, our 
sense of history itself. 

AND, IF THAT'S NOT PERSUASIVE ENOUGH for you, 
consider this story. A twenty-four-year-old, Utah
born painter, graphic artist and photographer 
whose family originally came from Schleswig
Holstein finds himself teaching art to the Mor
mon youth in a Salt Lake City high school. A 
Christian Scientist with friends in Southern Cali
fornia. he decides to move to Los Angeles. Unto 
his care. not long before his departure. a single 
mother assigns her fourteen-year-old daughter, 
an aspiring actress. They travel by train. Though 
they are attracted to each other. he does not 
press her. and she remains chaste. 

In L.A. he buys himself a Harley-Davidson 
motorcycle with a sidecar. in which they travel 
around the city. He has a job painting scenery 
for a film based on The Rubajyat of Omar 
Khayyam; he wangles her a room at the home 
of the film's director. Ferdinand Pinney Earle. 
and, when that doesn't work out rents a hotel 
room for her. Eventually she moves in with fam
ily friends and is enrolled in junior high school. 
The photographer signs her report cards, adding 
the word 'guardian.' 

He begins to photograph her, at first in a 
borrowed studio. eventually out of doors as well. 
He also sees to it that she meets some well-con
nected people and has a taste of ballet lessons. 
He tells her of his travels in Greece and his 
studies in New York at the Art Students League 
with Robert Henri. For her fifteenth birthday he 
gives her books by Mary Baker Eddy. 

He gets a job hand-tinting portraits. finds 
rooms for them both-quite separate. all very 
proper-at a boarding house, sets up a photog
raphy studio and darkroom of his own in the 
garage. She poses for him there, cloth-draped. 
never even semi-nude; indeed. he warns her 
against allowing anyone to take such pictures 
of her. He photographs her on a coastal beach. 
He also makes snapshots of her, fully clothed. 
in which she mimics a star of the day, the vamp 
Theda Bara; she sends some of the latter to her 
mother back home. He finagles a bit part for her 
in a Century Studios comedy. 

Her mother shows up in L.A., unannounced. 
Based on the casual snapshots mailed by the 
daughter to show how she's doing, a consulted 
spiritualist has warned that her daughter's in dan
ger from the photographer. She marches her 
daughter to the photographer's studio, where, 
at the matriarch's demand, he brings out every 
negative he has ever made of her with his Graflex, 
a stack that the girl recalls as glass plates. (She 
also remembers his camera as being an 8xlO.) 
Without looking at them, or asking to view any 
contact sheets or prints therefrom, her mother 
smashes them all, one at a time. then leaves, 

forbidding her daughter to return there again.37 

She and her family-her mother has brought 
her two younger brothers along-stay in South
ern California. Connections the girl has made via 
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Wm. Jlorlenson 
Painlin�s; AL Nt·w 
Fi11C· Aris; Gallen· 

By SALLY REEVE 

l.agunan \\'1lliam Mortrnscn. na
tionally famnu, for 40 yrars as an 
011tstaiull11g pholn�raplwr, a 11 11 
author of 11i11c- hooki;; ::incl nunwr 
011s arlides. has rrturiwd to his 
first lo,·c painting. 

Starting this week. more than 
40 of his works or art arc on dis
play al Laguna's Fine Arts Gallery. 
on Forest Avenue at Coast High
way. Ile works in a ,·aricly or 
ml'dia \\ilh decidedly pleasing ef
fects. 

Mortensen told this reporter 
amusedly that he feels he must 
already ha,·e "arrived·· as a painter 
llis works were placed in the 
gallery Saturday, and by Sunday 
afternoon someone had risked 
arrest to steal one of his portrait 
sketches. 

I' . 

Although a resident o( Laguna 
since 1931, Mortensen is actually , 
belier known in Washington, New 
York, London, Paris and Rome, 
since his photographic master
pieces have been on display al : 
most o( the leading galleries o( J 
the world including the Smithson- ( 
ian Institution. the Royal Academy r 
and in Vatican City. 

lie studied at the Art Students , 
League in New York under Robert 
Henri and George Bellows, and , 
started teaching in Sall Lake City. , 
lie switched lo photography and 
(or some years was art director 
for Cecil B. DeMille, workini; on 
such outstanding movies as "The 
Ten Commandments" and "The 
King of Kings." 

During his career as a photog
rapher he has "shot" such celeb
rities as Marlene Dietrich. Debor· 
ah Kerr, Jean llnrlow, and Jeanne 
Crnin: and his students ha,·e in
elud<'cl llarold Lloycl, Jascha llcif
ctz and Frederic March. 

RN·ause of his unique processes 
and rii:icl independence, he has 
been rnriously applauded and con
demned; ancl his unwillini:ncss to 
suhmit to the mechanical lirrnta
lions of the ramera has led him to 
continncd interest in painting. 

Now in the works is the makin� 
of a 30-minuc movie o( Jllortcnscn's 
life (or presentation in art theaters 
ncross tlw ruuntry. 

Clipping 

Laguna Beach Post. 

19 September 1963. 
WMA 

the photographer begin to pay off; she lands 
starring roles in two small films involving people 
to whom he'd introduced her. Perhaps for that 
reason the mother relents, allows the photogra
pher to take some new pictures of her in assorted 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century period cos
tumes, which she and her representatives use 
for her actor's "book" and for publicity purposes. 

The girl becomes engaged. then married. to 
a man whose claims to fame include having once 
engaged in a pissing contest off a balcony with 
both Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald. By now she is 
beating Jascha Heifetz at ping-pong. spending 
weekends at the home of Adolph Zukor, staying 
at the Plaza Hotel in New York. She's famous. A 
newspaper digs up and publishes one of the early 
Theda Bara snapshots. and one of the "classical" 
draped studio poses of her. The husband flies 
into a jealous rage. This is only resolved when 
the photographer is pressured into signing a 
false statement whose ritual function is to relieve 
the girl's mother (on paper only) of some of the 
responsibility for sending her with him to Cali
fornia, by passing the buck for that decision to 
her deranged older brother, already dead by his 
own hand. 

Possibly feeling a bit put out by the girl's 
silent acquiescence to the destruction of his nega
tives and her subsequent, more active complicity 
in the forced signing of a fraudulent document, 
not inconceivably miffed over her getting nicely 
ahead by virtue of his connections and efforts 
on her behalf without making any compensatory 
gestures to share her good fortune with him in 
any way, the photographer eventually bills the 
now-successful actress for the prints of those 
images of her made in period costume. Her hus
band goes ballistic, commissions a Hollywood 
bookseller to begin searching out prints of com
promising pictures of her made by the photog
rapher. (He can find none. and none have ever 
turned up. But, Tinseltown being what it is, word 
of this search probably spreads far afield. per
haps reaching the photographer himself.) 

Apparently, that invoice constitutes the last 
contact the girl and the photographer ever make. 
Not too long thereafter, she parlays her talent 
savvily and lands the role that in 1933 will posi
tion her forever in film history-as the unwilling 
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� LoRo ,s HY SHEPHERD; g SHAU NOT wANr. 

flE MAKE TH HE TOLi£ DOWN IN (JREEN PASTURES: 

flE LEAOETH M£8£SIDE THE STILL WATERS. 

f/£ RESTORETH HY SOUL: HE LEAOETH HE IN THE 

PATHS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS FOR HIS NAlfE's SAKE,. 

'.YEA, THOUGH g WALK THROUGH THE VALLEY OF 

THE SHADOW OF DEATH, g WILL FEAR NO EVIL: 

FOR THOU ART WITH 11£; THY /100 AND THY STAFF 

THEY COMFORT ME. CJHou PREPAREST A TABLE 

BEFORE Ht: IN THE PRESENCE OF MINE ENEl'OES; 

THOU ANOINTEST MY HEAD WITH on; HY CUP 

l?UNNETH OVER •• SuRELY GOODNESS ANO 

MERCY SHALL FOLLOW ME ALL TH£ DAYS 

OF HY LIFE: AND g WILL DW£L L IN THE 

HOUSE OF THE LoAo FOR EVER. ••••• 

IN. MEMORY OP 

WILLIAM H. MORTENSEN 

Date of Birth 

January 27, 1897 

Entered into Rett 

August 12, 1965 

Time and Place af Service 

August 16, 1965 - 10:00 A.M. 

Laguna Beach Funeral Home 

Laguna Beach, California 

Officiant 

Fr. Jeremiah O'Sullivan 

Private Interment 

Fairhaven Memorial Park 

Santa Ano, California 

Brochure from funeral service for William Mortensen, 16 August 1965. 

WMA 

inamorata of a giant ape. And, entirely without 
her help, he goes on to have the career as a 
creative photographer of which he'd dreamed. 

YES, THE PHOTOGRAPHER IS MORTENSEN. And yes, 

the girl he brought to Hollywood and started on 
her path to wealth and stardom is none other 
than Fay Wray. Lest you think the story a fanci
ful invention on the photographer's part I assure 
you that its source is the actress herself,38 

apparently unprompted by her early mentor 
and benefactor. So far as l can discover, Morten
sen never spoke publicly or wrote of his involve
ment with Wray, though surely this is a tale one 
could dine out on for a lifetime. It certainly does 
lend a considerable autobiographical resonance 

and poignancy-hitherto unsuspected-as well 

as a level of ambiguity of motive to one of his 
best-known images, L Amour, made circa 1936, a 
variant on the "beauty and the beast" theme 
with a busty, semi-naked woman sprawled 
unconscious on the greensward and a distinctly 
Kong-like creature looming over her ominously, 
club in hand. 

No, from its first telling to its last the pho
tographer's own account of his salad days 
graciously excludes Wray entirely, substituting 
instead the undeniably fanciful but surely milder 
legend that he was fired by the school's head
mistress for violating the propriety of his students 
by using a few of them as volunteer models, and 
left town under that cloud to seek his fortune in 
Hollywood not aboard a humdrum train but on 
a motorcycle, all alone. Whatever griefs, angers, 
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and frustrations his relationship with Wray and 
her relatives caused, he kept them to himself, or 

at least off the public record. 

I learn of all this while in the Mortensen 
archive, literally, but not from it led to Wray's 
autobiography by the Research Center's archivist, 
Amy Rule. The scant dozen pages of that book 
devoted to Wray's relationship to Mortensen tell 
me more about him-including the details of his 
personal life, at least for a brief span of time
than anything else I find in the archive. And it 
seems unlikely, at this late date, that much else 
will turn up to fill those gaps. What we have lost 
appears beyond recall, and needlessly so. That's 
the price we'll all pay, in the present and into the 
future, for Adams's and Newhall's abuse of power. 

It's on that note of the irretrievable that the 
archive leaves me, and on which I take my leave 
of it. A slice of the raw material from which we 

construct the body of what we call history has 
been carved away, and the amputation was 
preventable. Yet like a phantom limb. William 
Herbert Mortensen lingers in memory, all the 
more vivid for his absence, refusing to die. Now 
I ask you this: doesn't the medium of photogra
phy seem considerably diminished when we 

leave this colorful, magnetic, and consequential 
figure out of the picture? And isn't it the obliga
tion of historianship to enrich our sense of the 

past rather than to impoverish it? 

A D. Coleman 

NOTES 

1 See "The Directorial Mode: Notes Toward a Defini

tion," first published in Artforum 15:1 (September 

1976), pp. 55-61. Reprinted in A D. Coleman, Light 

Readings: A Photography Critic's Writings, 1968-1978 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1979; University 

of New Mexico Press, 1998). 

2 For an account of Newhall's reaction. see ·conspicu

ous by His Absence Concerning the Mysterious 

Disappearance of William Mortensen· in my forth

coming collection, Depth of Field: Essays on Pho

tography, Mass Media and Lens Culture (Albu

querque: University of New Mexico Press, 1998). 

3 The exhibition, co-curated by lrmas with Suda 

House, was titled The Photographic Magic of 

William Mortensen: it made its debut in 1979 and 

toured for several years under the auspices of the 

Los Angeles Center for Photographic Studies. 

4 My papers from the period 1968 to 1995 are 

presently at the Center on long-term loan. with 

acquisition planned. 

5 None of the major histories of photography pub

lished during his lifetime-Beaumont Newhall's 1949 

and 1964 editions of his The History of Photography 

from 1939 to the Present Day (New York: Museum of 

Modern Art. 1949 and 1964). or its two predecessors, 

versions of the catalog for the 1937 survey show he 

curated, Photography 1839-1937 (New York: Museum 

of Modern Art. 1937) and Photography: A Short Crit

ical History (New York: Museum of Modern Art. 

1938): Peter Pollack's The Picture History of Photog

raphy (New York: Abrams. Inc.. 1959); Helmut Gern

sheim's Creative Photography: Aesthetic Trends. 

1839-1960 (Boston: Boston Book & Art Shop, 1962)

so much as mentioned Mortensen·s name. None of 

those authors could plead ignorance of his exis

tence. all of them having lived and written through 

the period during which the debate between him 

and Group f /64 was foregrounded in discourse on 

the medium. 

6 This Picasso expert was complaining about the fact 

that more than two-thirds of the late artist's 174 

known sketchbooks have fallen into private hands 

and risk being broken up and sold. Keep in mind 

that this prodigiously prolific artist had pack-rat 

tendencies and kept almost everything; remember 

also that his was a body of work organized. col

lected. and well annotated by others from his 

young manhood through his death and beyond. My 
point is not to equate Mortensen with Picasso. but 

simply to indicate what a reputable working scholar 
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considers less than the necessary ·everything.' Daix 

was quoted on this subject in Sharon Waxman and 

Andrew Decker."Picasso, Inc.: Pain and Profit.' ART

news 94:7 (September 1995), pp. 114-15. 

7 I'll certainly be interested to see what my col

leagues have made of the same material to which 

we all had access, and truly I hope that they prove 

me wrong. 

8 I'm speaking here of the kinds of folios that Edward 

Weston and his sons prepared towards the end of 

his life, in which Weston effectively defined his own 

oeuvre as he understood it and highlighted specific 

images as the key works. Mortensen left nothing of 

the sort-or, at least nothing of the sort has come 

down to us, aside from variant examples of the 

small, inexpensive portfolios of some of his 'great

est hits' that he sold through ads in Camera Craft 

and the back pages of some of his books. 

9 William Mortensen, Monsters & Madonnas (San 

Francisco: Camera Craft 1936) 

10 William Mortensen, The Command to Look (San 

Francisco: Camera Craft 1937). 

11 These included a one-man show of forty-four prints 

at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C. in 

March 1948. 

12 According to a February 1956 news clipping from an 

unspecified periodical, as of that date his books in 

aggregate "represent the largest sale of any group 

of photography books ever published." IGD/WMCJ. I 

don't know if sales records for any of them still 

exist but they all went into multiple printings and 

remained in print for years. W. Eugene Smith's 

copies of five of these books are in the CCP's 

library, which gives some indication of the scope of 

his influence. 

13 It's long been assumed that George Dunham, the 

actor with whom Mortensen worked on many of 

his books, served him largely as a prod and consul
tant on matters of writing style. Yet an undated 

brochure for the Mortensen School of Photography, 

in its brief biographies of "STAFF.' says of Dunham, 

'He is an extensive writer on photographic subjects. 

It was through his research into the nearly obsolete 

Fresson procedure that Mr. Mortensen evolved his 

new colloidal method, the Mortensen Pigment Pro

cess," IGD/WMCj. In addition to amplifying Dunham's 
role in Mortensen's work, this provides an intriguing 

link between Mortensen, those descendants of the 

inventor Theodore-Henri Fresson who have in 

recent years revived his proprietary process, and 

the contemporary photographers-Bernard Faucon, 

Sheila Metzner, and Ken Matsubara among them

who've been invited to have selected examples of 

their work printed via that still-secret process in 

the family's Paris atelier. 

14 'Question 19' of this undated query sheet suggests 

something of the man's generosity of spirit 'Which 

of the following photographers are known to you 

by their work? Which do you prefer? Misonne? 

Stieglitz? Bourke-White? Ansel Adams? Echague? 

Steichen? Beaton? Bruehl? Edward Weston?' 

JGD/WMCj. 

15 The main exception here comprises some extended 

exchanges of letters with Richard Simon of the 

publishing house Simon & Schuster over several 

projects, including the only one of his books not 

published by the book division of the magazine 

Camera Craft-Mortensen on the Negative, which 

Simon & Schuster issued in I940-and a more ambi

tious, theoretically oriented project that to the 

regret of all concerned, never gelled. IGD/WMCj. 
There was also a projected handbook for amateurs. 

Simon-an avid amateur photographer, father of 

the photographer Peter Simon (and his musician 

sisters, most famously Carly)-eventually wrote and 

published a version of that book himself. 

16 Though he never attended college, Mortensen was 
no semi-literate bumpkin. He was deeply self-edu

cated and read widely (philosophy, art history, math

ematics), as evidenced by the broad range of his 

references throughout his writings. The partial man

uscript for an unpublished book on composition is 
filled with formulae and geometric diagrams. And 

his correspondence. certainly written by himself, 

reveals a natural writer's grasp of the language and 

a highly developed sense of style and diction. Per

haps someone with a flair for handwriting identifi
cation will take a stab at the annotated typescripts 

in the Center s collection, to sort out Mortensen's 

changes from Dunham's and see what the latter's 

added up to. It should be noted that a goodly por

tion of the CCP's Mortensen material came through 

Dunham, not directly from the Mortensen estate. 

17 Scrapbook B, WMA 

18 Worth mentioning, too: in June of 1965, a few months 

before his death, the yearbook of Laguna Beach 

High School. The Nautilus, contained several of his 

photographs. The archive also has a small group of 

color snapshots of Mortensen by Carl M. Johnson, 

made sometime that same year during the course 

of a lecture-probably his very last-at the local 

Camera Club. JWMA Portraits! From the few items in 

the archive related to their private circumstances, it 
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appears that, aside from their contact with celebri

ties through his studio and school. William and 

Myrdith Mortensen lived modestly in Laguna Beach 

-according to middle-class standards. more or less 

"above the store.· 

19 Beaumont Newhall. The History of Photography: 

from 1839 to the Present Day (New York: Museum of 

Modern Art, 1982). pp. 188-92. I consider myself enti
tled to take personal credit for Newhall's obviously 

reluctant inclusion of Mortensen in this edition of 

his book. Newhall's discussion therein of Group 

f/64 acknowledges, for the first time, that its aes

thetic "in retrospect now appears dogmatic in its 

strict specifications,' then continues as follows: "It 

was a violent reaction to the weak. sentimental 

style then popular with pictorial photographers in 

California !around the world. in actual fact!. as seen 

particularly in the anecdotal. highly sentimental, 

mildly erotic hand-colored prints of William Mor

tensen." 

20 'Model Release Log Book," in the WMA; the entry 

therein with Dietrich. 

21 Crain posed for him often and shared the narration 

duties with actor Vincent Price on a film profile of 

Mortensen made circa 1965. 

22 And what would his options have been in this 

regard at that moment in the medium's history? In 
those days, the Metropolitan Museum of Art had 

no coherent policy regarding the collecting of pho

tographic material. and could not have handled 
such a bequest or even rationalized taking it. The 

Museum of Modern Art? John Szarkowski was 

already in place there and would surely have had 

little interest in this material. And neither of those 

collections had acquired anything much beyond 

exhibition-quality prints to represent any photogra

pher's work-no correspondence or other papers. 

The George Eastman House (now the International 

Museum of Photography and Film at George East

man House) would have been the most obvious and 

appealing possibility-but it was then under the 

directorship of Beaumont Newhall. and I can't imag

ine Mortensen giving Newhall the pleasure of 

deciding officially and in writing that his papers and 

images weren't worthy of preservation for the 

future. That leaves the Philadelphia headquarters of 

the Pictorial Photographers of America, an unlikely 

host at best and the Royal Photographic Society's 

collection in London, which probably could not 

have justified acquiring such material from a for

eigner, even though Mortensen was the only U.S. 

photographer ever to be awarded the prestigious 

AD. Coleman 

Hood Medal by this British organization. 

Was any attempt made by Mortensen or his 

widow to donate or sell this material to any insti

tution? If so, no evidence of that effort survives. 

Here one can regret that Mortensen never went to 

college, since even in those days before photogra

phy's widespread acceptance as a fine art an alma 

mater might have been persuaded to accept such 

a bequest from an illustrious alumnus. 

