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Summary:  

Photography is a universal language, “understood on all five continents, irrespective of race, creed, 

culture or social level”—this announcement by Maurice van de Wyer, the president of the International 

Federation of Photographic Art (Fédération internationale de l'art photographique, FIAP) echoed 

numerous other assertions made at the opening of the fifth annual photography trade fair and exhibition 

complex Photokina 1956, which took place in Cologne, West Germany, from September 29 to October 7, 

1956. The leaders of the U.S. and West Germany, international organizations such as the UN and 

UNESCO, the photography industry, and photographers around the world all shared a similar idealism. 

Their praise of photography as a universal language, however, was unanimous only in theory. In practice, 

art exhibitions organized within the framework of Photokina 1956 revealed a chasm between two 

radically different understandings of photography. On one hand, there were exhibitions featuring narrative 

photo-essays by a small elite of Western European and U.S. magazine photographers. On the other, was 

the fourth FIAP Biennial of photographic art, displaying creative photography from thirty-six countries in 

Western and Eastern Europe, Latin America, Asia, and Africa. The FIAP Biennial revolted against the 

predominant principles of exhibiting photography in terms of content and aesthetics, exhibition design 

strategies, and the concept of authorship. This article analyzes this revolt and traces the reasons why it 

went largely unnoticed.  
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“Photography is a visual lingua franca understood on all five continents, irrespective of race, creed, 

culture or social level. . . . [It] contribute[s] to . . . the understanding between nations”—proclaimed 

Maurice van de Wyer, the president of the International Federation of Photographic Art (Fédération 

internationale de l'art photographique, FIAP).1 His announcement echoed numerous other assertions 

made at the opening of the fifth annual photography trade fair and exhibition complex Photokina 1956, 

which took place in Cologne, West Germany, from September 29 to October 7, 1956. Photokina 1956 

saw leaders of the U.S. and West Germany, international organizations such as the UN and UNESCO, the 

photography industry, and photographers around the world all sharing a similar idealism and optimism. 

They all agreed that photography was a universal language that facilitated mutual understanding among 

cultures. Such a belief was especially welcome in a world healing from the destruction and chaos of the 

Second World War.  

This praise of photography as a universal language, however, was unanimous only in theory. In 

practice, art exhibitions organized within the framework of Photokina 1956 revealed an internal chasm 

between two radically different understandings of photography. On one hand, there were thematic 

displays of documentary photographs and exhibitions featuring narrative photo-essays by the leading 

Western European and U.S.-based magazine photographers. On the other, was an immense exhibition of 

creative photography from across the globe, organized by FIAP—the fourth FIAP Biennial of 

photographic art. It was conceived as a world survey of contemporary photography, displaying an equal 

number of works from its constituents—photographers’ associations representing thirty-six countries in 

Western and Eastern Europe, Latin America, Asia, and Africa. This exhibition attempted to showcase the 

cultural diversity of the world through photographic art. The FIAP Biennial challenged the role of 

Western Europe as the center of creativity, as it was equally open to participants from all regions. In 

                                                 
1 Maurice VAN DE WYER, untitled introduction. In Photokina 1956, Cologne: Photokina 1956, page 28.  



3 

doing so, it claimed its own take on the concept of the universal language of photography. The FIAP 

Biennial stood against the predominant principles of photographic art in terms of content and aesthetics, 

exhibition design strategies, and the concept of authorship. Yet, despite its good intentions, democratic 

organization, and transnational inclusivity, the FIAP Biennial went unappreciated and misunderstood in 

comparison to other Photokina 1956 exhibitions.  

 

What was Photokina in the 1950s?  

Established in Cologne in 1950—the same year as FIAP, Photokina was an annual, international 

photography trade fair and photographic art exhibition complex.2 During the 1950s, Photokina became 

the world’s leading photography trade fair.3 It consisted of two distinct parts: a commercial one dedicated 

to all aspects of the industry, and a cultural one, containing exhibitions of applied, creative, and historical 

photography. On the commercial side of Photokina, local and international companies presented the 

newest cameras, lenses, accessories, film, paper, chemicals, other equipment, supplies, and services for 

the various needs of professional and hobby photographers. In 1950, the first Photokina represented 300 

exhibitors (all from West Germany) and attracted 74,000 visitors. The fifth Photokina in 1956 featured 

355 West German and 139 foreign exhibitors, and accommodated around 200,000 attendees from Europe, 

Asia, and the Americas.4 While the majority of the visitors were from West Germany, fourteen percent 

were from seventy-six other countries from all continents—Europe (twenty-nine countries), the Americas 

(twenty-three), Asia (twelve), Africa (ten), and Australia and New Zealand.5 The trade section of 

                                                 
2 Photokina continues to take place on a regular basis in Cologne, Germany, to the present day (as of the 

time of writing this article, January 2018). This article, however, is focused only on Photokina 1956 and 

the fair’s role during the 1950s, and does not consider the later developments in the fair’s history. 
3 Photokina presented itself as a photography and cinematography trade fair, but this article is concerned 

exclusively with the history of photography exhibitions and does not discuss the cinematography section 

of the fair, which was relatively insignificant in 1956. 
4 L. Fritz GRUBER, Photokina: Its Origin and Achievements. Köln: Messe- und Ausstellungs-Ges. 1958, 

unpaginated. 
5 Ibid. 
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Photokina 1956 featured 432 exhibitors, of which 121 were foreign businesses.6 On the top of the list of 

foreign countries participating in the trade fair was France (forty-seven companies) followed by the U.S. 

