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The Age of Light

Man Ray

In this age, like all ages, when the problem of the perpetuation of
a race or class and the destruction of its enemies, is the all-
absorbing motive of civilized society, it seems irrelevant and
wasteful still to create works whose only inspirations are indi-
vidual human emotion and desire. The attitude seems to be that
one may be permitted a return to the idyllic occupations only
after meriting this return by solving the more vital problems of
existence. Still, we know that the incapacity of race or class to
improve itself is as great as its incapacity to learn from previous
errors in history. All progress results from an intense individual
desire to improve the immediate present, from an all-conscious
sense of material insufficiency. In this exalted state, material
action imposes itself and takes the form of revolution in one form
or another. Race and class, like styles, then become irrelevant,
while the emotion of the human individual becomes universal.
For what can be more binding amongst beings than the discovery
of a common desire? And what can be more inspiring to action
than the confidence aroused by a lyric expression of this desire?
From the first gesture of a child pointing to an object and simply
naming it, but with a world of intended meaning, to the devel-
oped mind that creates an image whose strangeness and reality
stirs our subconscious to its inmost depths, the awakening of
desire is the first step to participation and experience.

It is in the spirit of an experience and not of experiment that
the following autobiographic images are presented. Seized in
moments of visual detachment during periods of emotional con-
tact, these images are oxidized residues, fixed by light and chem-
ical elements, of living organisms. No plastic expression can
ever be more than a residue of an experience. The recognition of
an image that has tragically survived an experience, recalling the
event more or less clearly, like the undisturbed ashes of an ob-
ject consumed by flames, the recognition of this object so little
representative and so fragile, and its simple identification on the
part of the spectator with a similar personal experience,
precludes all psycho-analytical classification or assimilation into
an arbitrary decorative system. Questions of merit and of execu-
tion can always be taken care of by those who hold themselves
aloof from even the frontiers of such experiences. For, whether
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a painter, emphasizing the importance of the idea he wishes to
convey introduces bits of ready-made chromos alongside his
handiwork, or whether another, working directly with light and
chemistry, so deforms the subject as almost to hide the identity
of the original, and creates a new form, the ensuing violation of
the medium employed is the most perfect assurance of the au-
thor’s convictions. A certain amount of contempt for the mate-
rial employed to express an idea is indispensable to the purest
realization of this idea.

Each one of us, in his timidity, has a limit beyond which he is
outraged. It is inevitable that he who by concentrated applica-
tion has extended this limit for himself, should arouse the re-
sentment of those who have accepted conventions which, since
accepted by all, require no initiative of application. And this
resentment generally takes the form of meaningless laughter or
of criticism, if not of persecution. But this apparent violation is
preferable to the monstrous habits condoned by etiquette and
estheticism.

An effort impelled by desire must also have an automatic or
subconscious energy to aid its realization. The reserves of this
energy within us are limitless if we will draw on them without a
sense of shame or of propriety. Like the scientist who is merely a
prestidigitator manipulating the abundant phenomena of nature
and profiting by every so called hazard or law, the creator deal-
ing in human values allows the subconscious forces to filter
through him, colored by his own selectivity, which is universal
human desire, and exposes to the light motives and instincts long
repressed, which should form the basis of a confident fraternity.
The intensity of this message can be disturbing only in propor-
tion to the freedom that has been given to automatism or the
subconscious self. The removal of inculcated modes of presenta-
tion, resulting in apparent artificiality or strangeness, is a con-
firmation of the free functioning of this automatism and is to be
welcomed.

Open confidences are being made every day, and it remains
for the eye to train itself to see them without prejudice or
restraint.
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