23 Save, it seems, for George Dunham, who kept the 

faith. and held on to a goodly part, if not all, of the 

Mortensen-related material he'd accumulated, 

which now-as the William Mortensen/George Dun
ham Collection (WM/GDC) -forms a sizable part of 

the CCP's Mortensen holdings. 

24 Indeed. Adams referred to Mortensen on at least 

one occasion as "the Anti-Christ." See Teiser, Ruth 

and Catherine Harround, Conversations with Ansel 
Adams (Berkeley, Calif.: The Bancroft Library), p. 181. 

As he also applied this term to Edward Steichen, 

there's reason to believe that he took it with 

utmost seriousness. For a full and fascinating 

account of the evolution of this bizarre fundamen

talist fixation, see Robert Fuller. Naming the 

Antichrist.- the History of an American Obsession 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 

25 See the letter from Adams to Weston reprinted in 

Ansel Adams: An Autobiography (New York: New 

York Graphic Society, 1985), p. 244. 

26 See the 1934 letter from Adams to Mortensen, 

reprinted in Ansel Adams: An Autobiography, 

pp. 113-15. 

27 Adams would even blackmail a Bay Area curator, 

Therese Thau Heyman of the Oakland Museum. into 

closing an ancillary gallery in which she'd mounted 

a small educational display of Mortensen's work

the exhibition described in Note 3, above-as an 

adjunct to his massive traveling exhibition in 1980. 

For a full account of this incident see Coleman, 

"Conspicuous by His Absence." 

28 In conversation with this author, Santa Fe, NM 

February 1997. This episode is documented in a 
note from Adams to Enyeart dated May 25, 1983, 

a lengthy letter of response to the photographer 

from Enyeart dated July 28, and a brief follow-up 

message dated August 23 of the same year. 

29 The essay mentioned in the next note-especially 

in the revised version published just a few years 

before his death-exemplifies his old-fashioned 

sense of courtesy, as does the questionnaire cited 

in Note 14. 
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30 In that atmosphere. I'd venture it took laudable 

courage on the part of Willard Morgan to commis

sion and publish a revised version of an essay by 

Mortensen that originally appeared in The Com

plete Photographer (Dobbs Ferry, NY: Morgan & 

Morgan. 1962), the 1942-43 encyclopedia he updated 

and republished. The essay serves as a late-proba

bly a final-summation of Mortensen's approach: it 

includes what I would call, under the circumstances. 

an extremely even-handed analysis of the purist

pictorialist dialectic. Its solicitation and publication 

by Morgan suggests that at least one figure in the 

field could think for himself, and also that Morten

sen was still seen by someone among his peers as 

a relevant commentator on the field. The CCP's 

holdings include a photocopy of the first published 

version of that essay with annotations and revisions 

toward its republication, presumably in Mortensen·s 

own hand. IGD/WMCJ 

31 The CCP has a print of this image in its collection. 

194:055:0131. 

32 A. D. Coleman, 'Disappearing Act,' Camera Arts 2:1 

(January /February 1982), pp. 30-38, 108. A short but 

useful essay by lrmas accompanied this initial ver

sion of my own extended commentary on Morten

sen. For an account of Newhall's reaction to the first 

public presentation of this text-as a public lecture, 

on an occasion in which he was in attendance-see 

the revised and expanded version of that text 

"Conspicuous by His Absence.' 

33 See Vestal, 'Mediocre Magic,' letter to the editor, 

Camera Arts 2:3 (May /June 1982), p. 6. Vestal-him

self a photographer respected primarily as a 

teacher and prolific writer on matters photographic 

whose own technical manuals are widely used

does not seem to understand that in protecting 

Mortensen's right to recognition I'm also sustaining 

Vestal's entitlement to a footnote in the medium's 

history. 

34 See 'Newhall Bashing," the title given to an exchange 

of letters between myself and Mary Warner Marien, 

in Afterimage 14:1 (Summer 1986), p. 2. 

35 For my own deconstruction of one such instance, 

see "Edward S Curtis The Photographer as Ethnol

ogist" in Depth of Field: Essays on Photography, 

Mass Media and Lens Culture (Albuquerque: Univer

sity of New Mexico Press, 1998). 

36 If I seem less concerned with nailing Adams on this, 

that's only because he wasn't officially in charge of 

the historical record: Newhall was. Yet without 

diminishing Newhall's accountability for his treat

ment of Mortensen, we must also ask if he would 

have taken it to such extremes had the clearly 

personal, over-the-top animus of his close chum 

Adams not been a factor in the equation. 

Late one afternoon, sitting in the Research Center 

and chatting about this project with Dawson, Dillon, 

and the CCP's Amy Rule and Nancy Solomon, I was 

asked why I'd taken on the task of restoring Morten

sen to this medium's history. I replied that having 

grown up in a left-wing milieu in which the Leninist 

and Stalinist purges were legendary nightmares, I'd 

learned early on to stand fast against those who 

alter the historical record to promote their own 

agendas. 

37 This would not be the photographer's last encounter 

with the censorial impulse: as late as 1956, according 

to the same unidentified newspaper source men

tioned in Note 12, his book The Female Figure: Flesh 

and Symbol (Newport Beach, Calif.: Jay Curtis Publi

cations, 1954) was banned from the mails by the 

Postmaster General. Typically, the archive contains 

no information on the origins, evolution or eventual 

conclusion of this situation. 

38 Fay Wray, On the Other Hand: A Life Story (London: 

Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1990). pp. 26 and passim. 

Written long after Mortensen·s death, her account 

seems intended to give Mortensen some credit she 

feels is due him for her success and to paint an 

unequivocally affec-tionate portrait of someone she 

remembers as a decent and honorable man sub

jected to injustices for which she holds herself at 

least partly responsible. 
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WILLIAM MORTENSEN, ONE OF THE MOST PROLIFIC WRITERS ON PHOTOGRAPHY, loved and 

reviled in his own time. has now been largely forgotten. With only A D. Coleman 
and Deborah Irmas to champion him. he has otherwise been a pariah to the his
torians of photography. There has only been one major retrospective of his work 

since his death.1 And when one reads the reviews. one sees the lack of under
standing and paucity of information surrounding this major figure of twentieth
century photography and critical writing. 

Since this is one of the first substantial, albeit incomplete (George Dunham 
stated in Mortensen·s obituary that they wrote over one hundred articles). bibli
ographies on Mortensen's writings, we wanted it to be more than a mere technical 

breakdown.2 All of his books are out of print and have been for quite some time. 
and the magazine articles. difficult to find unless you are a collector or truly dedi
cated. hardly exist in even good university collections. We therefore decided to 

annotate every article that we have and to at least cite the ones that we knew 
existed. but didn't have in our possession. The main sources for these books and 
magazines came from the Center for Creative Photography (the archive had 
already inventoried many of the Popular Photography articles). Michael Dawson's 
and Larry Lytle's private collections, with small gaps filled by the library of the 

Motion Picture Academy in Los Angeles. the library of the University of California 
at Santa Barbara. and the collection of Paul Hertzmann. We have cross-referenced 
articles with books and books with articles with see references at the end of the 
annotations. 

We urge the reader to seek out Mortensen·s books and articles. You will find 
them insightful, passionate. humorous. enlightening and an important milestone in 
the critical discourse on the art of photography. The five Venus and Vulcan articles 
form Mortensen·s most cogent and comprehensive explanation of his ideas. 

L.L. & M.D. 

1 The retrospective show was exhibited at the Los Angeles Municipal Art Gallery and was 

curated by Deborah lrmas and sponsored by the Los Angeles Center for Photographic 

Studies. The show consisted of 72 prints and ran through the month of November. 1979. A 

truncated version of 43 prints was shown at the Oakland Museum in January. 1980. and 

evidently moved to the Daniel Wolf Gallery in New York City. November. 1980. 

2 On the back of the dust cover of the third edition. second printing of The Model pub

lished by Ziff-Davis (See entry 108) we see a photograph of both Mortensen and Dunham. 

In a side bar we are told that: "In this new edition of The Model Dunham's name appears 

for the first time as co-author. thereby taking official note of a collaboration that has for a 

long time been an open secret." 



WILLIAM MORTENSEN 
A Selected Chronological Bibliography 

by Larry Lytle and Afjchael Dawson 

1925 

I. The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. No place: 

no date. 

14 full-page gelatin silver photographs, patterned 
glassines bound between photographs: the words 
'Wescosco Studio" and Mortensen's signature appear 
handwritten in pencil below each photograph; a quo
tation from The Rubaiyat written in pencil below the 
image and signature. Boards with leather spine. While 
no date is included in the handmade book. it can be 
safely concluded that this is William Mortensen's earli
est surviving work from his Hollywood period, which 
lasted roughly from 1924 to 1932. The photographs in 
this book were taken during the production of Ferdi
nand Pinney Earle's film A Lover's Oath. Mortensen 
was employed as a still photographer on this produc
tion. Book collecting was a fashionable activity in Hol
lywood by the mid-twenties, and it is not surprising 
that Mortensen would try to promote himself by pro
ducing an elaborate. limited-edition book consisting of 
fine examples of his photographic work. Wescosco 
Studio refers to Mortensen's photographic business, 
which was located on the eleventh floor of the West
ern Costume Building in downtown Los Angeles. 

1926 

2. The Blue and Gold: A Complete Record of 
the College Year of 1925-1926. Berkeley: Associ

ated Students of the University of California, 

1926. 

640 pages. Embossed leather. This college yearbook 
contains 33 full-page reproductions from photographs 
not credited to William Mortensen but clearly sug
gesting his authorship. Several of the images appear 
in magazine articles with Mortensen's credit. The pho
tographs serve as humorous or dramatic introductions 
to sections of the yearbook. On the acknowledgment 
page, the photographs are credited to Paramount 
Studio under the supervision of Mr. Sam Ross and Mr. 
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Clarkson. These images are important to understanding 
Mortensen's early work because in the early thirties 
he destroyed most of his negatives from this period. 

1927 

3. The Seven Ages of Woman, Suggested by 
William Shakespeare. The Acting and Portraying 
Being Done by Miss Lois Moran, and Recorded 
by the Camera of William Mortensen at His Stu
dio near Gower Street on Hollywood Boulevard. 
Hollywood, 1927. 

28 pages. Book includes 7 tipped-in gelatin silver 
photographs plus frontispiece photograph; except for 
the frontispiece, each bears Mortensen·s "WM' stamp 
in red ink. Boards with leather spine. A 3x4-inch sec
tion is carved out of the front cover. A ceramic or 
plastic rectangle with the title. The Seven Ages of 
Woman, is inserted in the cavity. Limited to an edition 
of three copies of which this is No. I. It is possible that 
additional copies were produced beyond the stated 
limitation. The title page and all text in the book are 
done in manuscript form. No letterpress printing is 
evident. Mortensen worked with actress Lois Moran 
to portray seven different ages in a woman's life from 
infancy to old age. The photographs are coupled with 
excerpts from the plays of William Shakespeare. 

4. The King of Kings, as Portrayed by 
Photographic Reproductions of Scenes and 
Characters from the Motion Picture. Based on 
the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 
No place: Cecil B. DeMille, no date. 

130 pages. Book includes 60 tipped-in gelatin silver 
photographs. Edition limited to 50 copies. All photo
graphs in the book were taken by William Mortensen 
while he was employed as a still photographer for 
DeMille's motion picture production. Clearly it was 
Mortensen's idea to produce an elaborate, limited edi
tion of production stills. and copies of the book were 
probably given to important individuals as a sophisti-
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cated promotional tool. Mortensen often recounted 
that a copy of this book was placed in the Vatican 
Library in Rome. The style and format of The King of 
Kings is similar to Mortensen's other limited-edition 
books. In this instance. however, Mortensen had 
access to larger sums of money, which allowed him to 
increase the number of photographs included as well 
as to produce more copies of the book. 

1933 

5. "Projection Control: Part I." Camera Craft 40:11 
(November 1933). pp. 445-56. 

9 b&w. This article begins the relationship between 
Mortensen and Camera Craft Book Publishing that 
lasts through the fifties with the end of that publishing 
enterprise. "Projection Control" launches a pamphlet 
(see 7) and two book editions (see 15, 74). For the first 
time Mortensen begins an article with an explanation 
of his theories and technical approach to photography 
-setting the stage for his other writings. This begins 
the famous debate with a series of articles and 
letters-between himself and the "Purists." 
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6. "Projection Control: Part II." Camera Craft 

40:12 (December 1933), pp. 499-504. 

9 b&w. This is a conclusion to the series. See 7. 

1934 

7. Projection Control. San Francisco: Camera 
Craft Publishing Company, 1934. 

30 pp. 24 b&w. Paperbound, stapled pamphlet. ex
panded from the 1933 November and December issues 
of Camera Craft. A few illustrations are added. The sec
tion of the first article, "Mechanical Requirements: is 
now divided into two sections. "Negative Requirements· 
and a smaller section of "Mechanical Requirements." 
Illustrations and two paragraphs on "Distortion· are 
added. Four methods of control are presented: fram
ing, local printing, alteration by distortion. and lastly, 
combination and montage printing-with explanations 
of how to use them all. 

This pamphlet. and the articles that it came from. 
in effect lay out the general technical approach and 
philosophy that follow in all of Mortensen's books: 
reverence and study of all the other fine arts are part 
of the photographer's basic training; use of control 
methods is a creative tool of the pictorialist. not just a 
gimmick that adds something to a weak image; his 
belief that purists are on the wrong track in their 
strict adherence to ·straight" photography: and the 
need for the artist's complete mastery of his technol
ogy before he can make good images. Four pages of 
advertising at the end include two ads on behalf of 
Mortensen. One is an ad for the Mortensen School of 
Photography in Laguna Beach. California, and the sec
ond is for a portfolio of 25 prints by Mortensen, 
offered through Camera Craft. The second edition was 
published by Camera Craft in book form. Their March 
1935 ad describes the new edition as ·coMPLETEL Y 
REVISED AND EXPANDED TO 3 TIMES ITS PREVIOUS 
LENGTH WITH MORE THAN 20 ADDITIONAL ILLUS
TRATIONS." A third edition was published in 1942 with 
a "Foreword" by Mortensen, explaining the metamor
phosis. See 8, 75. 

8. Projection Control San Francisco: Camera 
Craft Publishing Company. Second Edition. 
Revised and Enlarged 1934. 

95 pp. 48 b&w. 3 drawn diagrams. Clothbound. Dust 
jacket. 2 printings. Includes "Table of Contents: "List of 
Illustrations." "Foreword." ten chapters. and "Appendix." 
The book is dedicated as follows: "To my mother who 
bought me a Brownie camera when I was ten years 
old: This edition differs from the pamphlet (first edi
tion) in many ways. All of the illustrations from the 
pamphlet appear in the second edition with the 
exception of Figure 9, William Mortensen by Alfred 

98 



Banks. See 7. This example of ·1ocal elongation· is 
replaced on page 74 in the second edition by "Uncon
trolled Projection!" Besides an increase in the amount 
of text in the second edition. there are more illustra
tions and more reproductions of finished. titled prints. 
See 7, 75. 

9. "Venus and Vulcan: An Essay on Creative 

Pictorialism. Interpretations of Reality." Camera 
Craft 41:3 (March 1934). pp. 103-10. 

3 b&w, including frontispiece. In this first installment of 
Mortensen's most important essay for Camera Craft. 
he covers a brief historical/aesthetic analysis of the 
first hundred years of photography. He then goes on 
to discuss the new trend classified as "Realistic," "Non
realistic."and "Meta-realistic· schools of art. 

At the conclusion of this article, Mortensen 
begins the parable of Venus and Vulcan. This humor
ous and well-constructed narrative appears in each 
installment of the Venus and Vulcan essay and effec
tively reconstructs the main aesthetic principles that 
Mortensen articulates in the body of the article. 

10. ·venus and Vulcan: An Essay On Creative 

Pictorialism, 2. Sources and Uses of Materials." 
Camera Craft 41:4 (April 1934). pp. 153-62. 

5 b&w. including frontispiece. Mortensen talks about 
the chaos and confusion of the world, and the begin
ning photographer's need to capture everything. The 
artist. he contends. has a need to order the world. to 
make sense of it: "the artist and the scientist are as 
one, for they both seek to arrange nature into com
prehensible patterns. or at least to find a few points 
of reference amid the uncharted, whirling confusion." 
For this reason the artist must settle on a subject 
matter that interests him. 

Mortensen presents the five basic pictorial sub
jects: "Personality, Mood. Drama, Pattern and Propa
ganda." Using extensive examples he shows how each 
of the three schools of approach-Realistic. Non-real
istic. and Meta-realistic-would deal with the five basic 
ideas. He reminds readers that these five types of 
subject matter are usually not used to the exclusion 
of one another, but that the good artist will combine 
them to add strength and scope to his imagery. A 
continuation of the Venus and Vulcan parable 
concludes the article. 

11. "Venus and Vulcan: An Essay on Creative 

Pictorialism. 3. Selection. and the Function of 

Control." Camera Craft 41:5 (May 1934). pp. 205-15. 

5 b&w. For Mortensen, the basic use of ·selection· is 
the fundamental difference between the Realist and 
the Non-realist. or ·creative· photographer. The Real-

ist. he admits. uses some selection. "Naturally they 
select subject matter, lenses, photographic materials. 
exposures: but all their selection is pointed toward 
securing a picture that shall be thoroughly non-selec
tive-that shall be a complete objective replica. in 
photographic terms. of the subject." For the Creative 
school. selection "dominates all phases, processes and 
stages in the making of the picture." The artist needs 
to use a selection process to sustain the idea that "art 
is not a mere casual picking and choosing of the 
things that the artist likes. but an often-times labori
ous searching for the perfect expression of an idea." 
The artist must sift through ideas and allow them to 
change and mutate. The human eye sees with a 
broad, unfocused panorama but the camera sees with 
a narrow. literal clarity. The photographer must use 
the controls of his craft to select out the literal ·trivial
ities· in his work to the ·same comprehensive degree 
that the older arts do." The photographer can exert 
selection in five fundamental stages: I. "in dealing with 
the subject" (how to get what you need from the 
model): 2, "lighting· (use of lighting for emotional dra
matic qualities as well as compositional uses): 3, ·pro
jection printing" (through local printing, dodging, mon
tage. and distortion. altering or eliminating details): 4. 
·special processes· (bromoil. paper negative and car
bro): and 5. "final adjustments" (spotting, chemical ton
ing, intensification. etc.). More important than the pre
ceding five is a sixth control. that of the "picture idea." 
The photographer must allow the picture idea to 
evolve: he must take many exposures and be open to 
variations. Mortensen shows us the evolution of his 
series on Lazarus to illustrate the concept of selectiv
ity. He concludes with an additional installment con
cerning the parable of Venus and Vulcan. 

12. "Venus and Vulcan: An Essay On Creative 

Pictorialism. 4. Fallacies of Pure Pictorialism." 

Camera Craft 41:6 (lune 1934). pp. 257-65. 

5 b&w. Having investigated some of the differences 
between the Realists (Purists) and the Non-realists (he 
never refers to the Non-realists as pictorialists). he 
begins a critical analysis of the Purist's approach to 
photography. He discusses the tendency of Purist and 
puritans in any field of human endeavor to discard all 
ideas. regardless of merit. that do not conform to 
their narrow conceptual framework. The Purists want 
·an objective rendering of fact. ... (T)hey stressed the 
need of simplicity and sincerity, and the vital impor
tance of solid technical knowledge. Their work is uni
formly hard and brittle, shows technical competence, 
and consistently avoids any subjective interest.· He 
takes issue with the code that they have enforced. 
that of the ·good clean contact print" as the be-all 
and end all. He takes on the concept of purity in art-
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that the image, for the Purists. must be free of the 
·methods, mannerisms or qualities of the graphic arts 
of painting, drawing, etching, etc." Mortensen is also 
concerned with the Purists' need to ·record actuality · 
He believes that this drive interferes with ·artistic 
truth" and that art should render ·things-as-they-are
experienced." and not ·things-as-they-are.· As in the 
previous installments, the parable of Venus and Vul
can concludes the essay. 

13. ·venus and Vulcan: An Essay on Creative 
Pictorialism, 5. A Manifesto and a Prophesy." 
Camera Craft 41:7 (July 1934), pp. 309-17. 

4 b&w. In this fifth and final part of ·venus and Vulcan." 
Mortensen reminds the reader of the need for a full
blown argument between factions, concerning the 
creative nature of photography. He says, of the differ
ences between him and Adams, ·such honest state
ments of personal doctrine and practice as Mr. Adams' 
recent articles in these pages are a step in the right 
direction. More such strictly personal or factional views 
are greatly needed." To further this goal. Mortensen 
delivers his seven-part ·manifesto· concerning 
photography. 