(sixteen), Japan (fifteen), the U.K. (thirteen), Austria (eight), and Switzerland (eight). A small number of 

companies from Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Italy, Netherlands, and Sweden also participated.7  

The cultural part of Photokina, meanwhile, showcased the creative work of the most well-known 

photographers of its time. This side of Photokina had an educational purpose and was strictly non-

commercial—the displayed works were not for sale. “[P]hotography plays a decisive part in shaping the 

spiritual and social pattern of both the present and future,” wrote L. Fritz Gruber (1908–2005), one of the 

main organizers of Photokina.8 The fair’s cultural focus “demonstrates and explains photography, and . . .  

elucidates this miracle of optics and chemistry.”9 In 1956, the fair included a retrospective on German 

photojournalist Erich Solomon (1886–1944); a solo show by U.S. photographer Ansel Adams (1902–

1984); group exhibitions organized by the U.S. photography magazines Modern Photography and 

Popular Photography; and a Magnum show featuring work by Henri Cartier-Bresson (1908–2004), 

Robert Capa (1913–1954), Ernst Haas (1921–1986), Werner Bischof (1916–1954), George Rodger 

(1908–1995), and W. Eugene Smith (1918–1978). It also included several shows of applied photography 

and a variety of thematic group exhibitions such as Animals in the Wild (Tiere in freier Wildbahn), 

Germany Today (Deutschland Heute), Stronger than Words (Stärker als Worte), and Photography and 

School (Photo und Schule).  

Photokina symbolized postwar West Germany’s optimism, positivism, and its focus on economic 

and technological achievements. As historian Ulrich Pohlmann notes, the trade fair “opened exactly five 

years after the end of the war with an advertising spectacle.”10 It belonged to the determined efforts to 

                                                 
6 Photokina 1956 also featured a cinematography section with sixty-two exhibitors, but this part of the 

trade fair is not relevant to this analysis. 
7 L. Fritz GRUBER, Photokina: Its Origin and Achievements, unpaginated. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 “. . . die exakt fünf Jahre nach Kriegsende mit einem Werbespektakel eröffnet wurde,“ Ulrich 

POHLMANN, “Zwischen Kultur, Technik und Kommerz: die photokina-Bilderschauen 1950-80.” In 
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rebuild the country’s economy after the war. The press welcomed the first Photokina fair in Cologne in 

1950 with “euphoric opinions,” that suggested “the end of the devastation of the ‘ruin period’ and a 

promising future.”11 Photokina echoed a larger shift in West Germany away from politicized public 

debates and toward “economic recovery . . .  and the transition to the consumer society.”12 During the 

1950s, Photokina was also the site where the economic interests of the increasingly international 

photography industry—camera, accessories, and chemical manufacturers—intersected with the political 

agendas of West Germany, the U.S., the United Nations, and UNESCO.  

Photokina belonged to the postwar culture, but its genealogy can be traced to the German 

photography exhibitions of the early twentieth century, like the International Photography Exhibition in 

Dresden (1909); as well as photography trade shows of the Weimar Republic, such as Pressa (1928, 

Cologne) and Film und Foto (1929, Stuttgart); and Nazi-era exhibitions, such as Die Kamera (1933, 

Berlin).13 On a symbolic level, Photokina was the closest descendant of Pressa because it took place in 

the same building that was constructed to house Pressa in 1928—a “monumental” structure designed in 

what Jeremy Aynsley calls an “expressive brick idiom.”14 Today, Pressa is primarily known for hosting 

                                                 
Kultur, Technik und Kommerz: die Photokina-Bilderschauen 1950-1980. Köln: Historisches Archiv der 

Stadt 1990, page 8. All translations are mine unless noted otherwise. 
11 „Verfolgt man die Berichterstattung zur phokina in der Kölner Lokalpresse, so rücken Jene 

euphorischen Stellungnahmen ins Blickfeld, die von dem Ende der Entbehrungen der „trümmerzeit“ und 

von einer verheißungsvollen Zukunft kündeten.“ Ibid, page 8. 
12 „Mit dem wirtschaftlichen Aufschwung nach der Währungsreform und dem vollzogenen Übergang zur 

Konsumgütergesellschaft blieb die Entwicklung der photokina in den 50er Jahren eng verbunden.“ Ibid, 

page 8. 
13 On Pressa, see Jeremy AYNSLEY, “Pressa Cologne, 1928: Exhibitions and Publication Design in the 

Weimar Period.” Design Issues, volume 10, 1994, issue 3, pages 52–76. On Film und Foto see, for 

example: Bruce ALTSHULER, “Film und Foto.” In Salon to Biennial—Exhibitions that Made History, 

1863-1959. New York: Phaidon 2008, pages 217–236. On Film und Foto, see Olivier LUGON, “Prints 

from the Thomas Walther Collection and German Exhibitions around 1930.” In Mitra ABBASPOUr, Lee 

Ann DAFFNER, and Maria Morris HAMBOURG, eds., Object:Photo. Modern Photographs: The 

Thomas Walther Collection 1909–1949. New York: The Museum of Modern Art 2014. On Die Kamera 

and other photography trade fairs and exhibitions in Nazi Germany, see: Ulrich POHLMANN, “'Not 

Autonomous Art but a Political Weapon.' Photography Exhibitions as a Means for Aestheticising Politics 

and Economy in National Socialism.” In Jorge RIBALTA, ed., Public Photographic Spaces: Exhibitions 

of Propaganda, from Pressa to The Family of Man, 1928–55. Barcelona: Museu d'Art Contemporani de 

Barcelona 2008, pages 275–298. 
14 Jeremy AYNSLEY, “Pressa Cologne, 1928,” page 61.  
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the Soviet pavilion with photomontage murals by Russian avant-garde artist and designer El Lissitzky 

(1890–1941). Although Photokina had strong connections with the past, these connections in no way 

pointed to interwar avant-garde art. Walter Läubli (1902–1991), the editor of the international 

photography magazine Camera, dedicated a special issue to Photokina in November 1951 and wrote: 

“We are . . .  glad that it has been possible for us to dedicate an issue of our magazine to the new German 

photography and its industry and it is our hope that we can provide in the future many beautiful and 

valuable examples of this Phoenix that has risen from the ruins.”15 This Phoenix was the German 

photographic industry, not the avant-garde art of the 1920s. Photokina showcased the latest cutting-edge 

photographic technology from all over the world. But its cultural focus during the 1950s was not 

committed to the most advanced or experimental artistic explorations of its time. 

 

What was FIAP in the 1950s?  

Aiming to unite the world’s national associations of photographers, FIAP was founded in Switzerland in 

1950.16 At that time, it had seventeen members: thirteen countries in Western Europe, two in Eastern 

Europe, and two in Latin America. By 1956, FIAP had united thirty-six members throughout the world: 

eighteen countries in Western Europe, eight countries in Latin America, five in Eastern Europe, four in 

Asia, and one in each Africa and Australia. In most cases, a national federation or association of 

photographers represented a country in FIAP, such as the Argentine Federation of Photography 

(Federación Argentina de Fotografía), the Belgian Federation of Photographic Circles (Fédération Belge 

des Cercles photographiques), the National Federation of Photographic Societies of France (Fédération 

Nationale des Sociétés Photographiques de France), or All Japan Association of Photographic Societies. 

In a few exceptions, in the absence of a nation-wide organization, a single photographic society or club 

                                                 
15 Walter LÄUBLI, “Good Luck!” Camera, 1951, issue 11, page 403.  
16 FIAP continues to exist to the present day (as of the time of writing this article, January 2018). This 

article, however, is focused only on the work of FIAP during the 1950s and does not consider the later 

developments in the organization’s history. 
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represented the country. For example, the São Paulo-based photo club Foto Cine Clube Bandeirante 

represented Brazil, and the Budapest-based Soproni Fotoclub represented Hungary.  

As with many nongovernmental organizations that were established around 1950, FIAP’s 

membership base was global, but the founders and leaders lived and worked in Western Europe. The 

founder and president of FIAP was Maurice Van de Wyer (1896–1994) from Antwerp, Belgium. The 

cofounder, and the group’s secretary-general, was Ernest Boesiger (d. 1970) from Bern, Switzerland. The 

vice-president and the official delegate of FIAP at UNESCO was Roland Bourigeaud (1900–1995) from 

Paris, France. The organization did not have a dedicated office or paid staff, and all its activities relied 

exclusively on its members—unpaid volunteers.  

“The black and white art . . .  through its truthfulness . . . stimulates one to understand, respect, 

and love other nations’ customs and beliefs,” wrote Ernest Boesiger, the secretary-general of FIAP, in the 

catalogue for the first FIAP Biennial in 1950.17 “Pictorial reportage is the most universal of all languages. 

It is an indispensable tool of freedom in these days when so many people are oppressed and personal 

freedom is restricted in many parts of the world,” said U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1956.18 In 

the 1950s, photography was often praised as a medium equipped to help the world heal after the war and 

spread positive ideas of equality and a basic human understanding. Photography was thought of as a 

universal language that provided peaceful communication between different cultures. It was during this 

time that several theoretical ideas proliferated around the possibility of a global community or civil 

society—a form of coexistence that would prevent a third world war and guarantee continuous peace and 

prosperity. Such ideas grew out of the disappointment of the nation-state model, the failure of national 

governments to maintain peace, and disillusionment in party politics after the Second World War. FIAP 

operated in this optimistic, humanistic, and Western-centric cultural context, spearheaded by 

organizations such as the United Nations.19 “The aim of the United Nations is identical with that which 

                                                 
17 A. WERMELINGER, E. BOESIGER, untitled preface. In FIAP Biennial 1950. Bern 1950, page 9. 
18 Quoted in: Arthur ROTHSTEIN, “Communication.” Image, volume 6, 1957, issue 3, page 67. 
19 Today, it is clear that the language and actions of organizations such as UN or UNESCO were limited 

in their efficiency. For a critical history of the ideas behind the postwar humanism, see Mark 
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lies closest to the hearts of photographers: to bring the nations closer together through mutual 

understanding,” photographer Fritz Neugass wrote on behalf of The Press, Film and Photo Office of the 

UN in 1954.20 “Photography . . .  promot[es] international understanding. But photography is not only a 

medium: it is also an art. . . .  many artists, who have mastered to perfection the mechanics of their art, are 

now using photography to express their personal message and thoughts,” argued Luther H. Evans, the 

director of UNESCO, in a preface to the Photokina 1956 catalogue.21 FIAP epitomized this postwar 

idealism, popularized by Western leaders and international organizations such as the UN and UNESCO, 

and brought it into the field of nongovernmental, grassroots cultural exchange.  

The emergence of FIAP in 1950 reflects the multifaceted role of photography in the postwar 

culture. FIAP promised equal opportunity to all members and mobilized photographers in countries 

emerging from colonial rule, especially in Asia. The organization engaged and brought together hundreds 

of constituents for whom photography was not just a job or leisure activity, but a serious aesthetic pursuit. 

Their participation in FIAP—a democratic transnational organization—manifested their desire to belong 

to an idealized art world that existed outside the commercial market and ignored political borders. One of 

the organization’s major accomplishments was organizing the FIAP Biennial—an international exhibition 

of creative photography of an unprecedented scope at the time. The biennial, established in 1950, was 

conceived as a world survey of contemporary photographic art, displaying an equal number of works 

from each participating country. The first seven biennials each took place in different European cities, and 

the fourth biennial was staged as one of the central events of Photokina 1956 in Cologne, West 

Germany.22 

 

                                                 
MAZOWER, No Enchanted Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United 

Nations. Princeton: Princeton University Press 2009, and Mark MAZOWER, Governing the World: The 

History of an Idea, 1815 to the Present. New York: Penguin Books, 2013.  
20 Fritz NEUGASS, “The photographers of the United Nations.” Camera, 1954, issue 9, page 405.  
21 Luther H. EVANS, untitled introduction. Photokina 1956. Cologne: Photokina 1956, page 27.  
22 The first seven FIAP Biennials took place in the following cities:  Bern (Switzerland, 1950), Salzburg 

(Austria, 1952), Barcelona (Spain, 1954), Cologne (West Germany, 1956), Antwerp (Belgium, 1958), 

Opatija (Yugoslavia, 1960), Athens (Greece, 1962), and Basel (Switzerland, 1964).  
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What Happened at Photokina 1956? 