The article concludes with the final installment of 
the Venus and Vulcan parable. The discourse between 
Group f/64 (The Purists) and William Mortensen has 
been called one of the most ·stimulating· in the 
history of photography (Deborah lrmas, The Photo
graphic Magic of William Mortensen (Los Angeles: 
LACPS, 1979). lrmas points out (in ·Monsters & Madon
nas." Photograph. July 1977, pp. 24-25) that Mortensen 
never really sides with the Pictorialists. Instead, he 
defines his own aesthetic of photography while taking 
issue with what he feels is a technique bereft of con
tent promulgated by the Purists. It is not within the 
purview of this bibliography to cite all of the articles 
and correspondence published in Camera Craft about 
this debate. The reader, if interested, might begin with 
an editorial musing by Sigismund Blumann. ·what ls 
Modernity· (November 1932. p. 478), followed by 
Blumann's review ·The f.64 Group Exhibition· (May 
1933, pp. 199-200). Another article by Sigismund 
Blumann and one by Prof. Dr. D'Arcy Power, M.D. 
F.R.P.S., get the debate rolling. Through the following 
decade such luminaries as Albert Jourdan, Ansel 
Adams, Willard Van Dyke, John Paul Edwards. Edward 
Weston, George Allen Young, Anne Brigman, Roi Par
tridge. John Gibbs Holyoke, Nancy Newhall. and of 
course, William Mortensen, join in the fray. The pub
lished debate between the two factions doesn't really 
end until the demise of Camera Craft magazine in 
1942. 
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14. ·Notes on the Miniature Camera: Camera 

Craft 41:8 (August 1934). pp. 359-67. 

3 b&w. I drawing. Mortensen makes a case for the use 
of the miniature camera (35mm) as the main tool in the 
pictorialist's kit. He points out its technical advantages 
over the large-format camera. He discusses the use of 
planning before exposure is made and the use of 
control in printing to create the end result. He gives 
an example of how a photograph is made using these 
elements. 

15. "Notes on the Miniature Camera: About the 
Paper Negative: Camera Craft 41:9 (September 
1934), pp. 409-17. 

5 b&w. This is a continuation of the previous article. 
He discusses the use of the paper negative as a con
trol device for the image taken by the miniature cam
era. Through text and photographic example. he gives 
a step-by-step guide on how to create and use the 
paper negative. 

1935 

16. ·Notes on the Miniature Camera: III. Outdoor 
Portraiture." Camera Craft 42:11 (January 1935). pp. 
3-12. 

6 b&w, including frontispiece. Mortensen discusses the 
difficulties and rewards of outdoor photography. 
Through examples he illustrates the different lighting 
situations that the photographer would encounter; he 
compares the generally poor quality seen in annuals 
of indoor portraits made in artificial light to those 
made in sunlight. 

17. "Notes on the Miniature Camera: IV. Glorifying 
the American Snapshot." Camera Craft 41:12 
(February 1935). pp. 65-73. 

5 b&w. Concluding this series. Mortensen describes the 
problems faced by the ·snapshooter" and gives sug
gestions and examples of the best way to avoid com
mon problems. 

18. "Pictorial Make Up." Camera Craft 42:5 (May 
1935), pp. 211-19. 

6 b&w, including frontispiece. 2 drawings. Never pass
ing up a chance to get in a dig at the Purists. on the 
first page (p. 211). Mortensen says: ·To 'Purists· in the 
photographic field make up is of no interest (save as a 
possible theme for advertising cosmetics); but to 
those who hold that photography realizes itself as an 
art only through flexible and complete control of its 
material. make up is important.· He presents a brief 
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history of the uses of makeup, explains the need to 
study the face, bone structure, and skin, and then dis
cusses how, when, and what type of makeup is used 
to help create a natural look. 

19. "Pictorial Make Up: Part II." Camera Craft 42:6 
(lune 1935), pp. 263-71. 

6 b&w, including frontispiece. This second part of the 
series is more interesting for the insight into the con
ceptual nature of Mortensen's approach to portrait 
photography than for the information on the applica
tion of makeup. He uses makeup to enhance the idea 
within the portrait. Makeup along with costume help 
create the illusion of character, old age, or grotesque 
portraits. Especially intriguing is the section on the 
Grotesque for insight into Mortensen's influences and 
ideas. Includes a reproduction from his handmade 
book The Seven Ages of Woman. See 3. 

20. "Costume Elements." Camera Craft 42:9 (Sep
tember 1935), pp. 419-27. 

5 b&w, including frontispiece. This article is really an 
extension of "Pictorial Make Up: Part II." Mortensen 
discusses the use of costume as another element of 
control for the pictorialist. As in makeup, he stresses 
the need for suggestion over literal interpretation. He 
gives the reader the basic elements for a working 
selection of costume pieces. See 29. 

21. pjctorial Lighting. San Francisco: Camera 
Craft Publishing Company, 1935. 

115 pp. 23 b&w. 14 drawn diagrams. 1 sketch. 4 "old 
master" reproductions. Clothbound. Dust jacket. Eight 
printings. Includes "Table of Contents," "List of Illustra
tions: ten chapters, and three · Appendixes." The last 
page is an advertisement for his school of photogra
phy (the first ad in any of his books: hereafter, every 
Camera Craft book has an advertisement for the 
school either on the last page or on the dust jacket). 
The book is dedicated: "To my Father." 

Proper lighting was for Mortensen the technical 
basis for his whole system of control. With the help 
of lighting plot diagrams and photographic examples, 
Mortensen presents his formulation for proper pictorial 
lighting. His aesthetic rationale is revealed by a discus
sion of the light used by painters. His main emphasis 
is on studio lighting, and he provides diagrams and 
examples of his five basic types of lighting and in 
what circumstances each is best used: "basic light." 
·contour light," ·semi-silhouette light,' "dynamic light." 
and plastic light." Also included is a chapter on lighting 
for outdoors. See 13, 16, and "Home Made Mortensen 
Lighting Equipment' by V. Pokorny in Camera Craft 
(May 1936). 

22. "Giotto's Goat: The Function of the Model: 
Camera Craft 42:11 (November 1935), pp. 523-29. 

3 b&w, including frontispiece. For Mortensen, the 
model is a fundamental and important element of the 
picture making process. He discusses, in historical 
terms, the parts that models have played in the work 
of several painters. He then turns his attention to the 
three types of personalities and problem situations 
that a photographer might face. This article is used as 
the framework for the introduction and chapter two 
in part three of The Model- A Book on the Problems 
of Posing, published in 1937. See 29. 

23. 'Portraiture and the Basic Light." Central 
Camera Company, ca. 1935, pp. 73-77. 

1936 

24. Monsters & Madonnas, A Book of Methods. 
San Francisco: Camera Craft Publishing, 1936. 

Unpaginated. 20 full-page b&w. One quarter-page 
b&w reproduction in the introduction. Stiff wrappers, 
spiral binding. Considered by collectors and critics to 
be his magnum opus, this book blends technical infor
mation with Mortensen's theories and philosophies 
about the art of photography. The introduction dis
cusses the struggle that the photographer /artist must 
overcome in his battle between the ·mechanical" and 
·expressive· nature of photography. He then provides 
the philosophical basis to free the part of the mind 
that lends itself to the 'imagination." This section of 
the book also seems to be the culmination of his 
ideas expressed in his "Venus and Vulcan· series in 
Camera Craft. 

The rest of the book is divided into three parts: 
Characters, Nudes, and Grotesques. Each image is 
accompanied by an opposing page of theoretical, 
technical, and anecdotal information. The pages are 
not printed back to back but rather, are folded so 
that the image may be cut free leaving the text still in 
the book, which encouraged readers to frame and 
hang the prints. The featured images are: Part One, 
Characters: Thunder, Woman of Languedoc, Johan the 
Mad, Rope Dancer, Machiavelli. Stamboul. and Market 
Girl: Part Two, Nudes: Fragment, Figurehead, Youth 
Nude Study, Portrait of a Young Girl. Frou-Frou, and 
Cinderella; Part Three, Grotesques: Preparation for the 
Sabbot, The Pit and the Pendulum, Human Relations, 
Belphegor, The Heretic, and The Vampire. In Part One, 
Characters, Thunder is listed out of order. 

The first edition of Monsters & Madonnas was ini
tially advertised as being printed in photogravure. See 
full-page ad. inside cover, in Camera Craft (April 1936). 
However, in the July 1936 issue (inside cover again) we 

IOI WiJ/jam Mortensen: A Selected Chronological Bibliography 



Cover. Monsters & Madonnas: 

A Book of Methods (1936). 

GD/WMC 

find that advertisement contradicted: ·our first adver
tisement stated that all reproductions were to be in 
photogravure. Subsequent experiments have con
vinced Mr. Mortensen and the publishers that his 
pictures appear to better advantage in a special form 
of halftone. so that process will be used for the book." 
Then. an inside cover advertisement in Camera Craft 
(February 1937) hails the second edition as "New and 
Improved' solely on the basis of being printed in pho
togravure. In fact. there exists a letter to George Allen 
Young from Mortensen (GD/WMC) complaining about 
the horrible photogravure reproductions for the book. 
Ultimately. the halftone became the substitute. compro
mise process. He would rather have seen the plates 
destroyed and the manuscript returned than let the 
book go out looking the way it did. See 9-13. 

25. Monsters & Madonnas, A Book of Methods. 

San Francisco: Camera Craft Publishing. Second 
Edition. 1936. Four printings. 6,000 copies of each. 

Unpaginated. 20 full-page. b&w photogravures. One 
quarter-page b&w reproduction in the Introduction. 
Stiff board wrapper. metal spiral binding. The runs of 
6,000 copies for each printing was enormous for the 
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time. constituting a bestseller for Camera Craft. On the 
copyright page of the second edition, first printing, we 
read, "Photogravure by D. H. Murnik of Oakland. Cali
fornia." But in subsequent printings of the second edi
tion, underneath the photogravure credit there is a 
listing: "Lithographed by Williams Lithograph Co., San 
Francisco. Calif.· See 24. 

26. "The Circle of Confusion: Focal Length in 
Portraiture." Camera Craft 42:3 (March 1936). pp. 
105-12. 

5 b&w, including frontispiece In this technically based 
article Mortensen makes a case for using short focal 
length lenses in portraiture. This article appears, in 
part. in the book Mortensen on The Negative. part 
two. chapters two and four. See 57. 

27. "The Bromoil Transfer Factors in Inking." 
Camera Craft 42:6 (lune 1936), pp. 261-66. 

3 b&w, including frontispiece. l chart. One of the great 
proponents and practitioners of this technique, Mor
tensen explains his method for the bromoil transfer. 

28. 'Trial by Jury." Camera Craft 42:12 (December 
1936). pp. 567-74. 

3 b&w, including frontispiece. This is perhaps the most 
humorous of Mortensen·s Camera Craft articles. He 
pokes fun at both the salon system and himself. cast
ing a Morton Williamson. "who shows a penchant for 
rather sensational subject matter, for scenes of car
nage and torture, and for nudes: as one of the salon 
jurors for the 'Fifth Annual Salon Of Pittsville.' A 
framework is constructed to give juries consistent 
guidelines for judging prints. This article is used in the 
final chapter of Print Finishing. See 46. 
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29. The Model: A Book on the Problems of Pos
ing. San Francisco: Camera Craft Publishing. 1937. 

262 pp. 191 b&w. 34 drawings. I tissue overleaf with 
drawing. Clothbound. dust jacket. 4 printings. Includes 
"Foreword.' 'Introduction: "Table of Contents.' three 
divided parts each with its own set of chapters, and 
three 'Appendixes.' Each part and chapter have a head
ing. The book is dedicated "To Myrdith.' Much of the 
conceptual framework for this book can be found in 
the 1924 publication Bridgman's Life Drawing by George 
Bridgman. A teacher at the Art Students League in 
New York. Bridgman exerted the most influence on 
the young Mortensen of all the instructors there. 

Mortensen covers the technical. psychological. 
and philosophical problems in using a model for pho
tography. He attacks the problems inherent in bring-
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on the Problems of Posing (1937). 
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ing out emotional expression while handling the pure 
mechanics of posing the model. He helps the photog
rapher understand the uses of costume and makeup. 
Included are many images not reproduced before. 
Although Mortensen uses nudes in some of his illus
trations (he also has a small section dealing with legal 
and ethical ramifications of photographing the nude), 
this book is not an excuse, as so many books of the 
period were, for an exploitation of the female form. 
Rather, it is a serious manual for the amateur and 
professional artist. See 18, 19. 20. 22. 

30. "The Six Phases of Control: The Outline of a 
System." Camera Craft 44:3 (March 1937), pp. 
107-15. 

7 b&w. including frontispiece. Mortensen discusses his 
four previous books as a linked system, one that is 
best used in its totality but can be used alone. He 
takes one image through his six steps of control: I. 
"That which is before the camera: 2. "Lighting." 3. 

"Negative Quality," 4. "Projection Control," 5. "Abrasion 
& Powder Tone: and 6. "Processes" -bromoil transfer 
and paper negative. 

31. "The 'Perfect' Negative." Camera Craft 44:5 
(May 1937), pp. 207-11. 

1 b&w. including frontispiece. Mortensen challenges 
the reader to consider the end use of the negative 
and the pictorial value of the result. He attacks the 
gentrified amateurs and remarks on the ·perfect" neg
ative and how to achieve it. See 57, Part 4, Chapter 4. 

32. "Bromoil Prerequisites: Introduction to the 
Illustrations." Camera Craft 44:8 (August 1937), pp. 
359-68. 

9 b&w, including frontispiece 3 diagrams. Mortensen 
introduces one of his students. Van F. Dunlop, as hav
ing mastered the bromoil transfer and uses Dunlap's 
images for some of the examples: Aprjf frontispiece; 
The Wagoner, p. 361: Yoshi-Ko. p. 363. and June. p. 365. 
Mortensen discusses the importance of choosing the 
right subject matter and how to judge whether a neg
ative has the proper tonal range for using the bromoil 
transfer as a fitting printing choice. See 57, Part 4. 
Chapter 8. 9. 

33. "Projection Control In Portraiture." Camera 
Craft 44:10 (October 1937), pp. 459-66. 

7 b&w, plus frontispiece. An expansion and explanation 
of some of the procedures in his first book Projection 
Control See 7, 8, 75. 

34. The Command to Look: A Formula for Pic
ture Success. San Francisco: Camera Craft Pub
lishing, 1937. 

190 pp. 57 b&w. 8 drawings. 3 printings. Stiff wrappers, 
white plastic spiral binding (by the third printing the 
plastic is replaced with metal). Included are: ·contents," 
"Foreword," eight chapters. followed by fifty-five 
reproductions with comments. The book is dedicated 
"To My Sister. Ellen in Acknowledgment." Due to the 
small (5x6") and fragile construction of this publication. 
it is by far the rarest of Mortensen's nine books. The 
book is roughly divided in half. the first half primarily 
text. Next to Monsters & Madonnas this is Morten
sen's most important book, not for the reproductions, 
though they give us an excellent overview of his work 
to that date. but for the text. which reveals his think
ing in the creation of his images better than any other 
source. 

Biographical information in the first two chapters 
provides insight into the evolution of his method of 
creation. In chapter three he discusses the need for 
"Impact" in a picture, pointing out that to get noticed 

103 William Mortensen: A Selected Chronological Bibliography 



.... 

A FORMULA FOR_ 

PICTURE SUCCESS 

Cover. The Command to Look: A Formula 

for Picture Success (1937). 

GD/WMC 

(to Mortensen. notice is an important drive for the 
creation of art) a picture must arrest the attention 
of the viewer. Chapter four explains the basis for 
·1mpact"-an analysis of the four psychological 
elements of fear. Mortensen refers to ·a certain few 
patterns strike at deep-lying instinctive responses 
within ourselves. The Impact. the first blow of the 
picture against our consciousness, is purely biological 
in its effect.· The four patterns he describes are based 
on: the "Diagonal" (something moving across our field 
of vision). the ·s-Curve· (something that slithers toward 
us). "Triangles· (the sharp blade or tooth). and the 
"Dominant Mass" (an immovable obstruction in our 
path). He stresses that the reaction to these shapes 
in composition is on a basic level. tied to ·ancestral 
fears.· In chapter five he adds another important fac
tor for making an arresting image-the subject matter. 
Once viewers experience the initial innate impact. 
there must be subject matter worthy of attention. He 
divides this into three ·principal sources·: ·sex: ·senti
ment: and ·wonder.· Mortensen states that a subject 
must ·express itself by what it is. not by what it does.· 

In chapter six he shows how to lead the viewer 
to ·participate· in the picture through the use of 
·movement" and "hindrance: "forms: and "rhythms." 
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Finally, in chapter eight Mortensen asks the reader to 
test and analyze his own prints. while walking us 
through his complex formula. The second half of the 
book consists of a brief analysis of fifty-five Morten
sen photographs, each shown on the opposing page. 
helping the reader understand how that specific pho
tograph fits into the framework Mortensen describes 
in the book. 

This book was the first and only of his series (not 
including the Monsters & Madonnas printed after his 
death by de Langre) to use a color reproduction on 
the cover-obtained by Mortensen·s new Metal
Krome process. Because there was no dust jacket (the 
back of the dust jacket was usually reserved for book 
advertisements). the last four pages of this third print
ing are used to advertise Mortensen's books. 
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35. "Let's Be Candid about the Candid Camera." 
Camera Craft 44:1 (January 1938). pp. 3-8. 

3 b&w. including frontispiece. Concerning users of 
the ·candid camera: Mortensen discusses the issue 
of the celebrity's right to privacy from the intrusion of 
the camera-an issue in 1937. as it is today. At the same 
time he defends the miniature camera for its many 
artistic uses: "in ultra-skillful hands the miniature (cam
era) is capable of producing quite amazing results in 
the field of ·pure photography"-the rendition of sur
face differences and textures. Ansel Adams. in a brief 
passage with a Contax. showed brilliantly that the thing 
could be done." He introduces one of his students. 
Mary Thille. and uses her image Kutab Minar. Delhi as 
the frontispiece to his article. 

36. "Let's Be Candid about the Candid Camera." 
rngest and Review 5:6 (April 1938), pp. 38-40. 
!condensed version!. 

37. ·color in Photography." Camera Craft 44:5 
(May 1938), pp. 201-7. 

I color frontispiece. Mortensen begins this series of 
articles with a short history on the development and 
use of color. He then segues into a discussion on the 
compositional and symbolic uses of color that escape 
the attention of most amateurs. He points out typical 
flaws that plague most beginners in their understand
ing of how to use color as an element of design and 
the manipulation of its emotional qualities. 

38. ·color in Photography: Part II." Camera Craft 
45:6 (June 1938), pp. 251-57. 

I color frontispiece. I b&w. Mortensen links the use of 
drab colors in architecture by preceding generations 
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to the profusion of colors used in this generation
especially apparent in the ill-considered use of color 
reproductions in magazines. He then moves on to the 
difficulty inherent in the color reproduction process. 
especially when the separator is faced with the frus
tration of using small Kodachrome transparencies. 

39. 'Color in Photography: Part lll." Camera Craft 
45:7 (July 1938). pp. 301-6. 

I color frontispiece. Mortensen enumerates the vari
ous color printing methods available to the photogra
pher. After pointing out their inconsistencies and diffi
culties in use. he discusses his new Metal-Krome 
process and how it's a ·simple and practicable method 
for making a color print." But. he doesn't reveal the 
technique. reserving the right to pass on the secrets 
of the procedure only to those who enroll in his mail
order photography courses or who take personal 
instruction at his Laguna Beach studio. 

40. "Mortensen Makes Up Girl as Tibetan Monk: 
Popular Photography 3:1 (July 1938), pp. 50-51. 

41. 'How to Make Abrasion-Tone Prints, Part r: 
Popular Photography 3:2 (August 1938), pp. 20-22, 
90-91. 

42. 'Miniature Developer.· Camera Craft 45:8 
(August 1938), pp. 351-55. 

I b&w frontispiece. Mortensen explains the effect of 
various types of chemistries and their effectiveness in 
developing the miniature (35mm) negative. 

43. "Color in Photography: Part IV, Some Ideas 
on Composition In Color: Camera Craft 45:9 
(September 1938), pp. 399-406. 