Between 1950 and 1965, FIAP organized an exhibition within the framework of Photokina in 1951, 1952, 

1954, 1956, 1958, and 1963. But the FIAP Biennial was only granted the central, and largest, exhibition 

hall at Photokina 1956. This was an unprecedent opportunity for FIAP to reach a large international 

audience of professionals involved in the photography trade, whether it was industry, publishing, or 

creative work. The FIAP board reported that more than 100,000 visitors from around the world saw the 

biennial.23 The organization’s prominent role in the fair is described in the official report on the opening 

of Photokina 1956: “outside the fair buildings, a big FIAP flag [was raised] amid the forest of the flags of 

all nations of the world manifesting our presence.”24 According to Ulrich Pohlmann, the said flag was an 

official gift to FIAP from the city of Cologne and it was raised in the front of the Hotel Fürstenberger Hof 

where the FIAP congress was held.25 The ceremony of raising the flag was documented by a well-known 

German photographer, Chargesheimer (Karl-Heinz Hargesheimer, 1924–1972). The only available image 

unfortunately does not show not the flag itself, but depicts FIAP and Photokina officials present at the 

ceremony, including L. Fritz Gruber, Maurice Van de Wyer, Ernest Boesiger, and Roland Bourigeaud.26 

Although West Germany—the Federal Republic of Germany—was not a full member of the 

United Nations at the time, Photokina 1956 featured exhibitions organized by UNESCO. The first thing 

visitors saw when they entered the Photokina exhibition hall was two exhibitions organized by UNESCO, 

Knowledge has no Borders (Wissen kennt keine Grenzen) and UNESCO’s Ten Years of Work in the 

Service of Peace (10 Jahre Friedenswerk der UNESCO). These exhibitions were compiled by art and 

photography historian Jean-Alphonse Keim (1904–1972), head of the information media and technologies 

department at the UNESCO’s Paris-based Secretariat General, and featured works by well-known 

                                                 
23 FIAP, “Offizieller Bericht über den 4. Kongreß in Köln,” Camera 3 (1958), 143. 
24 “Draußen vor dem Messegebäude flatterte die große FIAP-Fahne inmitten des Fahnenwaldes aller 

Nationen der Welt und tat so kund von unserer Anwesenheit.” FIAP, “Offizieller Bericht über den 4. 

Kongreß in Köln.” Camera, 1958, issue 3, page 143. 
25 Ulrich POHLMANN, ed., Kultur, Technik und Kommerz: die Photokina-Bilderschauen 1950-1980. 

Köln: Historisches Archiv der Stadt 1990, page 23. 
26 The image is reproduced in Ulrich POHLMANN, ed., Kultur, Technik und Kommerz, page 23. 
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photojournalists such as French photographer Marc Riboud (1923–2016). The UNESCO exhibitions were 

immediately followed by the installation of the FIAP Biennial in a much larger hall.  

FIAP also was granted a significant presence in the catalogue for Photokina 1956. Included at the 

beginning of the catalogue was an introduction by the president of FIAP along with prefaces by Theodor 

Heuss, the president of West Germany; Dwight D. Eisenhower; and Luther H. Evans. This was the most 

prestigious recognition that FIAP received in the 1950s, and it marks the highest point of the 

organization’s achievements. The section of the catalogue dedicated to the FIAP Biennial is 

outstanding—forty-five richly illustrated pages. It is almost twice as many pages as any other exhibition, 

which received an average range of two to twenty pages.27 The FIAP section appears at the very 

beginning of the catalogue after a short description of the two UNESCO exhibitions. This central 

placement suggests that the organizers of Photokina 1956 believed that the work of FIAP was truly 

important and fitting in the discourse of photography as a universal language. Yet, it turned out that the 

FIAP Biennial represented values that were different, and often even contrary, to the rest of the fair’s 

participants. 

 

Curator versus Author 

The FIAP Biennial exemplified ultimate democratization of the exhibition organizing process—the role 

of a curator or any other supervisor was eliminated, and all the power was in the hands of participating 

authors. But the side effects of such democratization proved to be problematic. One of the outcomes of 

this ultimate democratization was the wildly diverse subject matter of works appearing in the FIAP 

Biennial. When introducing the biennial in the Photokina 1956 catalogue, Van de Wyer announced that 

the viewer was “presented with an immense cultural confrontation, constituted by an infinite diversity of 

                                                 
27 Of the catalogue’s 616 pages, 232 pages (or 38% of its total volume) were dedicated to the sixteen 

photographic art exhibitions. The other sixty-two percent were related to the trade fair section of 

Photokina 1956. See: Photokina 1956. Cologne: Photokina 1956. 
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subjects and origins, realized by means of all the known technical processes.”28 One spread in the 

catalogue features four works from the FIAP Biennial and exemplifies this “cultural confrontation.”29 

Swedish photographer Leif Axstål’s (Göteborg) The Star-Skater is a minimalistic composition with a 

dark, extremely blurred figure of a skater on light, almost white background. The blur conveys the idea of 

movement and speed and renders the figure unrecognizable, turning it into a generalized symbol rather 

than a record of a particular person or moment. The use of this visual device was widely favored in the 

Subjektive Fotografie (“subjective photography” in German), a movement that originated in West 

Germany in the early 1950s and had an international following.30 Adjacent to The Star-Skater, is a work 

featuring a detail of brutalist architecture—Glass and Concrete, attributed to a Mme. de Loz-Briard from 

Boitsfort, Belgium. It captures a view through a large glass door that leads into a monumental concrete 

underpass. A small figure—a man in a dark suit in the background—adds human scale to this exemplary 

landscape. The contrast between the diminutive human figure and the overwhelming mass of international 

style modernist architecture is typical of postwar photography. Loz-Briard’s image is followed by a work 

from Danish photographer Jacob Nissen (Copenhagen), an untitled image of glass bottles. The bottles, 

viewed from above, are lit from below, creating a semiabstract pattern of dark circles on a light 

background. This approach is reminiscent of the New Objectivity movement of the 1920s and especially 

                                                 
28 Maurice VAN DE WYER, “La Biennale de la FIAP.” In Photokina 1956. Cologne: Photokina 1956, 

page 36. 
29 Photokina 1956, pages 60–61. 
30 Envisioned by German photographer Otto Steinert (1915–1978) as a partial revival of the 

experimentation of the 1920s, Subjektive Fotografie explored pictorial experimentation, such as blurred 

motion, multiple exposure, dark tonality, and high contrast, at times aiming at abstraction and working 

with purely geometric effects. The term Subjektive Fotografie is most closely associated with the group 

fotoform which existed from 1949 until 1958, and comprised Otto Steinert, Wolfgang Reisewitz, Peter 

Keetman, Siegfried Lauterwasser, Toni Schneiders, and Ludwig Windstoβer. Three major group 

exhibitions of Subjektive Fotografie took place within Photokina in 1951, 1954, and 1958. Two major 

interpretations of Subjektive Fotografie have emerged in German scholarship since the 1980s: one argues 

that it was a movement, specific to postwar West Germany, while the other claims that it was a truly 

global phenomenon and included photographers working in Brazil, Italy, and elsewhere. For the first 

interpretation, see: J. A. SCHMOLL GEN. EISENWERTH, Subjektive Fotografie: der deutsche Beitrag, 

1948–1963. Stuttgart: Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen 1989. For the second, see: Ute ESKILDSEN, 

Robert KNODT, and Christel LIESENFELD, Subjektive Fotografie: Images of the 50's. Essen: 

Fotografische Sammlung in Museum Folkwang 1984. 
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of the work of German photographer Albert Renger-Patzsch (1897–1966). The last image is Adventure in 

the Tower by an Argentinian photographer J. Guillermo Reeves from Rosario. It features three children 

descending an unusual staircase that is spiraling outside a round, whitewashed tower. The structure 

appears to be left unfinished or still under construction, because the staircase has steps and uprights, but 

no handrails. Depiction of children at play is a common example of postwar humanist photography.  

These four works represent a variety of subject matter, ranging from modern architecture to sports to a 

still life of everyday objects to children at play. The visual treatment of these subjects is no less varied, 

ranging from capturing a blurred movement outdoors to a close-up study of objects in a studio. The only 

thing these and other works in the FIAP Biennial had in common was their authors’ affiliation to a 

member organization.   

The FIAP Biennial did not have a curator, works on display were selected by each member 

country’s federation or association of photographers. Thirty out of the thirty-six FIAP member countries 

took part in the 1956 biennial: seventeen countries from Western Europe, five from Latin America, four 

from Eastern Europe, three from Asia, and one from Africa.31  Each participating country was invited to 

contribute an equal number of works—eighteen prints.32 The works then were grouped by the 

photographer’s country of residence, and the countries arranged alphabetically. The practice of arranging 

an exhibition by the participant’s country of residence was partly modeled after the international salons of 

photography—a type of exhibition that emerged in the pictorialist milieu of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. “Salon” in this context was designated as an annual juried exhibition of photographic 

prints that were submitted by mail. These salons were organized by photo clubs and photographic 

societies. One of the most well-known examples of such salons was the Photographic Salon of the 

Brotherhood of the Linked Ring (1892–1909), established by the pioneering pictorialist photographer 

                                                 
31 Western Europe was represented by these seventeen countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 

France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Saarland, 

Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland. Latin America: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and Uruguay. Eastern 

Europe: Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Yugoslavia. Asia: India, Japan, and Pakistan. Africa: Angola.  
32 Only five countries had submitted a smaller number of works. The FIAP Biennial had sixteen works 

from Luxembourg and Ireland, fifteen from Denmark, nine from Iceland, and eight from Angola.  
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Henry Peach Robinson (1830–1901) in London.33 These exhibitions provided photographers with regular 

opportunities to show work, and they were the primary—and often the only—exhibition venues for 

creative photography before the medium was gradually accepted in art museums and galleries. In these 

exhibitions, it was typical to group participants by their country of residence. Although the perception of 

photography and the social status of photographers had changed significantly between the 1890s and the 

1950s, salons remained among the few opportunities for photographers to exhibit their work on a regular 

basis in many FIAP member countries. Yet the FIAP Biennial differed from its historical model in one 

significant aspect: it was not a salon because it was not juried. Salons were always juried, and thus shaped 

by the judges’ aesthetic vision and thematic preferences. FIAP, meanwhile, emphasized the democratic 

nature of its biennial where there was no other jury than the photographers themselves.  

While the organizational structure of the FIAP Biennial was indebted to the late-nineteenth-

century pictorialist salons, most other exhibitions at Photokina 1956 looked for examples elsewhere. 

These shows took the structure and format of art museum exhibitions. Among the leading examples were 

photography exhibitions organized by the American photographer and curator Edward Steichen (1879–

1973) at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in the 1950s, such as Memorable Life Photographs 

(November 20–December 12, 1951) and 70 Photographers Look at New York (November 27, 1957–April 

15, 1958); or solo shows such as The Artist in His Studio: Photographs by Alexander Liberman (October 

29, 1959–January 13, 1960). The works on display were selected by the curator according to their vision. 