I color frontispiece. 3 diagrams. In this last of the arti
cles on color, Mortensen gives examples of the cor
rect and incorrect placement of color in the picture 
frame. and he expands on the effect of colors when 
used together. He reiterates his abhorrence of the use 
of color for the sake of color. Color for Mortensen is 
another means of control. 

44. "How to Make Abrasion-Tone Prints: Part II: 
Popular Photography 3:3 (September 1938), pp. 
20-21, 90-91. 

45. 'Abrasion-Tone for Pictorial Effect: Part lll.' 
Popular Photography 3:4 (October 1938), pp. 
20-21, 70-73. 

11I\INT flNl8HIN( 
\\ ll LI 1\1 \HHS r E SI: 

Dust jacket. Print Finishing (1938). 

GD/WMC 

46. Prjnt Finjshjng. San Francisco: Camera Craft 
Publishing, 1938. 

127 pp. 61 b&w. 30 drawn illustrations. Clothbound. 
Dust jacket. 4 printings. Includes "Table of Contents." 
·introduction: three divided parts. each with its own 
set of chapters, and two "Appendixes· The book is 
dedicated "To George Allen Young-who asked for it." 
Part one (three chapters) deals with the types of papers 
that can be used for the abrasion tone process, how 
to dry the print and how to flatten it properly. Part 
two (eight chapters) takes the reader through a step
by-step explanation and demonstration of the abra
sion tone process. Part three (six chapters) shows the 
reader how to properly and effectively mount. frame, 
and sign the print for a salon presentation. See 28. 
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4 7. "Lighting the Outdoor Portrait: Part 1.· Camera 

Craft 46:7 (July 1939), pp. 299-306. 

II b&w. including frontispiece. This is the first of a three
part series on outdoor photography that provided the 
framework for the book Outdoor Portraiture. published 
by Camera Craft in 1940. ln this article. Mortensen dis
cusses the problems created by sunlight facing the 
amateur in shooting outdoors. He then describes five 
basic types of sunlight available. See 16, 51. 

48. "Lighting the Outdoor Portrait: Part II." Camera 

Craft 46:8 (August 1939). pp. 349-56. 

9 b&w. including frontispiece. Mortensen continues 
discussing of the five basic types of light and evalu
ates the benefits and disadvantages of each. A small 
section on the use of filters ends this part. 
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49. ·seven Deadly Errors: Backgrounds for the 
Outdoor Portrait." Camera Craft 47:1 (January 
1940), pp. 3-13. 

18 b&w. Mortensen explores the problems confronting 
the amateur in his selection and use of backgrounds. 
He enumerates the ·seven deadly errors· and discusses 
each one and tells how to avoid it. 

50. "Come Now, Professor!· Camera Craft 47:2 

(February 1940), pp. 68-72. 

I b&w. This is a response to an article written by Roi 
Partridge. art professor at Mills College in Oakland. 
California. and husband of Imogen Cunningham. (Cam
era Craft Magazine. November 1939. pp. 503-10. 540-42.) 
In this article. Mortensen refutes almost point by point 
Partridge's attack on pictorial photography. These two 
articles rekindle the Purist vs. Pictorialist debate. See 
·correspondence.· Camera Craft (December 1939). pp. 
593-95; ·correspondence." Camera Craft (January 1940). 
pp. 43-6; ·correspondence." Camera Craft (March 1940), 
p. 149. 

51. Outdoor Portrajture: Problems of Face and 

Figure in Natural Environment. San Francisco: 
Camera Craft Publishing, 1940. 

142 pp. 114 b&w. 3 drawn diagrams. Clothbound. Dust 
jacket. Four printings. Includes "Table of Contents," 
"Foreword." "Introduction." and seven chapters. 
Outdoor Portraiture, like Prjnt Finishing, is mainly a 
book of technique and technology. Mortensen gives 
the reader insight into the perils and problems of 
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photographing people outside the confines of the stu
dio and ways to avoid those pitfalls. He explains cam
era selection and other assorted equipment for out
door shooting. The reader learns how to: achieve the 
best light for the properly exposed negative, become 
aware of and eliminate confusing backgrounds, arrange 
figures in a landscape or around architecture, and 
pose the model in difficult situations. See 47. 48. 49. 

52. "Portraiture: Surface and Substance.· Camera 

Craft 47:8 (August 1940), pp. 385-91. 

5 b&w. After providing a brief history and analysis of 
the ·glamour ·portrait. Mortensen discusses the differ
ence between a synthetic. stilted approach and the 
wholesome. unaffected pose of a natural beauty in 
·glamour" portraiture. He uses an image by student 
F.F. Lockwood as a positive example. This begins a 
series of four articles dedicated to portraiture. 

53. "A Discipline for Portraiture.· Camera Craft 

47:9 (September 1940), pp. 431-36. 

I b&w frontispiece. Once again. using a portrait by his 
student F.F. Lockwood as an example. Mortensen 
divides the portrait sitting into four elements that the 
photographer must control: lighting. costume, makeup. 
and posing. And finally. he discusses the different 
approaches photographers use to elicit expressions 
and poses from models, lampooning his own style in 
the process. On the back cover of this issue is an 
advertisement for Kodak Panatomic-X film using 
William Mortensen as a spokesman. 

54. 'Pictures l Hate.' Popular Photography 5:6 

(December 1940), pp. 28-9, 132, 134, 136, 138. 

5 b&w. Mortensen. a longtime judge at salons, 
discusses what makes a ·pseudo-picture· fail as it tries 
to imitate art with universal appeal. He cites the ama
teur's need to produce photographs that are only 
pleasing to himself and possibly his family. Mortensen 
lists the nine general categories of the pictures he 
hates. with particular attention paid to Margaret 
Bourke-White's "photographic slumming.· 

55. 'The Nude in Art.' International 

Photographer 12:11 (December 1940), pp. 2-3. 

I b&w. This magazine for the cinematographer 
excerpts from two parts of Monsters & Madonnas, 
(the first three paragraphs under "Figurehead" and 
the first five paragraphs under "Nude Study." which 
do form a kind of thesis) beginning a series of brief 
articles, excerpts, and reproductions, mainly concern
ing the nude. that continues on and off until Decem
ber 1943. 
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56. "Portrait Procedure: Part I." Camera Craft 
47:12 (December 1940), pp. 587-93. 

7 b&w. including frontispiece. Mortensen gives a step
by-step guide on how to conduct a portrait sitting: 
room set up. help with lighting. and what type of seat to 
provide He shares his procedures on how to deal with 
the psychology of the sitter to achieve the best results. 

57. Mortensen on the Negative. New York: 
Simon and Schuster Inc., 1940. 

283 pp. ll6 b&w. 89 Drawings. graphs. technical illustra
tions, and halftone illustrations. Clothbound. Dust 
jacket. Six printings. Includes ·Table of Contents: 
"Introduction: and four divided parts. each with its 
own set of numbered chapters. The dedication reads: 
"Dedicated to the real photographers of the world
to those who. with their secondhand equipment and 
their makeshift darkrooms. are today fighting their 
solitary battles with their recalcitrant medium, not for 
money or for glory. but because they would rather 
make pictures than anything else in the world." The 
dedication text is distilled from · American Camera 
Neurosis," an unpublished manuscript by Mortensen 
(GD/WMC). 

Part One. "Equipment and Materials: is organized 
in three chapters about choices of cameras and film. 
Part Two, ·optics: has six chapters that explain in easy 
to understand language such mystifying subjects as 
"Circle of Confusion· and the relationship of a lens's 
focal length to its depth of field. Part Three. ·sensito
metry." includes four chapters providing an understand
ing of gamma and the H.&D. curve and how it relates 
to the density. opacity, and transparency of negatives. 
Part Four, the longest with eleven chapters, covers 
the nine standard types of negatives and how they 
are created and printed. !Note. This is one of the 
finest books on the mechanics of photography ever 
written. Mortensen has made difficult concepts of 
photographic chemistry, optics, and physics easy to 
understand, and the book is written with the insight 
and humor always present in his books and articles.I 
See 25. 31. 

The book is perhaps the most professionally pro
duced of any of Mortensen's books with the exception 
of Monsters & Madonnas. The cloth used on the cov
ers is heavier than the material used on the Camera 
Craft publications. The paper is heavier with a brighter 
gloss finish. The layout is more organized. The titled 
reproductions are used judiciously at the beginning of 
each part. rather than scattered about the text. The 
halftone reproductions are crisp and consistent. 
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58. "Portrait Procedure: Part II." Camera Craft 
48:l (January 1941), pp. 3-9. 

14 b&w. including frontispiece. Mortensen focuses on 
the physical aspects of the sitting in this, the last arti
cle in the series. He shows the basic pose and its vari
ations. Readers are admonished not to ·touch the sit
ter in order to adjust her position· or not ·to try to 
get a pose or expression .. . by asking to evoke a 
mood." He advocates letting the sitter experiment. but 
in a controlled way. In the end. a successful sitting 
results from the combined efforts of the photog
rapher and the sitter. 

59. "First-Get a Good Subject: Popular Photog
raphy 5:7 (January 1941), pp. 20-21, 120-23. 

60. "Limitations Encountered by Photographers 
of the Nude: International Photographer 13:12 

(January 1941), pp. 2-3. 

I b&w. This brief article questions the arbitrary classifi
cation of nudes (almost always judged ·obscene") by 
society in general and the post office in particular. 

61. ·control in Photography.' The Complete 
Photographer 3:17 (1941), pp. 1060-67. 

5 b&w. 2 illustrations. The Complete Photographer was 
a serially published magazine of 2000 lectures (edited 
by Willard D. Morgan and published by National Edu
cational Alliance, Inc., New York) by some of the great 
photographers of the time. Later the material was 
issued in a ten-volume. bound edition as The 
Complete Photographer: An Encyclopedia of Photog
raphy A truncated version of the "Venus and Vulcan· 
series, Mortensen presents his take on the Purist vs. 
Pictorialist debate. 

62. "De-Personalize Your Pictures: Popular Pho
tography 5:8 (February 1941), pp. 26-27, 95-97. 

63. "Tribute to the Model: International Photog
rapher 13:l (February 1941), pp. 2-3. 1 b&w. 

In this brief article Mortensen discusses the predilec
tion of society to judge models who pose nude as 
being cheap and vulgar. He defends their morality 
and the work they put into making a beautiful photo
graph. 
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64. ·create Lasting Interest: Popular Photogra
phy 5:9 (March 1941), pp. 26-7, 114-15. 

65. "Prudery and the Times: International Pho
tographer 13:2 (March 1941). pp. 2-3. 

I b&w. This excerpt from Monsters & Madonnas pre
sents the first three paragraphs under "Youth," with an 
added paragraph to wrap up the idea. 

66. "Keep It Simple: Popular Photography 5:10 
(April 1941), pp. 26-27, 74, 76-77. 

67. "Make Up for Portraiture: Part I. General 
Mechanics: Camera Craft 48:5 (May 1941), pp. 
225-35. 

19 b&w, including frontispiece. In the first installment 
of this three-part article. Mortensen returns to the 
problems of naturalistic makeup for portraiture, telling 
his readers what types of makeup are available and 
illustrating how to apply them. 

68. "The Camera Corner: Los Angeles Times 
Home Magazine (Sundays, II May 1941- II January 
1942). 

For eight months. excluding Sunday, December 14, 
Mortensen wrote a weekly article for the amateur/ 
hobbyist. These 35 brief articles helped the fledgling 
photographer select the proper camera, find the right 
background for an outdoor portrait. understand prob
lems of focusing, and so on. The first three articles 
were accompanied by a Mortensen photograph. 

69. ·caviar or Corned Beef?" International Pho
tographer 13:5 (June 1941), pp. 2-3. 

I b&w. An excerpt from the first second, and fourth 
paragraphs under Frou-Frou in Monsters & Madonnas. 

70. "The Seven Shapes: Part IL Corrective Uses 
of Make Up: Camera Craft 48:6 (June 1941). pp. 
279-85. 

5 b&w. including frontispiece. 6 drawings. This second 
part analyzes the seven basic shapes of the face: 
square. oblong, round. etc Mortensen shows methods 
to help bring those shapes closer to the oval shape, 
which he considers the standard shape, through the 
use of makeup 

71. "Make Up for Portraiture: Part Ill. Methods for 
Correction: Camera Craft 48:7 (July 1941), pp. 358-68. 

8 b&w. 16 drawings. Mortensen reiterates the seven 
basic shapes of the face to begin this guide to correc
tive makeup. This ·correction" changes the six other 
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I � II O D E R X P H O T O G R A P H Y 

BY \flLLIA!I MORTENSEN 

Dust jacket Flash in Modern 

Photography. Third edition (1950). 

GD/WMC 

facial structures back to the oval shape, ·generally 
accepted as the standard of feminine beauty." Listed 
also is a section on makeup for special problems, such 
as flat noses. receding chins. and freckles. 

72. Flash in Modern Photography. San Francisco: 
Camera Craft Publishing Company, 1941. 

208 pp. 132 b&w. 66 drawings, graphs. and lighting spot 
diagrams. Clothbound. Dust jacket. Two printings. 
There is a small difference between the first and sec
ond printing. The frontispiece is a nude. Martha, in the 
first printing: in the second printing the frontispiece is 
an untitled image of a woman in a hat and coat, later 
titled Jeanne in the second edition. p. 25. Included are: 
"Foreword," "Table of Contents." three divided parts
of which the first two parts have chapter numbers and 
headings, the third part only headings-and "Appendix." 
The "Foreword" functions as an acknowledgment page, 
with Mortensen thanking everyone who helped in giv-
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ing technical information and lending illustrations to 
the book. As a technical book, Flash has outlived its 
usefulness. Much of the book is filled with graphs and 
data for the use of flash bulbs. which have now been 
replaced by electronic strobe. The theories of fill and 
diffusion still pertain, but this book is interesting only 
as a photo-historical document. Part One has four 
chapters and explains the technology of the bulb and 
how the flash is used. Part Two has four chapters but 
covers more aesthetic and technical applications of 
the flash. Part Three. written by Don Paul, is broken 
down into ten parts explaining with text and example. 
the many uses of flash in professional photography. 
Only a few Mortensen images illustrate this book. 
Some of the photographs by other photographers 
include: Flash 1898 by Don Paul, p 15; Box Supper by 
Marion Post Wolcott (F.S.A.). p. 55; Dirty Dishes by Rus
sell Lee (F.S.A.). Secretary Morgenthau by Otto Hagel, 
Time Inc., p. 99; Last Minute Instructions by Russell 
Lee (F.S.A.). p. 151; Jigger at the Square Dance by Russell 
Lee (F.S.A.). p. 152; Mother and Son at Pie Supper by 
Russell Lee (F.S.A.). p. 153; Memphis Stock Exchange by 
Marion Post Wolcott (F.S.A.), p. 153; ·we May Not Have 
a House Here, but We Will Have One in Heaven· by 
Russell Lee (F.S.A.), p. 154; Having a Beer at Art's by 
Jack Delano (F.S.A.), p. 155; Day Nursery by Arthur 
Rothstein (F.S.A.). p. 155; Orthopedic Hospital by Hansel 
Meith. Life Magazine. p. 161; Texas Cowboy by Hansel 
Meith. Life Magazine. p. 163; The New Models by Otto 
Hagel, Time. Inc.. p. 162. 

73. 'The Model: International Photographer 13:10 
(November 1941). pp. 2-3. 

1 b&w. The final article concerning Mortensen·s photo
graphs in this magazine was probably not written by 
Mortensen. It describes the regimen that a woman must 
face to pose for the Mortensen School of Photography. 
Quoting from one sentence the author says, "absti
nence from all things that impair the face and disinte
grate the body is the never to be broken law.· Later 
issues use Mortensen images; the reproduction quality 
is good. Usually nudes. the images are always printed 
on page 2: 1941-April, July, September. October, and 
December; 1942-January, February, March. November, 
and December; 1943-February, April, May, June, July, 
August. September, October, November. and December. 

7 4. 'The Cart and the Horse: The Ditherings of 
an Unregenerate Romantic: Camera Craft: 48:12 
(December 1941). pp. 723-26. 

1 b&w, cover. In this last article Mortensen wrote for 
Camera Craft (the last issue published in March 1942). 
he is once again called upon to defend his point of 
view. The article is a refutation of the article by John 
Gibbs Holyoke titled ·1n Defense of Progressive Pho
tography." (pp. 717-22 same issue) As in his article, 

Dust jacket. The New Projection 
Control Third edition (1942) 

GD/WMC 

·come Now. Professor: Mortensen rebuts point by 
point the contentions of Holyoke's statements. See 
Camera Craft. "Photography: What Now?" by Nestor 
Barrett. October 1941. pp. 589-94; "What Is Pictorialism?" 
by Nancy Newhall, November 1941. pp. 653-63. 

1942 

75. The New Projection Control San Francisco: 
Camera Craft Publishing Company. Third Edition, 
Revised and Enlarged. 1942. 

123 pp. 92 b&w. I drawn diagram. Clothbound. Dust 
jacket. 4 printings. In the "Foreword" to this third edition 
Mortensen says, "This new edition, however. is not a 
mere revision and expansion of the old. To all intents 
and purposes. it is a new book, and-I trust-a more 
useful one." All the chapters are enlarged, with subhead
ings added. He has left out the chapter on framing, 
·a subject properly pertaining to composition rather 
than projection printing.· He has also. unfortunately, 
left out the "List of Illustrations." There is no longer an 
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appendix on "Textures.· He has increased the amount 
of images used as examples, with many new finished, 
titled reproductions. Mortensen has also included 
three examples of photographs by other photogra
phers: Country Lane by Alex Lilburn, p. 75: Evening by 
F.F. Lockwood. p. 96: and Abrasion-Tone! by R.P. 
Piperoux, p. 101. See 7, 8, 33. 

1943  

76. ·what You Should Know about Good Prints: 
Part I." Popular Photography 7:8 (February 1943), 
pp. 22-23, 70-71. 

77. "The Right Negative for Enlarging: Part II." 
Popular Photography 7:9 (March 1943), pp. 22-23, 
79-81. 

78. "How to Get Good Print Quality: Part III." 
Popular Photography 7:10 (April 1943), pp. 22-23, 
90-92. 

79. ·controlling Contrast for Better Prints: Part 
IV." Popular Photography 7:11 (May 1943), pp. 22-3, 
90-92. 

80. "Elements of Photographic Composition: Part 
I: Popular Photography 8:4 (October 1943), pp. 
19-21, 70-71. 

81. "Elements of Photographic Composition: Part 
II: Popular Photography 8:5 (November 1943), pp. 
28-29, 92-93. 

82. "Elements of Photographic Composition: Part 
III: Popular Photography 8:6 (December 1943), 
pp. 28-30, 88-90. 
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83. ·ught at Work: Part I." Popular Photography 

9:4 (October 1944), pp. 22-25, 81. 

84. "Light at Work: Part II: Popular Photography 
9:5 (November 1944), pp. 24-26, 100. 

85. "Light at Work: Part III." Popular Photography 
9:6 (December 1944), pp. 26-27, 91-94. 
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1945 

86. "A Folio Of Color From William Mortensen: 
Minicam Photography: 8:4 (January 1945), pp. 55-58 

3 color. Even though the "Table of Contents· lists 
William Mortensen as the author of this article. it has 
the feeling of being written by another individual. 
Otherwise this is basically a brief, vague description of 
the Metal-Krome process. 

87. "Portraiture with the Miniature: The Camera: 
67:10 (October 1945), pp. 58-61. 

4 b&w. Mortensen argues the case, as he has before, 
for the use of the miniature camera (35mm) as the 
camera of choice for portraiture. He discusses the 
advantages of a smaller size. less need for retouching, 
and the ability to inexpensively shoot more film com
pared to that of the large-format camera. 

88. ·The Paper Negative." Popular Photography 
(November 1945), pp. 21-23, 108, 110, 112. 
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89. "The Paper Negative: Materials and Methods 
for Control: Popular Photography 10:7 (January 
1946), pp. 34-37, 108, 110. 

90. "The Paper Negative: A Test of Skill in 
Advanced Methods of Control: Popular Photo
graphy 10:9 (March 1946), pp. 36-39, 108, 110, 112. 
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91. Pictorial Lighting. San Francisco: Camera 
Craft Publishing Company. Second Edition, 1947. 