The exhibition was intended to work as a conceptual unit conveying a single idea, whether it was an 

insight into one photographer’s oeuvre or a thematic survey of multiple authors’ treatment of the same 

subject. Photokina 1956 exhibitions following this model were either centered around the artists’ 

names—like an artist’s solo show or a group exhibition (like Erich Salomon or a Magnum show), or were 

organized around a uniting topic—for example, Photokina 1956 included thematic exhibitions such as 

Sixty Years of Cinema, Photography and School, Germany Today, and Animals in the Wild.   

                                                 
33 Margaret F. HARKER, The Linked Ring: The Secession Movement in Photography in Britain, 1892–

1910. London: Heinemann 1979. 
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FIAP, however, insisted on accepting only one work per author for the biennials, and each work 

had to be independent. There were a few exceptions, though. Some photographers were represented by 

several works, but these works were not related thematically and did not form any sort of series or 

narrative. FIAP consciously rejected any obvious element that would potentially unite the works on 

display. The titles of the works were kept to a minimum of one or two words, further rejecting any 

suggested narrative. The goal was to present each image as a self-sufficient aesthetic unit. This approach 

stood in a clear opposition to the then popular photo-essay format. This format was not new—it surfaced 

in the Weimar Republic magazines and photo books.34 But in the 1950s, with the rising popularity of 

illustrated magazines, a narrative photo-essay became the most visible format for presenting photographs, 

both in print and exhibitions. The photo-essay format prioritized the narrative over pictorial qualities. 

Photographers united in FIAP, meanwhile, believed that overemphasizing the narrative threatened their 

creative autonomy, and insisted in prioritizing the pictorial form. The pictorial form, however, varied 

because the understanding of photographic art differed from country to country and photographer to 

photographer.  

This eclecticism set the FIAP Biennial apart from most other Photokina exhibitions, which 

focused mainly on documentary, narrative photography centered around popular, easily understandable 

subjects. The FIAP Biennial, on the contrary, did not have an overarching theme. Van de Wyer 

acknowledged that “the works exhibited in Cologne represent the quintessence of world’s photographic 

trends. In the . . . setting of the famous Photokina they will please both conservative pioneers and avant-

garde fans. . . . the abstract brilliance of light and strange and nameless compositions [will] alternate with 

divine landscapes.”35 But he did not see such an eclecticism as a shortcoming. Instead, this was one way 

that the FIAP Biennial positioned itself against most other photography exhibitions, which typically were 

                                                 
34 See, for example, Michael JENNINGS, “Agriculture, Industry, and the Birth of the Photo-Essay in the 

Late Weimar Republic.” October, 2000, issue 93, pages 23–56, and Erika WOLF, “’As at the Filippovs’: 

The Foreign Origins of the Soviet Narrative Photographic Essay.” In Jorge RIBALTA, ed., The Worker 

Photography Movement, 1926–1939. Essays and Documents. Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 

Reina Sofía 2011, pages 124–30. 
35 Maurice Van de Wyer, “La Biennale de la FIAP,” page 36.  
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organized around a single topic. The aesthetic and thematic diversity of the biennial adequately reflected 

the variety of local photographic cultures across the world that coexisted in the 1950s. But this diversity 

turned out to be too overwhelming. There was no uniting visual element and no underlying narrative that 

helped viewers orient themselves in the parade of unconnected, unrelated works. 

 

Professional versus Amateur  

FIAP embraced all photographers equally—photojournalists and artists, amateurs and professionals. The 

selection of works from the FIAP Biennial in Photokina 1956, and reproduced in the October 1956 issue 

of Camera, represents the diversity of the professional backgrounds of the photographers united in FIAP. 

Ice Hockey was taken by Hungarian photographer Tibor Komlós (1923–1976), an established sports 

photojournalist who was awarded the prestigious World Press Photo prize in 1956 for one of his sports 

reportages.36 Likely stemming from a regular work assignment, Ice Hockey captures an important moment 

during a hockey game where four players struggle for the puck at the net. The triangular composition and 

the players’ bodies conveys movement, while their facial expressions reveal the intensity of athletic 

competition. The image is a good photographic representation of the game and an excellent example of 

sports reportage. But at the same time, Komlós desired to present some of his best journalistic work in the 

context of photographic art. His career path was typical for an active photographer in the 1950s because it 

demonstrates how the fields of photojournalism and photographic art often overlapped. Other images 

from the biennial in this issue of Camera include two works by lesser-known Austrian amateur 

photographers, Relaxation by Karl Kronus and Nuns by Sepp Huber. These two works likely were chosen 

because of their visually contrasting themes—the exposed, relaxed bodies of sunbathers on a beach in 

Kronus’ photograph juxtaposed next to Huber’s close-up of women, covered by their monastic cloaks and 

gathered close together under a dark umbrella. But the authors’ professional affiliations were not 

                                                 
36 WORLD PRESS PHOTO, “Sports, Second Prize Singles.” 

http://www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo/1956/sports/tibor-koml%C3%B3s (undated, cit. 

January 10, 2018). 
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mentioned, and the images were captioned only with the photographers’ names and their country of 

residence.  

The professional background of photographers in the FIAP Biennial varied dramatically and 

ranged from leading professional photojournalists to serious amateurs, from well-known artists to small-

town newspaper reporters. But the level of each photographer’s professional involvement was never 

mentioned at the biennial or in any other FIAP exhibitions or publications. Information about 

participating photographers was strictly limited to their name and country of residence, thus further 

emphasizing the notion of equality among the organization’s members. As a result, works by amateur 

photographers whose interest in photography was limited to a creative pastime were exhibited side by 

side with prints by high-level photojournalists working on assignments for the most popular illustrated 

magazines like Life, such as Dimitris Harisiadis (1911–1993) from Greece, Gianni Berengo Gardin (b. 