222 pp. 145 b&w. 33 drawn diagrams. Clothbound. Dust 
jacket. The difference between this edition of Pictorial 
Lighting and its first edition is comparable to the dif
ferences between Projection Control and New Projec
tion Control Once again Mortensen expands the text. 
increasing the size of the chapters. even adding new 
ones, while inserting subheadings throughout. There is 
a new chapter about the modification of his five basic 
lighting set-ups, he adds a chapter to outdoor lighting, 
changes the title and substance of Appendix B. and 
excludes Appendix C. Many of the same reproductions 
are included in enlarged size, and the amount of illus
trations, both photographic and graphic, is increased. 
The photographic reproductions are of lesser quality 
than those in the first edition. Some of the graphic 
lighting diagrams have changed in form. and all have 
been redrawn with a bolder, more up-to-date look. 
Since this edition comes after the publication of his 
other seven books he is able to use them as footnote 
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references to further illustrate his points and ideas. 
Finally, as with The New Projection Control he leaves 
out the "List of Illustrations." See 21 

92. Flash in Modern Photography. San Francisco: 

Camera Craft Publishing Company. Second Edi
tion 1947. 

224 pp. 138 b&w. 77 Tables, graphs and lighting diagrams. 
Clothbound. Dust jacket. One printing. Although the 
dust jacket boasts ·150 photographs· there are really 
only 138. The new addition to this second edition is a 
chapter in Part Two on "Portraiture by Electronics." 
Mortensen compares flash bulb versus electronic 
strobe and includes new images for examples. Left 
out are the sections. in Part Three. on "Clinical Flash 
Photography· and "Blackout Flash Photography" with 
their accompanying illustrations. There have been a 
couple of images excluded in the remaining sections 
with some of the other photographs rearranged. Two 
new images are added to this edition from other pho
tographers: they are: Family Croup by Delano (F.S.A.), 
p. 180: Mill Worker by Jack Delano (F.S.A.). p. 180. See 72 
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93. "A Project in Costuming." Popular Photogra
phy 12:8 (February 1948). pp. 49-51, 157-58. 

See 29. 

94. The Model A Book on the Problems of 
Posing. San Francisco: Camera Craft Publishing 
Company, Second Edition, 1948. 

262 pp. 191 b&w. 34 drawings. I tissue overleaf with 
drawing. Clothbound. Dust jacket. I printing. The first 
and second editions are the same except for a new 
dust jacket design for the second edition. A reproduc
tion on page 215 was untitled in the first edition and 
titled Ionia in the second edition. See 29 

1950 

95. Flash in Modern Photography. San Francisco: 
Camera Craft Publishing Company. Third Edition, 
1950. 

224 pp. 136 b&w. 79 Tables. graphs. and lighting 
diagrams. Clothbound. Dust jacket. One printing. The 
second and third editions are structured the same. 
The main difference is in the first three chapters of 
Part One, where the graphs and tables for some of 
the flash bulbs were updated as was the section on 
synchronizers for the flash unit. To accommodate the 
new information and tables. the publisher excluded 
two full-page Mortensen reproductions. Joan and 
Jeanne. See 91. 72. 

96. "Mortensen on Stereo." American Photogra
phy 44:5 (May 1950). pp. 12-17. 

19 b&w. 3 drawings. This is the first feature by Morten
sen for American Photography. This article is a revela
tion. as nowhere in his previous writings does Morten
sen divulge that he ·cannot recall a single period during 
the past thirty years in which a stereo camera has not 
been my constant companion· (p. 13). There are some 
Realist stereo slides in the collection at the Center for 
Creative Photography, but not an amount that would 
lead one to think he had been shooting in stereo for 
thirty years. Mainly a "how-to· article, it gives the enthu
siast a series of approaches to enhance the effect of 
stereo photography. 

97. "Photo Comment by Mortensen." American 
Photography 44:5 (May 1950). p. 49. 

No illustrations. In the same issue as "Mortensen on 
Stereo: he writes a brief philosophical article on the 
need for the development of an individual style. 

98. "Talking about Photography With Mortensen." 
American Photography 44:6 (June 1950). pp. 33, 55. 

I b&w. A portrait of Mortensen for the masthead. The 

editors state that this column will be a ·regular 

appearance· for Mortensen. In fact it lasts only 5 

issues. This first article deals with the elements that it 

takes to "Make a Picture.· Basically a repeat of things 

said in The Command to Look. 

99. "Talking about Photography with Mortensen." 
American Photography 44:7 (July 1950). pp. 24-25. 

2 b&w. A brief article on the creation and use of the 
paper negative. 

100. "Talking about Photography with Mortensen." 
American Photography 44:8 (August 1950). pp. 
47-48. 

3 b&w. Mortensen discusses the makeup and photo
graphic tricks used to transform an attractive model 
into The Old Beggar. 

101 "Talking about Photography with Mortensen." 
American Photography 44:9 (September 1950), 
p. 47. 

I b&w. A portrait of Mortensen for the masthead. 
Mortensen talks about the various advantages and 
disadvantages of single vs. multiple judges for 
critiquing photographs. 
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102. "Talking about Photography with Mortensen.· 
American Photography 44:10 (October 1950), pp. 
44-45. 

5 b&w. In last of the series Mortensen gives readers 
tips on how to improve their landscape photography. 

1951 

103. Outdoor Portraiture. San Francisco: Camera 
Craft Publishing. Second Edition 1951. 

208 pp. 190 b&w. 32 drawn illustrations and diagrams. 
I reproduction of a Corot landscape painting. Cloth
bound. Dust jacket. One printing. The second edition 
is enlarged and expanded. Almost every chapter has 
been added to in both text and illustrations. There are 
two new chapters (expanding the book to nine), "Con
ventional Portraiture· and ·In the Field.· The titled 
reproductions have been resized to fit the whole page, 
and there are many more than in the first edition. 
Also, included are two images by other photogra
phers: Ernte by Peter Kocjancic. p. 41. and Gentleman 
from Texas by Elna Wilkinson, p. 191. See 51. 

104. "Glamorize the Girl Friend." Popular Photog
raphy: 28:5 (May 1951), pp. 42-47. 

9 b&w. The title says it all in this "how-to· article, which 
became part of the third edition of The Model We 
see some of Mortensen's fifties-style female portraits. 
See 108. 

1954 

105. Mortensen System: The Female Figure. 
Newport Beach: Jay Curtis Publications, 1954. 36 pp. 

15 b&w. Including the cover. 5 1/2 x8 1/2-inch pamphlet. 
Stiff board wrapper, saddle stapled. Mortensen begins 
with some history and philosophy surrounding the 
nude in art. He goes on to give four classifications to 
his types of nudes and then uses fourteen illustrations 
to support his points. Using a structure somewhat like 
Monsters & Madonnas and The Command to Look, he 
discusses each photograph according to the four basic 
types and gives data on how they were produced 

106. Mortensen System: The Paper Negative. 
Newport Beach: Jay Curtis Publications, 1954. 

33 pp. Amount of illustrations unknown. 5 1/2 x 8 1/2-
inch pamphlet. Stiff board wrapper. saddle stapled. 

107. Mortensen System: The Texture Screen. 
Newport Beach: Jay Curtis Publications, 1954. 

Larry Lytl e  and Michael Dawson 

32 pp. 18 b&w. Including the cover. 10 texture exam
ples. 1 DaVinci reproduction.5 1/2 x81;2- inch pam
phlet. Stiff board wrapper, saddle stapled A treatise 
on how to create and use texture screens. 

108. Mortensen System: Know Your Negative. 
Newport Beach: Jay Curtis Publications, 1954. 

Amount of pages unknown. Amount of illustrations 
unknown. 5 1/2 x 8 1/2-inch pamphlet. Stiff board 
wrapper, saddle stapled. 

1956 

109. How to Pose the Model- A Book on the 
Problems of Posing the Model New York: Ziff
Davis Publishing Company. Third Edition 1956. 

160 pp. 148 b&w. 42 drawings. 2 printings. Clothbound. 
Dust jacket. Included are: "Contents." 12 chapters, 
"Appendix," and "Index.· This edition is condensed from 
the first edition. The structure of the book has been 
changed. No longer divided into parts, the information 
is now presented in twelve continuous chapters. Two 
appendixes were joined to form chapter twelve, and 
only one appendix remains. The presentation is decid
edly for the hobbyist or amateur. Perhaps the most 
interesting change is the insertion of the pin-up style 
nude into both the numbered illustrations and titled 
reproductions. Also included is a chapter dedicated to 
the Nude. The third edition of How to Pose the Model 
appears to be the last book or article written by Mor
tensen. This edition is also singular as the first publica
tion where George Dunham is listed as a co-author on 
this book as well as all of the books, pamphlets, and 
magazines articles written before. See 29 

1960 

llO. "Does Photography Embody the Creative 
Element?" International Photographer 32:11 
(November 1960), pp. 238-39, 242-43. 

1 b&w. Mortensen returns to International Photogra
pher after twenty years. This is a complete reprint of 
the first part of Monsters & Madonnas from "The Dual 
Substance of Art" to "Releasing the Imagination.· The 
reproduction used in this article is new and doesn't 
appear in the book. See 24. 

Ill "Does Photography Embody the Creative 
Element?' International Photographer 32:11 
(December 1960). pp. 258-59, 263. 

1 b&w. This article completes the reprint of Monsters 
& Madonnas excluding the section titled "Notes on 
the Notes." The reproduction used in this article is new 
and doesn't appear in the book. 
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Dust jacket: How to Pose the Model
A Book on the Problems of Posing 
the Model Third Edition (1956). 
GD/WMC 

1961 

112. ·woman of Languedoc: lnternaUonal Pho
tographer 33:1 (January 1961). p. 17. 

l b&w. This is basically a reprint of the page from 
Monsters & Madonnas with a quarter-page reproduc
tion of the image. See 24. 

113. "Human Relations: lnternaUonal Photogra
pher 33:2 (February 1961), p. 34. 

l b&w. This is basically a reprint of the page from 
Monsters & Madonnas with a quarter-page reproduc
tion of the image. See 24. 

114. "Fragment: International Photographer 33:3 
(March 1961), p. 56. 

l b&w. This is basically a reprint of the page from 
Monsters & Madonnas with a quarter-page reproduc
tion, however it is a different Fragment than the one 
used in the book. See 24. 

115. "Johan the Mad: International Photographer 
33:4 (April 1961). p. 75. 

I b&w. This is basically a reprint of the page from 
Monsters & Madonnas with a quarter-page 
reproduction of the image. See 24. 

116. "Market Girl.· International Photographer 33:5 
(May 1961), p. 98. 

I b&w. This is basically a reprint of the page from 
Monsters & Madonnas with a quarter-page reproduc
tion of the image. See 24. 

117. "Machiavelli: International Photographer 33:6 
(June 1961), p. 117. 

l b&w. This is basically a reprint of the page from 
Monsters & Madonnas with a quarter-page reproduc
tion of the image. See 24. 

1967 

118. Monsters & Madonnas. Photographic Methods. 
Hollywood: Jacques de Langre, Publisher, 1967. 
[published posthumously!. 

Unpaginated. 14 full-page b&w. 7 full-page color. 4 full
page duotone. Clothbound. Dust jacket. This book 
contains an "Acknowledgment" and a "Preface to the 
Illustrations: followed by black-and-white reproduc
tions. "Notes on the Color Prints: a section of color 
prints. followed by a section of duotone and b&w prints. 
The acknowledgment by the publisher reads. ·we are 
deeply grateful for all the help that we have received 
with the preparation of this volume. Our heartfelt 
appreciation goes to Mrs. Myrdith Mortensen and 
Howard Lucy for making this first color edition possi
ble; to Grey Silva. recognized authority on the 
processes and works of Mr. Mortensen. for his captions 
in the color section and his brief description of the 
Metal-Krome process and to Lou Oles. president of 
the Ohsawa Foundation. Los Angeles for organization 
of the material and style suggestions." 

This book, although titled the same, is quite differ
ent from the original Monsters & Madonnas. On the 
opening page of text in the "introduction· is a two
page spread of Christ's Death Companion, a still from 
the Cecil B. DeMille film King of Kings that Mortensen 
worked on in 1926 (See 4). The introductory text that 
Mortensen wrote for the original has been restructured 
and re-edited. losing much in the process. There 
seems to have been a copy or printing error with the 
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Cover 
The Paper Negative, 1987 
WMA 

·Preface to the Illustrations· as it appears in the very 
beginning, opposite the acknowledgment. and then 
again after the introductory text. Only 9 of the 20 
prints originally in the Camera Craft editions are 
included, and one of them. Preparation for the Sabbot. 
has been flopped. Two images were borrowed from 
The Command to Look. and one of those, L'Amour, 

Larry Lytle and Michael Dawson 

has been flopped. Tragedy, appearing in this volume, 
was used in Pictorial Lighting. The remainder of 
images in this volume are examples of Mortensen·s 
Metal-Krome and toning processes. The black-and
white prints are generally flat and lifeless. There are 
several strange anomalies and omissions in this book. 
There is a blank page that appears to have had a 
paper negative tipped in or attached to the page that 
the reader could use to print his or her own Morten
sen image. Many copies lack the negative. The image 
of the Japanese girl. Midori Shinioba. doesn't fit Mor
tensen's oeuvre, and how it got into the book or could 
have been mistaken for one of Mortensen's images is 
not known at this time. The notes placed opposite the 
illustrations are re-edited from the original edition. 
taken from The Command to Look, or in the case of 
the Metal-Krome reproductions, provided by Grey 
Silva. (One of the duotone images of model Nicoli 
Tamvakis has no notes.) The reproduction of Salome 
is incorrectly referred to as ·the· Salome mentioned 
by Mortensen in The Command to Look, as 
mentioned in the footnote on p.14. 

1973 

119. Monsters & Madonnas. New York: Arno 

Press, 1973. 

Unpaginated. 20 full-page b&w. One quarter-page 
reproduction in the introduction. Cloth bound. This is 
a halftone reprint of the second edition. fourth print
ing, copy of Monsters & Madonnas provided to Arno 
Press by the George Eastman House. Part of a sixty
two-book series called The Literature of Photography 
edited by Peter Bunnell and Robert A. Sobieszek, this 
entry was a workman version of the original. The size 
of the original is maintained, the reproductions are 
poor, and the last image, The Vampire, is printed 
upside down. 

198 7  

120. The Paper NegaUve. Scottsdale. Arizona: Jay 

Curtis Publications, 1987. 

50 pp. 14 b&w. plus cover and diagram. Unsigned 
·introduction· mentions the freedom of expression 
available to the photographer in the era of ·computer 
design and digital production." 
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WILLIAM MORTENSEN CHRONOLOGY 
with Related Cultural and Photographic Events 

1897 

Born January 27. in Park City, Utah. 

Every published source (including CLIFT, DUNHAM, 
IRMAS, MACMILLAN, MANN, REED, and SILVA) 
repeats the same birth name, date, and place of 

birth for Mortensen. Unpublished sources (DUN
HAM and MYRDITH) corroborate this. However. the 

1900 United States Census for Park Precinct. Utah. 
records that the only son in the Mortensen family 
was Albert W. (born 1897). WHM served in the 
United States Army as William Herbert and used 
that name for the rest of his life. It is not known 
whether the census record was in error or if 
WHM changed his name. 

Family of Danish ancestry consisted of father. 
William P. Mortensen (born Denmark 1859). 
mother. Agnes M. Mortensen (born Denmark 
1860). and sister Ellen (born Utah 1886). The f am
ily's religious affiliation has not been established. 

A good source of early information about the 
Mortensen family is the clipping dated 14 April 
1938. in Scrapbook B. WMA. Information about the 
family's faith is not conclusive. Myrdith told lrmas 
that WHM was a Methodist (WMA, lrmas Papers). 
A connection with the Mormon Church may be 

indicated by the childish note scrawled across a 
postcard of the Mormon Temple in Salt Lake City. 
"Papa I went there: wrote WHM to his father. 
Additional evidence suggests that in 1920 WHM 

by Amy Rule 

wjth conthbutions from Larry Lytle 

may have been a Christian Scientist WRAY (p. 29) 
mentions that he had Christian Scientist friends in 

Los Angeles and she mentions (p. 38) that he gave 
her books by the founder of the movement. Mary 
Baker Eddy. 

1899 

Alfred Stieglitz (1864-1946) published "Pictorial Pho
tography," Scribner's Magazine 26 (November), pp. 
528-37, 

Arthur Wesley Dow (1857-1922) published Composi
tion: A Series of Exercises in Art Structure for the Use 
of Students and Teachers (Garden City: Doubleday, 
Page). 

1900 

Camera Craft, journal of the California Camera Club, 
began publication. 

Laura Adams (1874-1963) published "The Picture Pos
sibilities of Photography," Overland Monthly (Septem
ber), p. 241. 

1901 

Arnold Genthe (1889-1942) published "The Rebellion 
in Photography," Overland Monthly (August), pp.93-96. 

Charles H. Caffin (1854-1918) published Photography 
as a Fine Art (New York: Doubleday, Page). 

Throughout this chronology, Mortensen is referred to as WHM. 

Citations for the information presented in this chronology are abbreviated as in, for example. ·cuFT, p. 4." See 
·sources· at the end of this chronology for a guide to these abbreviations. 

Citations for information found in archival materials include the location in the Center for Creative Photography 
as in, for example, "WMA, Correspondence files." 

Archival references were drawn from the William Mortensen Archive (WMA) and the George Dunham/William 
Mortensen Collection (GD/WMC) at the Center for Creative Photography 
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PHOTOGRAPHERS UNKNOWN: 

upper left 

Agnes M. Mortensen and William P. Mortensen. 

mother and father of William Mortensen, n.d. 

Copy print from original photograph. 

WMA 

upper right 

Agnes M. Mortensen with her son William, 

in front of commercial photographer's painted 

backdrop of Saltair Pavilion. Salt Lake City, n.d. 

Postcard, 

WMA 

right 

William Mortensen 

as a private in the United States Army, ca. 1917 

WMA 



1905 

Adelaide Hanscom (1876-1932) published The 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam illustrated with her pho
tographs of local artists and authors posed in costume 
(New York: Dodge Publishing Company). 

1906 

On April 18, the largest earthquake in recorded history 
of the United States hit San Francisco. Many photogra
phers lost their studios and life's work. Offices and 
gallery of The Camera Club were destroyed. 

Edward Weston (1886-1958) moved to Southern Cali
fornia. Opened a studio in Tropico. 

1907 

Louis Fleckenstein (1866-1942) moved to Los Angeles. 

WHM received a Brownie camera as a gift from 
his mother. 

IRMAS (1979). p. 121; CLIFT. p. 2 

WHM dedicated Projection Control 2nd ed. (1934). 

·ro my mother who bought me a camera when 

I was ten years old." 

After losing his camera. WHM began drawing 
and painting. 

DUNHAM (N.D.). p. I 

1908 

Arnold Genthe published Pictures of Old Chinatown 
(New York: Moffat, Yard and Company). 

1909 

The Mortensen family moved to Salt Lake City. 
WHM worked in the family drygoods store at 
300 E. Second South and took painting lessons 
from local artist and high school teacher J. T. 
Harwood. 

Salt Lake City Directory (1909) 

WMA. Clippings. 14 April 1938 

DUNHAM (1965) 

East Side High School Yearbook (1920) records 

that WHM was a former student of Harwood. 

WHM aspired to be an artist. 

DUNHAM (N.D.). p. I; SILVA. p. 21. 

WMA. Scrapbook B. portrait of WHM with easel 

and palette 
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1910 

Alfred Stieglitz mounted his last great pictorialist exhibi
tion, International Exhibition of Pictorial Photography, 
at the Albright Gallery, Buffalo, New York. 

1912 

Karl Struss (1886-1981) joined the Photo-Secession as 
the last new member of that group. 

1914 

California Pictorialists of Los Angeles founded by Mar
grethe Mather, Fred Archer, Edward Weston, Louis 
Fleckenstein, and others. 

Edward Weston published poem 'The Gummist," 
Photo-Era 31 :4 (April), p. 182. It satirized pictorialist 
photographers. 

1915 

First Southwest Salon [of photography] at the South
west Museum, Los Angeles. 

Southern California Camera Club (later Los Angeles 
Camera Club) founded. 

Panama-Pacific International Exposition brought the 
first examples of European avant-garde art to Califor
nia. 

WHM graduated from East Side High School. 

Salt Lake City, Utah. 

IRMAS (1977. 1979); MYRDITH; MACMILLAN 

Student records from Salt Lake City's East Side 

High School have been lost. Thus. it is impossible 

to confirm WHM's graduation. (Phone conversa

tion. East Side High School and Larry Lytle. 

November 1996). 

WHM apprenticed for painter Lieftucker !first 
name and dates unknown! working on murals in 
the Mormon Temple. 

DUNHAM (N.D.). handwritten note in margin. p. I 

1916 

Vanity Fair (June) stated that there are "only some 
seven (photographers] in the whole world who really 
count" and included California pictorialist Annie Brig
man (1869-1950), p. 51. 

Pictorial Photographers of America founded by 
Clarence White (1871-1925) and others. 
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1917 

United States entered World War I on April 6th. Con
scription authorized on May 18th. 

George Bellows (1882-1925) (later WHM's teacher at the 
Art Students League) visited and painted the California 
coastline. 

Last salon of the California Camera Club was held at 
the Palace Hotel, San Francisco. 

Arthur Kales (1882-1936), photographer, lawyer, and 
business executive, photographed on the set of D. W. 
Griffith's motion picture Intolerance. 

Russian Revolution began. 

WHM joined the U. S. Army. 

Sources disagree on the date for WHM's 
induction into the armed services. Although 

several (MYRDITH, IRMAS, and MACMILLAN) state that 
he entered military service in 1918. it is more likely 

that he left the Army in that year of the war's 

conclusion. Dunham suggests that WHM either 
joined or was drafted in 1917 and initially was 

sent to California for training (DUNHAM IND.I. p. I). 

1918 

Otis Art Institute was founded in Los Angeles. 

Laguna Beach Art Association was founded. 

Francis Bruguiere (1879-1945) published San Fran

cisco (San Francisco: H.S. Crocker Co.). 

World War I ended in November when an armistice 
was signed between Germany and the Allies. 

WHM was discharged from the Army as a Pri
vate from Company D, 13th Regiment, at Camp 

Merritt, New Jersey, December 23. 

COMMAND, p 8 

Early sources (DUNHAM IN.o.l. p. I; WMA Scrapbook 

B, clipping) agree that WHM was discharged in 

1918. Most sources agree that WHM was in the 

Army Infantry, but one contemporary source 

states that he served in the Camouflage Section 

of the Intelligence Corps (WMA. Scrapbook B. 

undated clipping). 

1919-20 

WHM attended classes at The Art Students 

League. New York City, studying drawing and 

Amy Rule 

PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN: 

William Mortensen as student 

in New York City, ca. 1919. 

WMA 

painting with George Bellows. Robert Henri, and 
George Bridgman. 

COMMAND, p. 8 

IRMAS (1977, 1979); CLIFT, p. 2; MACMILLAN; SILVA, p. 2]; 

REED, P 145; DUNHAM (N.D.) 

WMA, Scrapbook. original ink sketches dated 1918 
and clipping 14 April 1938 

Student records from the Art Students League of 

New York are incomplete for the years in question. 

so we cannot verify which classes WHM took or 
who his teachers were. George B. Bridgman (1864-

1943) (mentioned by WHM in later years) taught at 

the School from 1898 to 1943. Bridgman taught at 

least 80.000 students in his popular life drawing 

and anatomy classes and influenced many more 

with his seven books on life drawing (Letter. The 

Art Students League of New York to Larry Lytle. 
27 November 1996. Art Students League of New 

York News !November 19941. p. 4-5). 
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1919 

Alberto Vargas (1896-1982) began career as pin-up 
artist illustrating the Ziegfeld Girls. 

Paul L. Anderson (1880-1956) published The Fine Art of 
Photography (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott). 

Karl Struss moved to Hollywood. 

WHM supplemented his income by painting por
traits. 

IRMAS (1977, 1979): MYRDITH 

1920 

Pictorial Photography Society of San Francisco 
founded by Dorothea Lange and others. 

WHM was told by an instructor at The Art Stu
dents League that he had ·no talent for drawing." 

COMMAND, p. 8 

WMA. Scrapbook B. 14 April 1938 clipping. 

WHM traveled by freighter to Greece. arriving 
May I. 

Sources record conflicting dates for WHM's trip 
to Greece. Some state that he sailed in 1919 (IRMAS, 

DUNHAM, MYRDITH), but early sources (COMMAND; 

WMA. Scrapbook. 14 April 1938 clipping) place the 

trip in 1920. Most convincing are the dates on pic

ture postcards WHM sent home to his mother 

and sister. These record his March departure and 

arrival in May (WMA. Correspondence). WHM 

appears to have made the trip with little financial 

security, claiming to have borrowed money to 

begin the trip. His father wired him $100 in June 

and the American consul in Athens had to 

advance him more money to get home in August 

(WMA. Scrapbook B. telegrams). 

WHM went to Greece intending to make etch
ings of ·ancient Attica." Instead he ended up 
painting poster designs for a cognac company. 

COMMAND, p. 8 

Dunham says the trip was disturbed by sporadic 

warfare between the Turkish and Greek troops 

(DUNHAM IN.D.I. p. 2) 

WHM returned to Salt Lake City and began 
teaching art at East Side High School. 

COMMAND, p. 9 
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IRMAS (1977, 1979): MACMILLAN; MYRDITH 

East Side High School Yearbook 1920-22 indicated 

that WHM began teaching in the fall of 1920 after 

·spending lthel summer in Paris." He was not listed 

in the 1922 section of the yearbook. 

WHM began photographic experiments with 
5x7-inch view camera using female high school 

students as models. 

COMMAND, p. 9 

WMA, Scrapbook B. photographs 

DUNHAM (N.D.), p. 2 

1921 

At the end of the school year. WHM resigned 
his position with East Side High School. 

IRMAS (1977, 1979): REED, P. 145; MYRDITH 

Various sources repeat WHM's own story that he 

was accused of improper behavior with his female 

students/models. This has not been substantiated 

with any documentation. WHM wrote that "it was 

mutually agreed upon between the Board of Edu

cation and myself that it would be best for all 
concerned that I submit my resignation· (COMMAND. 
p. 9). 

WHM moved to Los Angeles in the fall. 

The details of this trip vary widely in different 

accounts of it. Myrdith merely stated that WHM 

moved in 1921. Actress Fay Wray wrote that he 

moved to Los Angeles in 1921. and that she 

accompanied him on the train trip from Salt Lake 

City. At the time. Wray was fourteen years old 

(WRA v. p. 27). WHM wrote that he traveled by 

Harley-Davidson motorcycle (COMMAND, p. 9-10; 

DUNHAM IN.D.I. p. 3) and that. as unlikely as this may 
seem. he took his camera. hundreds of costume 

studies. plus a large collection of his own masks 

(COMMAND. p. 10). In the absence of hard data. 

most sources have wisely remained vague on the 

details of this trip and its presumed date. (See for 
example. MANN 'in the early 1920s." p. 58.) The WHM 

Archive contains a postcard from WHM to his 

father dated February 22. 1922, and postmarked 

Pebble Beach. California. It is possible that he was 

already working with a Hollywood film crew on 

location. 
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1922-23 

Sadakichi Hartmann (1867-1944) moved to Los Angeles. 

John Wallace Gilles published Principles of Pictorial 
Photography (New York: Falk). 

WHM began working in the Western Costume 
Building (established in 1912 at 935 S. Broadway, 
Los Angeles) supplying masks and photographs 
of the costumes for various commercial projects. 

Los Angeles City Directory 

MACMILLAN 

GD/WMC: Brochure: WMA. Publications, Blue and 

Gold 1925-26 

WHM met photographer Arthur Kales. 

lRMAS (1977, 1979); WRAY, p. 89; MYRDITH 

SILVA (p. 21) states that WHM "learned photography 
under Arthur Kales.· 

MACMILLAN records that he was ·taught personally 
by Arthur Kales, the 'Bromoil King:· MANN wrote 
that WHM "learned still photography from Arthur 
F. Kales. head still photographer on 'King Kong·· (p. 
58). No documentation has been found to clarify 
what WHM's relationship or debt to Kales might 
really have been. 

WHM began working in the Wetzel Photo

graphic Studio. 

WRAY, p. 89 

WHM used 3 1/4 x 4 1/4-inch camera. 

Amy Rule 

DUNHAM (N.D.), p. 3 

PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN: 
William Mortensen on 
his Harley-Davidson 
motorcycle, ca. 1921. 
WMA 

During the 1920s, WHM worked on "A Pictorial 
History of Witchcraft and Demonology· and the 
"glorious girls of Hollywood." 

DUNHAM (N.D.), p. 4; DUNHAM (1965); MYRDITH 

WHM joined Camera Pictorialists of Los Angeles. 

REED, p. 145 

1924 

WHM married Courtney Finch Crawford (b. 1902) 
on May 13 in Hollywood. 

Marriage License. Los Angeles County Hall of 
Records. Book 528, p. 121. 

IRMAS (1977, 1979); CLIFT, p. 5; MYRDITH 

Crawford's profession is listed as librarian in the 
Los Angeles City Directory for 1924. 

Entire eleventh floor of Western Costume Build
ing was turned over to WHM for his studio. 

COMMAND, p. ll 

CLIFT, p. 3 

WHM photographed Hollywood stars such as 
Rudolph Valentino, Jean Harlow. Norma Shearer, 
Lon Chaney, and Clara Bow. 

COMMAND, p. 12 

DUNHAM (N.D.), p. l; CLIFT, p. 3 
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PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN: 

Actress Fay Wray and William Mortensen. 

California coast, ca. 1921. 

WMA 

1925 

Robert Henri (1865-1929), WHM's former teacher from 
The Art Students League, visited Los Angeles. 

George Hurrell (1904-1992) moved to California. 

WHM worked for Hollywood director Ferdinand 
Pinney Earle, designing sets and costumes for 
movie The Lover's Oath. This film, based on The 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, starred Ramon 
Novarro and Kathleen Key. 

COMMAND is vague about the date of this project 

and refers to the film by the title "The Rubaiyat" 

(p. 10). Film stills from The Lover's Oath in the 

collection of the American Film Institute bear 

the date 1923. further adding to the confusion. 

A contemporary review indisputably placed the 

121 

film's release date in 1925, however (American Film 

Institute, unattributed newspaper clipping, possibly 

from the Los Angeles Times. 7 October 1925). 

WHM's photograph titled The Moving Finger, 

reproduced in The Blue and Gold (1926). shows 

Ramon Navarro in a scene from The Lover's Oath. 

Photographs in WHM's undated, handmade book 

The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam do not seem to 

be taken on the movie set. 

WHM's photograph Glass was reproduced as 
plate III in Photograms of the Year. 

This is the earliest known example of WHM's 

work in a photographic journal. 

WHM's models came from the Los Angeles 
dancing studios of Theodore Kosloff. Marion 
Morgan, and Ruth St. Denis. 

COMMAND, pp. 10-11 

WHM's photograph Allegresse. 1926. appeared 

in Katherine S. Dreier's book Shawn: The Dancer 

(New York: A. S. Barnes and Company, 1933). 

WHM maintained a residence at 6029 Hollywood 
Boulevard, Los Angeles. 

Los Angeles City Directory lists WHM at this 
address until 1931. 

WHM received little recognition for his work in 
the art world. 

WHM wrote that he "began to try to crash the 

salons and the magazines. With fatal unanimity, 

my prints were returned" (COMMAND. p. 13). 

1926 

WHM opened his first studio in Los Angeles. 

Sources disagree on the year and location in 

which WHM opened his first Los Angeles studio. 

Some record the date as 1925 (MYRDITH; lRMAS [1977. 

19791; MACMILLAN). The Los Angeles City Directory 

lists only the 6029 Hollywood Boulevard address 

for WHM from 1925 to 1931. This had been listed as 

Courtney Crawford's address the previous year 

and may have become WHM's residence and stu

dio after their marriage. It may even have housed 

WHM's first school of photography. Little is known 

about this school except that WHM referred to it 

in later years (WMA, Scrapbook B, clipping 1931). 

The city directory records that Wescosco Photo

graphic Studio began business in the Western 

Costume Building in 1926. The American Annual of 

Photography first lists WHM's address on Holly-
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wood Boulevard in the 1927 edition. This remained 
his address listing until the 1932 edition placed him 
in Laguna Beach. 

WHM wrote. "My studio swarmed with midgets. 
acromegalic giants. fat ladies. pinheads. dog-faced 

boys. bearded women, and all the weird residue 
of defunct circuses. These strange folk fascinated 
me with their pictorial possibilities· (COMMAND. p. 11). 
Dunham called it a ·wildly romanticized studio" 
(DUNHAM IN.o.l. p. 3). and ·an exotically decorated 
studio in an old frame house on Hollywood 
Boulevard" (DUNHAM 119651). 

WHM was hired as the still photographer for 
Cecil B. DeMille's new film The King of Kings. 

WHM was vague about when his relationship with 
DeMille began. He implied that he worked as early 

as 1922 on the films Male and Female, Adam's Rib. 

and The Ten Commandments (GD/WMC Biograph
ical files. Brochure, p I). He wrote in COMMAND (p. I) 
that DeMille hired him in 1925 and that he was 
commissioned to produce a limited edition album 
of photographs from the film The King of Kings. 

WHM wrote that DeMille wanted the album to 
contain photographs shot during the action of the 
film. not posed later. and that the album was to 
be titled "The Pictorial Life of Jesus of Nazareth" 
(GD/WMC Biographical files. Brochure, p. 2). 

The actual date of WHM's contract with DeMille is 
established by an original letter from DeMille Pic
tures dated 22 July 1926. According to it, WHM was 
to be paid $125 per week to make still photo

graphs. The negatives and copyright were to be 
retained by DeMille (WMA. General Correspon
dence; Scrapbook B) 

WHM says he shot 400 dozen 3 1/4 x 4 1/4-inch 
negatives for the King of Kings project, and that 
he spent six years designing sets, costumes, and 
masks for DeMille. 

COMMAND, p. 16 

Some sources say WHM's photographs were the 

first motion picture studio production shots made 
with a 35mm camera (IRMAS 11977, 19791; CuFT; 

MACMILLAN). And one source stated that he pro
duced stills for DeMille's King Kong (starring Fay 
Wray) (SILVA, p. 21). 

WHM showed 4 photographs in 11 salons (Ameri
can Annual of Photography 1927, p. 223). 

Amy Rule 

1927 

WHM's "Persian Prints, Scenes and Characters 
from Cecil B. DeMille's The King of Kings, illustra
tions from Dickens. Photogr. History of Music. 
Illustrations from the Rubayat. Studies and Mis
cellaneous, Stage Stars. etc." were shown at The 
Camera Club of New York. September. 

WMA. Exhibition files 

WHM showed 6 photographs in 23 salons 
(American Annual of Photography 1928. p. 203). 

1928 

Karl Struss joined the Camera Pictorialists of Los 
Angeles. 

Dr. Max Thorek published "Why I Am a Pictorial Pho
tographer," Photo-Era 61 (August) pp. 63-64. 

Arthur F. Kales was given a retrospective exhibition at 
the Smithsonian Institution. 

WHM's photograph Salome was accepted in the 
London Salon. reproduced in American Photog
raphy and American Annual of Photography. 

1929 

Louis Fleckenstein published "Why I Am a Pictorial 
Photographer," Photo-Era 62 (January), p. 3 

Anne Brigman moved from the Bay Area to Los Angeles. 

Film und Foto exhibition shown in Stuttgart. 

WHM exhibited in the Fifth Salon Internacional. 
Zaragoza. Spain. 

WHM showed 8 photographs in 21 salons (Amer
ican Annual of Photography 1930. p. 239). 

1930 

F. C .  Tilney (1870-1951) published the Principles of 
Photographic Pictorialism (Boston: American Photo
graphic). 

WHM showed 7 photographs in 13 salons (Amer
ican Annual of Photography, p. 263). 

1931 

Art Center School of Design founded in Los Angeles, 
by Will Connell and others. Teachers included Fred 
Archer and Edward Kaminski. Students included Wynn 
Bullock and Todd Walker. 
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Dr. Max Thorek published "Ethics and Quackery in Pic
torial Photography," American Photography 25:7 (July), 
pp. 354, 356, 358. 

WHM moved to Laguna Beach. 

Evidence about when WHM moved to Laguna 

Beach is confusing and contradictory. He stated 
only that "the depression. the talkies. growing dis

satisfaction and possibly a tardy arrival at maturity, 

all contributed to terminate my stay in Hollywood. 

So I renounced the world. the flesh and the Devil 

. . . and sought a stern sequestered life in a small 

village on the shores of the Pacific· (COMMAND. p. 16). 

A local newspaper reported in 1931 that WHM was 

opening a school in Laguna Beach and stated that 

the previous year (1930) he had been teaching in 

Hollywood. (WMA. Clippings: South Coast News 28 

August 1931). The American Annual of Photography 

listed WHM's address in Hollywood in 1929, 1930. 

and 1931. and changed his address to Laguna Beach 

in 1932. Myrdith's chronology placed his move in 

1931. Dunham in his undated biography gave the 

year as 1930, but in his 1965 obituary for Mortensen 

wrote that it was ·a fine spring day in 1931." Dunham 

also wrote that WHM began teaching out of his 

home with just a few students. MANN states diplo
matically that he moved "in the early 1930s." (p. 58). 

Some later sources conflated the founding of the 

Mortensen School of Photography with the move 

to Laguna Beach in 1930 (MACMILLAN). and some 

simply stated that he moved in 1930 (IRMAS. 1979). 

Traveled to Laguna Beach by automobile. 

DUNHAM (N.D.) and DUNHAM (1965) record that WHM 

traveled in a Marmon automobile. 

Operated the Laguna Cattery dealing in Persian 
show cats. 

WMA. Biographical files. brochure 

WHM's first commercial work after moving to 
Laguna Beach was a series of tableaux pho
tographed in the Laguna Beach Community 
Playhouse. 

WMA. Clipping files 

Contemplated opening a photography school in 
Laguna Beach. 

WMA. Scrapbook B, 1931 clipping 

Showed 2 photographs in 5 salons (Amehcan 
Annual of Photography, p. 264). 
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1932 

Group f/64 was organized in Willard Van Dyke's Oak
land, California, studio. Their first exhibition was held at 
the M. H. de Young Museum, San Francisco, Novem
ber 15 to December 31. 

Merle Armitage (1893-1975) published The Art of 

Edward Weston (New York: E. Weyhe). 

WHM founded the Mortensen School of Pho
tography, 1737 Coast Boulevard South, Laguna 
Beach, October 15 . 

A school announcement in the Mortensen Archive 

provides the best date for this event (WMA. 

Scrapbook B. announcement). Other sources have 

proposed this date (MYRDITH; IRMAS (1977. 1979); 

REED. p.145). American Annual of Photography lists 

his home address at 1737 Coast Boulevard in 1932. 

Mortensen School drew an estimated 3000 
students between 1932 and 1955. Students at the 
school came from Iceland. Australia. England, 
Hawaii, and Canada, as well as from across the 
United States (Wisconsin, Arizona. New York. 
Louisiana, Oregon, Texas, Rhode Island. Mary
land, Pennsylvania, Nebraska, etc.). 

WMA. Clipping files. The Register !Santa Ana. 

California! (23 February 1956) 

CLIFT, p. 3 

WMA. Mortensen School of Photography, 

Student records 

WHM showed 7 photographs in 12 salons 
(American Annual of Photography, p. 264). 

WHM's photographs were exhibited at Boston 
YMC Union Camera Club, July. 

WMA. Exhibition files and Scrapbook B, 

announcement 

Published Pictorial Lighting (San Francisco: Cam
era Craft). 

A reproduction of WHM's photograph Myrdith. 

1931 appeared in the March issue of Camera 
Craft magazine, p. 106. The reviewer called it ·one 
of the most charming feminine portraits· (p. 150). 

This is the first mention of WHM in the pages of 

Camera Craft. With it began an important. mutually 

beneficial relationship providing a forum for 

WHM's writings as well as advertising for his 

products, school. and books. The magazine also 
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Mortensen's Salon of Photography - Laguna Beach, Calif. 

Postcard showing "Mortensen's Salon of Photography, 

Laguna Beach, California," n.d. 

WMA 

published his letters to the editors and news 

notes about his activities. 

1933 

Dr. Max Thorek published "Enlarged and Paper Nega
tives," The American Annual of Photography, pp. 18-22. 

Public Works of Art Project founded to employ artists 
during the Great Depression. 