1930) from Italy, and Jean Dieuzaide (1921–2003) from France. Furthermore, FIAP implied that 

photographic art existed only outside the market, and thus set up a dichotomy between journalism (and all 

professional work) as paid labor and photographic art as an unpaid, idealistic form of self-expression. 

Such an approach was attractive to many photographers in the 1950s, including professional 

photojournalists. They were eager to showcase their work in a context and format that differed from the 

disposable magazine or newspaper page. FIAP also succeeded in attracting professional photojournalists 

because journalism during the 1950s was largely a collective effort where the photographer was not the 

most important participant. The ultimate authority was in the hands of magazine editors. The magazine 

and newspaper workflow limited photographers’ creative autonomy and their control over their work. The 

FIAP Biennial, meanwhile, provided photographers with an opportunity to exhibit self-commissioned, 

self-produced work—images that were made entirely under the control of the artist, from the moment of 

exposing the negative until the making of the final print.  

Works for the FIAP Biennial were selected by each country’s association of photographers. This 

selection usually prioritized the quality and visual features of each individual print. The reputation of the 

author was a lesser concern. But even the photographers who were well-known locally were often 
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virtually unknown to the audiences abroad. The majority of the Photokina 1956 visitors was familiar with 

a small elite of Western—mostly French, Italian, and U.S.—photographers whose work was regularly 

featured in international photography magazines such as Camera. But they had little or no knowledge 

about leading photographers in other regions of the world whose work was featured in the FIAP Biennial. 

Among them were, for example, Lang Jingshan (Republic of China (Taiwan), 1892–1995) represented the 

Chinese nationalist refugee community in Taiwan. His style, reminiscent of a Chinese ink painting on silk 

or paper, epitomized the mix of traditional and modern culture his community strived to identify with 

after the communist takeover of mainland China in 1949.37 José Oiticica Filho (1906–1964), one of the 

key figures in Brazilian Concretism and a pioneer of abstraction in postwar photographic art, was 

especially committed to the promotion of FIAP.38 K. L. Kothary, a photographer and medical doctor from 

India, was a leading figure in photography who saw his participation in FIAP as a means of establishing a 

modern cultural identity for his nation that was emerging from British colonial rule.39 

Because the FIAP Biennial provided only the photographer’s name and country of origin, viewers 

did not have a chance to learn about the different careers and roles these photographers held in their local 

cultural contexts. In the FIAP Biennial, their work was displayed side by side with prints by lesser-known 

or entirely unknown amateur photographers. Equal attention to professional and amateur work was an 

unusual practice at the time and often confused viewers who searched in vain for a uniting thread among 

all the exhibitors. By utilizing such strategies, the FIAP Biennial broke away from other Photokina 1956 

exhibitions, and any major international group exhibitions of the time. The most popular shows in 

Photokina 1956 featured work by the small, internationally acknowledged elite group of professional 

photojournalists, all of whom were based in the U.S. and Western Europe, like Henri Cartier-Bresson, 

Werner Bischof, George Rodger, and W. Eugene Smith. Their work was intensely promoted by the 

                                                 
37 Mia Yinxing LIU, “The Allegorical Landscape: Lang Jingshan's Photography in Context.” Archives of 

Asian Art volume 65, 2015, issue 1–2, pages 1–24. 
38 For a biographical outline of José Oiticica Filho, see José Oiticica Filho, A Ruptura da fotografia nos 

anos 50. Rio de Janeiro: Funarte 1983.  
39 K. L. KOTHARY, “Federation of Indian Photography.” Camera¸1954, issue 2, page 96. 
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popular illustrated magazines such as Life or Stern, specialized photography magazines such as Camera, 

and all involved parties in Photokina, including UNESCO and Magnum. The audience of Photokina 1956 

was conditioned and prepared to perceive such work—visitors were already familiar with the 

photographers’ names, key images, and biographies. Meanwhile, they were not as prepared to adequately 

appreciate works by Taiwanese, Brazilian, Indian and many other photographers because of lacking 

background knowledge about their lives and ideas about photography. Although the FIAP Biennial 

exhibited their work, it unfortunately did nothing to fill this knowledge gap.  

The work of a few Western photographers, like Cartier-Bresson, had become so well-known 

globally in the 1950s partly because magazine publishing was a blooming industry that had enough 

resources to constantly commission and promote high-quality, visually captivating work. But as a 

volunteer organization, FIAP did not have the same resources as commercial magazines of the time, like 

Life in the U.S. or Stern in West Germany. FIAP’s operations depended exclusively on unpaid volunteer 

work. The primary, and often only, source of the organization’s income was the fifteen-dollar (U.S.) 

membership fee, per country per year, that barely covered the expenses of running the organization. The 

application fees for participation in the FIAP Biennial (usually four U.S. dollars per country)40 and small 

fees for other services (such as ordering FIAP membership cards and badges) were intended to cover 

expenses related to organizing the biennial or providing services. The annual budget of FIAP in 1955 did 

not exceed the price of two new Leica cameras, which at that time cost 1,300 Swiss francs.41 This 

monetary element is significant when comparing the efforts of FIAP to the well-designed and well-

promoted exhibitions organized by UNESCO and other participants of the photographic industry that had 

                                                 
40 FIAP, “Einladung zur Teilnahme am V. Kongreß und an der V. Photo-Biennale der FIAP 1958 in 

Antwerpen.” Camera, 1958, issue 7, page 342. 
41 During a FIAP congress meeting in Cologne, September 26, 1956, Ernest Boesiger reported on the 

status of the organization’s bank account in the Kantonalbank of Bern during the previous two years. 