Married Myrdith Monaghan (1909-1981) on April 1 
in Laguna Beach. It was the second marriage for 
both. WHM was 13 years older than the 23-year
old Myrdith. 

Standard Certificate of Marriage, County of 

Orange, Santa Ana, California. 

MYRDITH 

IRMAS (1977) says that Arthur Kales introduced WHM 

to Myrdith (p. l). CLIFT states that WHM was mar

ried twice to Myrdith. He cites a 1992 interview 

with former student Owen Phardis that Myrdith 

left WHM to marry a California magician (pp. 5. 10) 

WHM met George Dunham (1896-1976), who 
became his most important model as well as his 
collaborator, co-author, and business associate. 

Amy Rule 

Much confusion exists over the exact date of 

their first meeting. Dunham said only that they 

collaborated between 1933 and 1955 (DUNHAM 1965). 

The Command to Look is silent on the point. 

Myrdith told Deborah lrmas that Dunham was a 

model who assisted her husband with his writing. 

She thought they met in 1931 (WMA Deborah 

lrmas files, letter 16 February 1977 from Myrdith to 

lrmas), but in her chronology stated that the men 

met in 1933. 

Dunham was credited with having called WHM's 

attention to the Fresson color process (GD/WMC 

Mortensen School of Photography, brochure) which 

he adapted into the Pigment Process (CLIFT, p. 4). 

One source states that Dunham had previously 

worked as a florist (CLIFT, p. 4) Clift calls Dunham a 

·research associate" (p. 4) while lrmas referred to 

him as a ·young writer" (IRMAS 1979, p. 2). 

In a 1960 interview for the Laguna Beach newspa

per, WHM "admitted that he had no literary talent 

that he could not have got to first base without 

the collaboration of George Dunham who did all 

the writing while he supplied the ideas and tech

nical knowledge." This article reported that Dunham, 

born near Moreno, California, had a BA from 

124 



Pomona College and had studied English and 
music at Harvard. He came to Laguna in 1923 and 
subsequently became involved with live theatre 
and later with television. The author wrote that 
Dunham "is in demand when there is a lady to be 
slapped, something really despicable to be done: 
(Arthur O'Connor "George Dunham: Ghost Writer 
of Mortensen's Many Books: Laguna Beach Post. 

21 July 1960, p. 9). 

WHM began his writing career on the pages of 
Camera Craft magazine with his article on 'Pro
jection Control" in the December issue. His first 
portfolio was offered through Camera Craft in 
the July issue. 

WHM's photographs were exhibited at the 
Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences, January. 

WMA Exhibition Files 

Showed 10 photographs in 34 salons (American 
Annual of Photography 1934. p. 263). 

Served as one of 5 judges for the 16th Interna
tional Salon of Pictorial Photographers held by 
the Camera Pictorialists of Los Angeles. 

Camera Craft (February 1933). p. 50 

1934 

Dr. Max Thorek published 'The Nude in Photography," 
The American Annual of Photography, pp. 26-28. 

Photographic Society of America (PSA) was founded 
by Dr. Max Thorek and others. 

WHM published Projection Control (San Fran
cisco: Camera Craft). 

Showed 4 photographs in 14 salons (American 
Annual of Photography 1935. p. 263). 

A series of articles by WHM and Ansel Adams 
in Camera Craft spotlighted the aesthetic debate 
between pictorialists and advocates of purist 
photography. 

1935 

Ansel Adams (1902-1984) published his first book, Mak

ing a Photograph (New York and London: The Studio 
Publications). 

Works Progress Administration established Federal Art 
Project which ultimately employed over 11,000 artists. 

WHM conducted his first experiments with 
Metal-Krome and pigment printing. 
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WILLIAM MORTENSEN: 

Myrdith Monaghan Mortensen, 1930s. 
WMA 

WHM's photograph Sojin was shown in Fine Arts 
Building. New York City. in the Royal Photo
graphic Society exhibition. as part of a group 
of ·outstanding American pictorialists." 

WMA Scrapbook B, New York Times clipping 
21 April 

Sojin was a Japanese actor who had acted in the 
film Thief of Bagdad with Douglas Fairbanks. Sr. 

WHM's photograph A Study in Red Chalk 
was exhibited in Leica Exhibition at the Hotel 
Adelphia. Philadelphia. 

WMA Scrapbook B, correspondence 7 May 

Showed 3 photographs in 6 salons (American 
Annual of Photography 1936. p. 285). 
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MORTENSEN STUDIO 

LAGUNA 81:AC�, CALIFORNIA 

These are your proofs. 

Please make your selection solely on the basis of 
EXPRESSION. If you like the expression, a satisfactory 
PORTRAIT can be made from any of these. I have 
indicated my personal choice. 

These are raw proofs and give no idea of the finish
ed processed print:. 

Small card with instructions 
to customers 

from Mortensen Studio. 
Laguna Beach. California. n.d. 
WMA 

Al l proofs  must: be  r e t u rn e d  before order 1s 
completed. 

WILLIAM MORTENSEN 

1936 

Havelock EIiis's (1859-1939) book Studies in the Psy
chology of Sex was published by Random House. 

Prior to this, the seven-volume set (originally published in 

1910) was available in the United States only to medical 

professionals. WHM occasionally made reference to EIiis's 

work, as for example in "The Nude in Art," International 

Photographer (December 1940), p. 3. where he wrote, 

"Ellis has drawn attention to the significance of the fact 

that the gods of antiquity were always represented as 

nude or nearly so. Unquestionably an idea of divinity 

attaches itself to utter nakedness." 

Ansel Adams had a solo exhibition at Stieglitz's An 
American Place Gallery, New York City. 

WHM published Monsters & Madonnas.- A Book 

of Methods (San Francisco: Camera Craft). 

This book originally sold for $4.00. In 1997, a copy 
could sell for between $300 to $600. 

Began selling photographic accessories such as 
dodging boards in Camera Craft magazine (see 
May issue p. 256). 

WHM was invited to write a general manual of 
photography for Simon & Schuster. 

Amy Rule 

He at first accepted the offer, but later realized that 
what he had written was not what the publisher 
was expecting. He wrote to Simon & Schuster, ·since 
I last corresponded with you I have read Wake Up 
and Live and also Dale Carnegie's book. It seemed 
to me that this 'Formula for Success· formula was a 
sound and sure-fire way of putting over what you 
have to say. Hence-The Command to Look· 
(GD/WMC Correspondence. 4 January and undated 
letter from WHM) 

Exhibited 6 photographs in the Morgan [Camera 
Shop[ Photo Exhibition at the Hollywood Plaza 
Hotel, April. 

1937 

Edward Weston received the first Guggenheim Founda
tion fellowship in photography. 

Will Connell (1898-1961) published In Pictures: A Hol
lywood Satire (New York: T. J. Maloney). 

Dr. Max Thorek published Creative Camera Art (Canton, 
Ohio: Forno Publishing). 

WHM's books The Command to Look and The 

Model were both published by Camera Craft. 
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Mortensen wrote, 'Twenty years ago I was 
possibly the worst photographer on the North 
American continent.· 

COMMAND, p. 7 

WHM was not included in Beaumont Newhall's 
landmark history of photography catalog Pho
tography 1839-1937 (Museum of Modern Art). 

Mortensen's Salon and School of Photography 
moved to 903 S. Coast Boulevard, the corner of 
Coast and Thalia, Laguna Beach, July. 

WMA. Scrapbook B, clipping 

Some time earlier. Mortensen·s School had moved 

to 425 South Coast Boulevard from its original 

location. The School's last location was 903 Coast 

Boulevard. Mortensen's empire at its height 

included a school, a portrait studio, a lab on 

Laguna Canyon Road. and his home. An undated 

advertisement also lists a San Francisco address 

(215 Market Street) in addition to the new Laguna 

Beach address (WMA. Scrapbook A). It is not 

known if WHM actually opened a branch of his 

school in San Francisco or if he was listing a San 

Francisco address at which occasional lectures 

and programs took place. 

The first advertisements for the Mortensen 
School of Photography appeared in Camera 
Craft magazine. The December issue stated 
that 600 students had attended. 

WHM was invited to write a regular column for 
Popular Photography magazine, but he declined, 
saying he was too busy writing books and articles. 

GD/WMC Correspondence files 

1938 

WHM published Print Finishing (San Francisco: 
Camera Craft). 

Began selling texture matrixes sold through the 

School and through advertisements in Camera 
Craft magazine. 

WHM had a solo exhibition of bromoil and 
Metal-Krome photographs at the Cincinnati 
Camera Club, July. Had a solo exhibition in the 
Stendahl Art Galleries, Los Angeles, and showed 
2 photographs in 5 salons (American Annual of 
Photography 1939, p. 27 4). 
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Mentioned in Wick Evans's article "The Picture Is 
the Thing" in the May issue of Popular Photog
raphy, p. 13. 

1939 

WHM showed 2 photographs in 4 salons (Ameri
can Annual of Photography 1940, p. 266). 

Began selling his abrasion tone kit, sold through 
Oxford Products Company and Camera Craft 
magazine. 

Offered Sunday seminars at the School for $5.00 
per person. 

Camera Craft (May 1939), p. 495. 

1940 

Man Ray (1890-1976) moved to Southern California 
and lived there until 1951. 

Paul Outerbridge (1896-1959) wrote and designed 
Photographing in Color (New York: Random House). 

Ansel Adams curated The Pageant of Photography 
exhibition on the history of photography for the Golden 
Gate International Exposition, Palace of Fine Arts, 
Treasure Island [San Francisco]. 

Although Adams chose not to include Mortensen's work, 

Mortensen's influence nevertheless was felt at the Expo

sition. He was on the committee in charge of an exhibition 

of "Pictorial Photography" displayed in the California 

Building. Other members of the committee included 

Edward Weston and Fred Archer ( Camera Craft, May 

1940, p. 256). 

WHM published Mortensen on the Negative 
(New York: Simon & Schuster) and Outdoor 
Portraiture (San Francisco: Camera Craft). 

WHM photograph was used in an Eastman 
Kodak advertisement in Camera Craft (Septem
ber 1940), back cover. 

WHM's photographs were exhibited at Boston 
YMC Union Camera Club (March) and at the 
Boston Camera Club. 

WMA. Exhibition files 

WHM and Edward Weston were both included 
in the Western Amateur Camera Conclave, Oak
land, July 25-27. 

Camera Craft (June 1940), p. 294 
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1941 

United States entered World War II on December 11. 

Nancy Newhall (1908-197 4) published "What Is Picto
rialism?" in Camera Craft (November), p. 653. 

Will Connell published Missions of California (New 
York: Hastings House). 

WHM published Flash in Modern Photography 
(San Francisco: Camera Craft). 

During this year, WHM wrote "The Camera 
Corner: a series of weekly photography columns 
for the Los Angeles Times, Home Magazine 
Section aimed at the ·amateur camera fan: He 
covered subjects such as how to buy a camera, 
correct focusing, and proper exposure times. 

WHM opened an extension school at 525 W. Sixth 
Street in Los Angeles. 

Camera Craft (December 1940), p. 634 

1942 

Camera Craft magazine ceased publication with its 
March/April issue. 

WHM studio was kept busy making portraits of 
servicemen stationed at bases near Laguna Beach. 

DUNHAM (N.D.), p. 5 

1943 

Edmund Teske (1911-1996) moved to Hollywood. 
Worked in the photographic stills department of Para
mount Studios. 

Paul Outerbridge moved to Hollywood, later estab
lished a small portrait studio in Laguna Beach. Here he 
became friends with WHM with whom he discussed the 
qualities and advantages of various color processes 
including the carbro-color Outerbridge used, and the 
Metal-Krome favored by WHM. 

Paul Outerbridge, Jr.: Photographs. Edited by Graham 
Howe and G. Ray Hawkins (New York: Rizzoli, 1980), 
p. 22. 

Dr. Max Thorek published his autobiography, A Sur
geon's World (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott). 

1944 

The GI Bill of Rights was enacted making it possible for 
veterans of World War II to attend college, art, and 
trade schools across the country. 

Amy Rule 

1945 

Victory in Europe Day, May 7; Victory in Japan Day, 
August 14. 

1946 

The Photography Department was formed at the Cali
fornia School of Fine Arts, San Francisco, with Ansel 
Adams as its first chair. 

John Gutmann (1905- ) began photography program 
at San Francisco State College. By 1949 a masters 
degree in photography was offered. 

George Hoyningen-Heune (1900-1968) moved from 
Paris to Hollywood. 

1947 

Dr. Max Thorek published Camera Art as a Means of 
Self-Expression (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co.). 

1948 

Edward Weston took his last photographs before 
Parkinson's Disease incapacitated him. 

Alfred C. Kinsey (1894-1956) published The Kinsey 
Report on Sexuality in the Human Male (Philadelphia: 
W. B. Saunders). 

WHM had a solo exhibition of 44 photographs in 
the Section of Photography, Division of Graphic 
Arts, Department of Engineering and Industries, 
United States National Museum (then a bureau 
of the Smithsonian Institution), March. WHM 
gave 7 of the pigment prints to the museum. 

Letter from Bruce Kirby, Assistant Archivist 
Smithsonian Institution Archives, to Larry Lytle, 22 
February 1996. 

1949 

Will Connell published About Photography. 

WHM received Hood Award from the Royal 
Photographic Society for his Metal-Krome pho
tograph Pouring Milk. 

IRMAS 1979; MACMILLAN; SILVA, p. 23 

1950 

In June, President Truman ordered troops to Korea. 

Alfred C. Kinsey published Sexual Behavior in the 
Human Female (Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders). 
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WHM exhibited in the First International Colour 
Print Exhibition at The Camera Club. London, 
November. 

WMA Exhibition files 

1951 

WHM photographed the cover for the program 

of the 16th annual 'Festival of Arts and Pageant 
of the Masters" (July 21 through August 5), Laguna 
Beach, California. Other photographers credited 
in the program were Kronquist. Arnette, Stewart, 
Platts, Hobert, Patterson, Outerbridge, Hamilton. 
and Bailey. 

1952 

Aperture magazine was founded in San Francisco with 
Minor White (1908-1976) as its first editor. 

WHM was receiving royalties on eight books 
from Camera Craft. 

WMA Business files. In the agreement with Cam

era Craft. George Dunham received one-third of 
the total royalties 

Advertised opportunities for returning service 
personnel to learn photography at his Laguna 
Beach school. 

GD/WMC. Mortensen School of Photography 
brochures. This was the year that the United 
States Congress extended veterans· educational 

benefits to Korean War veterans. 

1953 

Hugh M. Hefner (1926- ) began publishing Playboy 
magazine. 

The fighting ended in Korea in July. 

WHM became a member of the Photographic 
Society of America through 1955 and possibly to 
the end of 1958. 

Letter from Jacque Noel, PSA. to Larry Lytle, 20 
November 1996. 

1954 

WHM published small booklets in series, 
Mortensen System (Newport Beach, California: 
Jay Curtis Publications). The Female Figure, The 
Paper Negative, The Textures Screen, and Know 
Your Negative. 
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1955 

Edward Steichen (1879-1973) mounted The Family of 
Man exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, New York City. 
It did not include Mortensen's work. 

1956 

WHM and Jay Curtis Publications (publisher of 
his book The Female Figure) were charged by 
United States Post Office with distributing 'lewd, 
lascivious and obscene" materials through the 
mail. 

WMA Clipping files. The Register !Santa Ana, Cali
fornial, 23 February. WHM commented, "Honest 

artists are made to suffer for the sins of a few 

pipsqueak pornographers ... the official mind 

seems to follow this highly questionable line of 
reasoning: some nudes are vile. This is a nude. 
Therefore, this is vile: To show its support for 

WHM. the Laguna Beach Art Gallery held a solo 
exhibition of his work in March. 

1959 

Paul Outerbridge died of cancer, October 17. 

1960 

Dr. D. J. Ruzicka died in Jackson Heights, Long Island, 
New York. 

Camera Craft was sold to Ziff-Davis Publishing 
Co. along with the remaining stock of WHM's 
books. 

WMA Business files. Note that Ziff Davis was also 

the publisher of Ansel Adams·s five-volume series 

Basic Photography. 

Dr. Max Thorek died in Chicago . 

1961 

At about the time when Ziff-Davis was paying 
royalties to WHM on only one book, it sold its 
book publishing business to A. S. Barnes along 
with the remaining stock of WHM's books. 

WMA Business files 

1962 

WHM signed contract with Howard Lucy to 
market Texture Effects Screens, later called 
Texturefects Visual Texturing film. 
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According to Myrdith, WHM turned over most of 

his negatives, photographs. paper negatives, 

"mother" screens. manuscripts, and publication files 

when he agreed to let Lucy promote his texture 

screens. At a later date, Lucy and Jacques de Lan

gre became business associates in order to sell 

Mortensen screens. No original contract is extant 

in the Mortensen archive. (WMA. Deborah lrmas 

Papers. Jacques de Langre file). 

1963-65 

WHM devoted himself to painting rather than 
photography. 

DUNHAM (1965); MYRDITH 

Color motion picture on WHM in production. Soltys 
Productions, Hollywood. Story by Earl Stone and 
George Dunham. Directed and photographed by 
Richard J. Soltys. Narrated by Vincent Price. This 
film includes footage showing WHM and George 
Dunham in the Laguna Beach school with students 
and models, and a short interview with actress 
Jeanne Crain who had modeled for WHM. 

WMA. Clipping files. Sally Reeve writing in "William 

Mortensen Paintings at New Fine Arts Gallery," 

Laguna Beach Post (19 September 1963) mentions 

that a "thirty minute movie is in the making." The 

CCP Library has a videotape copy of this film. 

Amy Rule 

1965 

WHM died in Laguna Beach of leukemia, August 
12. He was buried in Fairhaven Memorial Park, 
Santa Ana, California. 

WMA, Funeral brochure 

IRMAS (1977, 1979); MYRDITH; DUNHAM (N.D.; 1965): 

MACMILLAN 

At the time of his death, WHM was still receiving 

royalties on one book (How to Pose the Model). 

WMA. Business files 

1967 

Jacques de Langre published new editions of 
Monsters & Madonnas and The Command to 

Look using WHM's original screens and pho
tographs. He also sold screens under the name 
"Mortensen Photographic. Hollywood." 

WMA. Deborah lrmas Papers, Jacques de Langre 

file 

1970 

Photographic Society of America (PSA) acquired 
collection of photographs by WHM. 

Letter from Jacque Noel. PSA. to Larry Lytle, 

20 November 1996. 

Gravestone. 

Fairhaven 

Memorial Park, 

Santa Ana, 

California. 

Photograph by 

Larry Lytle, 

1997 
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1972 

Oakland Museum mounted exhibition Fantasy 
Photographers: Edward S. Curtis and William 
Mortensen. January ll through February 20. 
Oakes Gallery. Oakland Museum. Oakland. Cali
fornia. 

1973 

Halftone reproduction of second edition of 
Monsters & Madonnas, published by Arno Press. 

1976 

George Dunham died of cancer in Corona del 
Mar. California, on June 25. He was cremated. 

Certificate of Death. County of Orange, Santa Ana, 

California. 

1977 

Margery Mann curated exhibition California Pic
torialjsm (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art). 
and included fifteen of Mortensen·s photo
graphs. 

1979-81 

Deborah Irmas curated the exhibition The Pho
tographic Magjc of Wjffiam Mortensen shown at 
the Los Angeles Center for Photographic Studies, 
the Laguna Beach Museum of Art. and the Oak
land Museum. 

In December 1979. when Ansel Adams visited the 

Oakland Museum for the opening of his exhibition 

Ansel Adams and the West. he noticed that the 

Mortensen exhibition was also on display. "He had 

a quiet conniption: comments Mary Alinder in her 

biography of Adams (Ansel Adams: A Biography, 

New York: Hastings House, 1996. p. 320). 

1981 

Myrdith Mortensen died of cancer on August 6 
in South Laguna, California. She was buried next 
to her husband in the Fairhaven Memorial Park, 
Santa Ana. California. 

Certificate of Death, County of Orange, Santa Ana. 

California. 
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CLIFT 

Clift Edward Montgomery. The Manner of Mortensen: 

Aesthetic Communication and the Construction of 

Metaphysical Realities. Thesis. University of Pennsylva

nia, 1992. 

Clift relied on a wide range of published resources 

including IRMAS (1977;1979) for his thesis written for the 
Annenberg School for Communication. 

COMMAND 

Mortensen. William. The Command to Look: A Formula 

for Picture Success. San Francisco: Camera Craft Pub
lishing, 1937. 

This is the most complete and earliest record of 

Mortensen·s autobiographical comments. Often vague 

on dates, the text is nevertheless important because it 

contains what Mortensen believed were the important 

events and figures in his life. 

DUNHAM N.D. 

Dunham, George. !Undated 10-page biographical 

essay on Mortensen written either by Dunham or 

as a collaboration with Mortensen.I. GD/WMC. Center 

for Creative Photography. 

Little is known about this unsigned, undated type

script, but it contains details about Mortensen·s life 

not found elsewhere. 

DUNHAM 1965 

Dunham, George. "Mortensen-The Picture Maker." 

Laguna Beach Post (19 August 1965). pp. 1-2. 

Shortly after Mortensen·s death. Dunham published a 

tribute to him and his career. This appeared in several 
different publications including Rangefinder magazine 

(September) in essentially the same form. 

IRMAS 1977 

lrmas. Deborah. "Monsters & Madonnas." Photograph 

1:4 (summer 1977). pp. 24-25. 

lrmas had access to the Mortensen Estate and inter

viewed Myrdith Mortensen while doing research for 
her dissertation at Boston University beginning in 1976. 

This is the earliest published version of her research. 

Willliam Mortensen Chronology 



IRMAS 1979 

lrmas. Deborah. The Photographic Magic of William 

Mortensen. Los Angeles: Los Angeles Center for 

Photographic Studies. 1979. 

This brief catalog accompanied the traveling exhibition. 

It included a short bibliography and chronology. Much 

of the text is duplicated in IRMAS 1977. 

MACMILLAN 

Macmillan Biographical Encyclopedia of Photographic 

Artists and Innovators. New York: Macmillan Publishing 

Company, 1983. 

Mortensen·s biographical details were drawn from 

IRMAS 1977, 1979. 

MANN 

Mann. Margery. California Pictorialism. San Francisco: 

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. 1977. 

The curator and author cited Silva as her major source 

of information on Mortensen. Her exhibition included 

15 of Mortensen·s photographs from the Photographic 

Society of America Collection. 

MYRDITH 

Mortensen. Myrdith. ·chronology." !Typed manuscript 

in William Mortensen Archive. Center for Creative 

Photography.I 

lrmas and Myrdith collaborated on this ·official" 

chronology which was signed and dated 1979. 

Amy Rule 

REED 

Reed. Dennis and Michael G. Wilson. Pictorialism in 

California: Photographs 1900-1940. Malibu and San 

Marino. California: J. Paul Getty Museum and Henry E. 

Huntington Library and Art Gallery, 1994. 

The information in essays by Wilson (a collector) and 

Reed (a curator) was drawn from contemporary publi

cations and from interviews with Paul Hertzmann. 

Tom Jacobson. Peter Palmquist. Stephen White. and 

Carla Williams. These individuals provided data gath

ered over many years of unpublished research. 

SILVA 

Silva. Gray L. "The Metalchrome Story." PSA Journal 
(March 1970). pp. 19-23. 

Silva was one of Mortensen·s students in the late 

fifties and early sixties. He continued using and lectur

ing on the Metal-Krome process after Mortensen·s 

death. Information in this article was drawn from his 

personal knowledge of Mortensen. 

WRAY 

Wray, Fay. On the Other Hand A Life Story. London: 

Weidenfeld & Nicholson. 1990. 

Fay Wray·s autobiography includes about twenty pages 

of references to Mortensen whom she had met at the 

age of fourteen in Salt Lake City Their relationship 

continued in Los Angeles where Mortensen made 

many photographs of the young actress. 
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95n6, 125, 126, 127, 128, 131 

Adams, Laura, 115 
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Alexander, T. S., 18 
American Annual of Photography, 

The (magazine). 18 
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(essay}, 26-27 
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Amos ·n· Andy, 23, 84, 86 
Anderson. Paul L .. 119 
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Archer, Fred. 117. 122 
Art Center School of Design. 
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121 
Borgia. Cesare, 50, 52-53. 55, 77n.115 
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123, 127 
Bow. Clara. 84, 120 
Bridgman, George B., 12, ll8 
Brigman, Annie, 117 
"Bromoil Prerequisites· (article}, 103 
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Bromoil transfer. JO II, 16, 127 
"Bromoil Transfer Factors in Inking, 

The· (article}, 102 
Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sci-

ences, 125 
Browne, James Crichton. 48 
Bruguiere, Francis. 118 
Bullock, Wynn, 122 
Bunnell, Peter, 114 

Caffin, Charles H., 115 
California Pictorialists of Los 

Angeles, 117 
California School of Fine Arts, 128 
Camera Club. 18, 117. 118 
"Camera Corner. The" (series}. 108, 

128 
Camera Craft. II, 115. 123-24. 125, 127, 

128: articles in, 25, 44, 61, 98. 
99-101. 102, 103-4, 106, 108, 109, llO. 
126 

Camera Pictorialists of Los Ange
les. 120. 122 

"Cart and the Horse, The· (article), 
109 

Cat breeding. 20-21 
·caviar or Corned Beef?" (article), 

108 
Cesare Borgia (photograph), 50. 52, 

53, 55 

Chaney, Lon. 63, 84. 120 
Character portrayals, 46: Dunham's. 

45, 47-63 
Characters of Greenwich Village 

(etching). 12 
Charcot, Jean-Martin, 48 
Chauncey. George, 35, 74n.18 
Christian Science, 13, 85, 115 
Christiansen. Benjamin, 21 
Christ's Death Companion {photo

graph}, 113 
Cincinnati Camera Club, 127 

"Circle of Confusion, The· (article), 102 
Coleman, A D., 7, 96 
Collier's (magazine}, 18 
·color in Photography· series. 

104-5 
·come Now Professor!· (article}, 106 
Command to Look. The (book}, IO, 

12, 20, 25, 26, 38, 40. 46, 56-57, 84, 
103-4, 113, 114, 124, 126, 130 

Complete Photographer, The, 107 
Connell, Will, 29n.48, 122, 126, 128 
·control in Photography" (article), 

107 
·controlling Contrast for Better 

Prints· (article). 110 
Correll, Charles J .. 84 
·costume Elements· (article} 
Costumes, costuming, 18, 44, 61. IOI 
Crain. Jeanne. 86, 93n.21, 130 
Crawford. Courtney Finch, 85, 120, 121 
·create Lasting Interest" (article}, 108 

Dawson, Michael, 7. 96 
Death of Hypatia (photograph}, 21. 24 
DeMille, Agnes. 84 
DeMille, Cecil B .. 17, 18. 44, 97, 122 
Depression, The, 20, 124, 125 
Deutsche Lichtb ild, Das (journal}, 25 
de Young, M. H .. 123 
Diaghilev. Serge, 18 
Diamond, Hugh W., 48 
"Dickens in Los Angeles· {photo-

graphs), 14, 18 
Dietrich, Marlene, 86 
Dillon, Diane. 7 
"Discipline for Portraiture, A" (arti

cle}. 106 
"Does Photography Embody the 

Creative Element?" series, 112 
Dow. Arthur Wesley, 115 
Duchenne, Guillaume Benjamin, 48-

49 
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Dunham, George, 7, 11, 21, 23, 29n.50, 
31, 32. 57, 58, 59, 61. 94n.23. 124-25, 
130. 131; collaboration with, 34-35. 
41. 44, 46, 65-69. 72-73, 74n.25, 85. 
93n.13: How to Pose the Model. 
33, 38, 39. 112: as model. 2. 19, 37, 
42-43, 45. 47-48, 49-50, 51, 52-53, 
56-63, 64-65. 70, 71 

du Pont James: letter from. 84, 85 

Earle, Ferdinand Pinney, 16, 44, 89. 
97, 121 

"Elements of Photographic Com-
position· series (article). 110 

Ellis. Havelock. 126 
Enyeart James L., 81. 87, 94n.28 
Eroticism, 33, 36. 38. 56, 63 
Etchings, 12, 82 
Evans. Wick. 39. 46, 50, 57, 127 

Family of Man, The (exhibition), 129 
Federal Art Project 125 
"Festival of Arts and Pageant of 

the Masters." 129 
Fifth Salon International. 122 
Films. 16. 17, 18, 20, 97-98, 122 
Fine Art of Photography. The 

(Anderson). 119 
Fine art photography, 23, 25 
"First-Get a Good Subject" (article), 

107 
First International Colour Print 

Exhibition. 129 
First Southwest Salon, 117 
Flash in Modern Photography. The 

(book), 73n.7, 108-9, I I I. 128 
Fleckenstein, Louis. 117, 122 
"Folio of Color from William 

Mortensen, A" (article). 110 
"Fragment" (article). 113 
Fragment (photograph). 21 4/-42 
Fragment of the Black Mass (pho-

tograph), 21. 24 
Francis. Alma, 13 
Fresson. Theodore-Henri. 93n.13. 124 
Freud. Sigmund, 56, 77n.120 

Gaynor, Janet 84 
Gelatin silver prints, 8, 17, 19, 22, 24, 

32. 40, 41, 49, 51, 54, 55. 57, 59-61, 70, 
97: hand-tinted, 30; with pat
terned screen, 2. 45. 48, 64, 65. 66 

Genthe, Arnold, 26, 115, ll7 
George Dunham (1952: photograph), 

60 
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George Dunham, Actor, 1941 (pho
tograph), 61 

George Dunham, Portrait of an 
American, 57 

Ghetto, The (etching), 12 
"Giotto's Goar (article). IOI 
Girard, Rene, 36 
"Glamorize the Girl Friend" (article), 

112 
Class (photograph), 121 
"Glorious Girls of Hollywood" (pho

tographs), 120 
Glory of War, The (photograph), 22, 

88 
Gordon, Robert 13 
Gosden, Freeman, 84 
Golden Gate International Exposi-

tion, 127 
Graff. Johann, 25 
Gravure, 64 
Greece, 12, 33, 36. 89, 119 
Griffith, W. D., Intolerance, ll8 
Grotesque art 21. 47, 59, 62-68, IOI 
Group f/64. 10, 25, 87. 94n.19, 123 
Gutmann. John. 128 

Hanscom. Adelaide. 117 
"Harlequinade" (photographs). 15 
Harlow, Jean. 84, 120 
Hartmann. Sadakichi. 120 
Hebe (photograph), 21 
Hefner, Hugh, 129 
Heifetz, Jascha. 76n.82. 90 
Henri. Robert 12, 89, 121 
Heretic (photograph). 21 
Hollander, Elizabeth. 68 
Hollywood. 9. 10, 12, 13, 16, 19. 34, 44, 

89, 91. 119: studios in, 17-18, 121-22 
Hollywood Book Shop, 17 
Homosexuality, 35-36. 37-38, 43-44, 

47-48, 56 
Hood Medal. 94n.22, 128 
"How to Get Good Print Quality· 

(article), 110 
"How to Make Abrasion-Tone 

Prints· series, 105 
How to Pose the Model (book), 

32-33, 38, 39, ll2, 113 
Hoyningen-Huene. George, 128 
Hudson. Rock. 23, 84 
Hughes. Lloyd, 18 
"Human Relations· (article), 112-13 
Human Relations (photograph), 63, 

65. 67, 88 
Hurrell. George, 121 

International Exhibition of Pictorial 
Photography (Stieglitz), 117 

International Photographer (maga-
zine). 43, 106. 107, 112, 113 

Intolerance (film). ll8 
lrmas. Deborah. 7. 16, 82, 96, 124, 131 

Jay Curtis Publications. 129 
Johan the Mad (photograph), 50, 52, 

54, 113 

Kales. Arthur F., 16. 118, 120. 122, 124 
Kaminski. Edward, 122 
"Keep It Simple" (article), 108 
Kempfs Disease. 37 
Kerr. Deborah, 84 
Key, Kathleen, 121 
King of Kings, The (book). 17. 97-98, 

122 
King of Kings (film), 17, 18, 44, 113 
Kinsey, Alfred C.. 128 
Koestenbaum. Wayne. 35, 36, 37. 49, 63 
Korean War, 128, 129 
Kosloff. Theodore, 18, 28n.32, 121 

Laguna Beach, 9, 20, 22, 33-34, 84, 
86, 93-94n.l8, 118, 123, 124, 129 

Laguna Beach Post, 90 
Laguna Cattery, 20-21. 123 
L'Amour (photograph), 91. 114 
Lange, Dorothea. 119 
Langre, Jacques de. 130 
Lazarus series (photographs). 99 
"Let's Be Candid about the Candid 

Camera." (articles). 104 
"Light at Work· series. 110 
"Lighting the Outdoor Portrait" 

series, 106 
"Limitations Encountered by 
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(article). 107 

Lloyd, Harold. 23, 84 
Lockwood, F. F., 106 
Los Angeles. 117, 118, 119. 121-22 

See also Hollywood 
Los Angeles Camera Club, 117 
Los Angeles Times. 14-15. 18, 128 
Lover's Oath A (film). 16, 97, 121 
Lucy, Howard, 129-30 

Machiavelli. Niccolo. 50. 51. 56, 63, 
77n 123; The Prince, 52-53 

"Machiavelli" (article). 113 
Magic. magicians, 68-70; self-por

traits as. 8. 71-72 
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Makeup, 44, 63-64. 100-101. 108 
·Make Up for Portraiture· series, 108 
Making a Photograph (Adams). 125 
Male and Female (film). 122 
Mann. Margery, 131 
·Market Girl" (article). 113 
Masculinization. 49-50, 53. 62-63 
Mather, Margrethe. 117 
Metal-Krome process, 6. 22, 84, 105, 
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110 
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46, 48, 52, 56, 60-61. 62, 66, 68, 80, 
102-3, Ill. 123 
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and. 38-41 
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Motion Picture Academy, 96 
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121 
Muse, 68-69 
Myrdith (photograph). 123 
Mythology, 56-57 

Narcissism. 33. 56-57 
Nazimova. Alla, 18 
Neal. Tom. 17 
Newhall. Beaumont. 10. IL 23, 25. 82, 

86. 87. 88, 92n.5. 94n.22. 95n.36, 127 
Newhall. Nancy, 10. II. 23. 25, 29n.55. 

87, 128 
New Projection Control, The 

(book). 109-10 
New York City, 9, 12. 33, 89. 118 
Niccolo Machiavelli (photograph). 

50, 51, 52, 53, 56, 63 
Nicolo Paganini-Genoa 1827 (pho

tograph). 45, 46-47. 56, 76n.95 
Non-realism, 25. 63-64, 99 
"Notes on the Miniature Camera· 

series, 100 
Novarro, Ramon, 121 
·Nude in Art. The· (article), 106 

Oakland Museum. 94n.27. 130 
Oedipus, 67 
Oles. Lou. 113 
·one of These Capricious Moods· 

{photograph). 89 
On the Other Hand (Wray), 13, 16 
Otis Art Institute, 118 
Outdoor Portraiture (book). 106, 112 
Outerbridge, Paul. 127. 128, 129 
Oxford Products Company, 127 

Paganini, Nicolo. 46-47, 56, 76n.82 
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(exhibition). 127 
Pamphlets. 98. 112 
Paper Negative. The {book). 114 
"Paper Negative· series. ll0 
Paramount Studios, 19. 97 
Park City (Utah). ll-12. 33. 115 
Partridge, Roi. 106 

Paul. Don M., 73n.7, 109 
Pencil sketches. 11 
"'Perfect' Negative. The· (article). 103 
'Photo Comment by Mortensen· 

(article). Ill 
Photographic Magic of William 

Mortensen, The (exhibition). 7, 131 
Photographic Society of America. 

129, 130 
Photo-Secession, 10. 22, 25. 117 
'Pictorial History of Witchcraft and 

Demonology: 21. 120 
Pictorial Lighting (book). IOI. 110. 114. 

123 
'Pictorial Make Up" series. 100-101 
Pictorial Photographers of Amer

ica, 94n.22, 117, 119 
Pictorialist photography, 25, 29n.55. 

98, 99-101. 105, 125 
Photograms of the Year (maga

zine). 121 
"Pictures I Hate· (article). 106 
Pigment prints. printing, 58, 84, 

93n.l3, 124. 125 
Pit and the Pendulum. The {photo-

graph). 59. 63, 64-65 
Pitts, Terence. 82 
Playboy (magazine). 129 
Pomona College. 34 
Popular Photography (magazine). 

39, 127; articles in. 105. 106. 108. ll0. 
Ill. 112 

"Portrait Procedure· series. 107 
"Portraiture and the Basic Light" 

{article). IOI 
"Portraiture: Surface and Sub

stance· (article). 106 
"Portraiture with the Miniature· 

{article). ll0 
Pouring Milk {photograph). 128 
Powers. Patrick. 18 
Preparation for the Sabbot {pho-

tograph). 21. 66-67, 68. 113 
Price, Vincent. 94n.21. 130 
Prince, The {Machiavelli). 52. 53 
Print Finishing {book). 50. 79n.l81. 

105, 127 
"Project in Costuming. A" (article). Ill 
Projection Control {book). 57. 98-99 
"Projection Control" (pamphlet). 98 
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(article). 103 
"Projection Control" series. 98. 125 
"Prudery and the Times· (article). 
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Psychiatry. 48-49 
Public Works of Art Project. 124 
Purist photography. 11. 99-100. 125 

Queer theory. 35 

Ray. Man. 26. 127 
Realism. 25. 99 
"Right Negative for Enlarging, The" 

(article). 110 
Riviere. Joan. 39-40. 46 
Rope Dancer (photograph). 68 
Royal Photographic Society. 94n.22. 

125. 128 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, The. 

film of. 44, 89. 121 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, The 

(book by Mortensen). 16. 18. 
28n25. 97 
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(book by Hanscom), 117 
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(photograph), 21. 22 

Sadomasochism. 64-65. 66. 72 
St. Denis. Ruth. 121 
Salome (photograph). 114 
Salt Lake City. 12. 33. 89, 91-92. 117. 

119 
San Francisco (Bruguiere). 118 
Saunders. John Monk. 20 
Scrapbooks. 39. 40. 85 
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky, 35, 36. 37-

38. 68. 75n.29 
Self-portraits, 8, 10, II, 68. 71. 72, 73, 

73n.l 
Seven Ages of Woman. The (book). 

/6-17, 28n.25, 97 
·seven Deadly Errors· (article). 106 
·seven Shapes· (article). 108 
Sexuality. 35. 38-41. 64-65, 66-67 
Shearer. Norma. 47, 84, 120 
Sherman. Cindy, IL 88 
Showmanship, 46-47 
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Silva. Grey, 113, 114 
Simon & Schuster, 93n.15, 126 
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cle). 103 

Sobieszek. Robert A.. 114 
Sojin (photograph). 125 
Soltys, Richard J .. 130 
Southern California Camera Club, 

117 
Southwest Museum. 117 
Stade. Odo. 17 
Steel Stocks Advance (photograph). 

22, 88 
Steichen, Edward, 94n.24. 129 
Steinberg, Leo. 65 
Stendahl Art Galleries. 127 
Stieglitz. Alfred. 10. 26. 115. 117 
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(photograph). 87 
Stone. Earl. 130 
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Struss, Karl. 117. 119. 122 
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Suspicion (photograph). 47-48 
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Tamvakis, Nicoli. 114 
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30. 69. 70, 71 
Ten Commandments, The. 122 
Teske, Edmund. 128 
Texture Effects Screens. 129 
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Thorek. Max. 122. 123. 124. 125. 126. 128 
Tilney. F. C.. 122 
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Treumann. Friedrich. 25 
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U.S. National Museum, 128 
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99-100 
Vestal. David. 88, 93n.33 
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Walker. Todd. 122 
Wescosco studio. 17-18. 47. 97, 120. 

121 
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97,120 
Weston. Edward. 26. 93n.8, 117, 126, 
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Good Prints· (article). 110 
White. Clarence. 117 
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"Willie's Women· (scrapbook). 39. 40 
Witchcraft. 21. 63 
Witchcraft Through the Ages (film). 

21 
·woman of Languedoc· (article). 112 
Works Progress Administration. 125 
World War I, 116. 118 
World War 11, 128 
Wray, Fay, 20. 28n 16. 28n.19. 28n.32. 

84. 89-91. 92, 95n.38, 119. 121; On 
the Other Hand 13. 16 

Wray. Willow. 13. 28n.l6 

Zanini. Mlle .. 47 
Ziegfeld Girls, 119 
Ziff-Davis Publishing Company, 129 
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