According to Boesiger’s report, 1954 saw revenue of 1,262.56 Swiss francs and expenses of 1,704.51, 

with net loss of 439.95. The following year, 1955, ended with revenue of 2,483.88 Swiss francs and 

expenses of 2,192.38, resulting in a net income of 291.50.  Ernest BOESIGER, “Offizieller Bericht über 

den 4. Kongreß in Köln.” Camera, 1958, issue 3, page 144. Information about the price of Leica camera: 

Camera, 1953, issue 6, page 276. 
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access to more substantial budgets, and therefore ample resources. 

Photography was a source of income for quite a few participants in the FIAP Biennial. But the 

biennial itself was positioned strictly outside the market. The leaders of FIAP proudly emphasized the 

organization’s nonprofit nature. People involved in organizing the biennial, and the organization’s board 

members, were not supposed to benefit financially from their efforts, and neither were the participating 

photographers. The sale of exhibited works was prohibited, and all prints submitted to the FIAP Biennial 

were mailed back to their authors after the closure of the exhibition. The organization never promoted or 

endorsed any type of activity that might result in the sale of prints. The work of FIAP was based on an 

idealistic concept of financially uninterested devotion to artistic self-expression, free communication, and 

cultural exchange.  

 

Industry versus Craft 

The FIAP Biennial differed from most other Photokina 1956 exhibitions with its distinct look. FIAP 

advocated individuality and valued an authorial print as the highest manifestation of a photographer’s 

creativity. Therefore, all prints came directly from their makers, not an agency or editorial office. These 

prints were mailed in by the authors, mounted at the location of the biennial, and returned to the authors 

after the show. This method of acquiring the works set the biennial apart from most other major 

international photography exhibitions of the 1950s. As a result, the prints were rather small and tended to 

be of uniform size. Complying to the international mail regulations, the maximum size of the prints was 

limited to eleven-by-fifteen inches (thirty-by-forty centimeters) in order to ship them as “registered 

printed matter,” which had no commercial value. The print size was also influenced by the commercially 

manufactured paper, which only came in standard sizes. Eleven-by-fifteen inches was also close to the 

largest size for printing in a conventional home darkroom, thus signaling the importance of the author’s 

hand, as opposed to enlargements produced in professional darkrooms for commercial purposes. Thus, the 

convention to keep the exhibition prints on average within elven-by-fifteen inches was, among else, a sign 

that the prints were made by the photographers themselves. The small, handmade prints emphasized their 
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authors’ creative intent.42 

Meanwhile, all large-scale international group shows of the 1950s, including most of the other 

group exhibitions in Photokina 1956, consisted of impressive enlargements of various sizes, made to the 

order by the organizers to fit their envisioned design. These enlargements were made by anonymous 

darkroom technicians. The photographers supplied the negatives, but the image selection was in the hands 

of the curator, and printing in the hands of technicians who followed the curator’s instructions. The large-

format prints represented the authority of the curatorial vision that superseded the author’s intentions. The 

preferences of individual photographers in such shows were not accommodated or even considered. The 

photographs in these displays did not appear as autonomous, self-sufficient works of art—they were part 

of a larger narrative. The individual author’s names were difficult to find, and the descriptions were likely 

written by the organizers, not the photographers. 

An example of such an approach was the Magnum exhibition at Photokina 1956. Enlargements of 

different sizes were arranged as if on a magazine page, contrasting large images with smaller ones. The 

various sizes of the prints provided a dynamic rhythm of distinct emphases and background. The 

unframed prints were mounted directly on panels, some of which were free-standing and removed from 

the wall. The free-standing panels extended into the viewers’ space and created a visually interesting 

landscape that visitors were invited to explore. This type of display belongs to magazine-style exhibition 

design, which was aimed at constructing a space for an integrated visual experience. Its goal was to 

convey a message, to tell a story, very much like a photo-essay in a magazine. Some of the standard 

elements of magazine-style exhibition design were large, unframed prints; narrative or thematic 

sequences of works; and displays combining different sizes of prints in a visually interesting manner, 

which together resembled the way images were arranged on a magazine page. The precursors of this kind 

                                                 
42 In the 1950s, large-size prints for many photographers and artists still signified disposable propaganda 

posters of the 1930s and 1940s, while a small artist’s print suggested belonging to the world of fine art. 

The issues of the scale in photography and especially the inherent tension between miniaturization and 

enlargement are discussed in great detail by Olivier Lugon. See: Olivier LUGON, “Photography and 

Scale: Projection, Exhibition, Collection.” Art History volume 38, 2015, issue 2, pages 386–403. 
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of exhibition design had emerged in the Weimar Republic of the 1920s, appearing in a few rare 

occasions—in avant-garde exhibitions such as Pressa (1928) and Film und Foto (1929).43 In the 1950s, 

the magazine-style exhibition design had lost its politically radical—socialist connotation, and became a 

mainstream format for displaying large photography exhibitions. It was utilized by the most powerful 

entities of the field at the time, such as UNESCO and Magnum. The most notable example of this type of 

exhibition design was The Family of Man, a photography exhibition organized by Edward Steichen at the 

Museum of Modern Art in New York (1955) whose main source of images was Life magazine.44  

This exhibition design emerged from the magazine industry’s workflow. During the 1950s, the 

responsibility of a photojournalist was to press the shutter, following the guidelines developed by the 

editors. The rest was done by others, including developing the film, making contact prints, selecting shots 

for enlargements, composing the narrative of a photo-essay, and organizing page layouts.45 FIAP, 

meanwhile, provided a space where photographers had control over the entire process of creating the 

picture, including but not limited to developing the film, printing the contacts, selecting the right image, 

making and post-processing the final print. The concept of photographic art, according to FIAP, was 

rooted in respect for the artist’s print as a product of individual creative work. The universal language of 

photography was the set of technical skills shared by the photographers the world over. 

In most of its shows, like the Magnum exhibition, Photokina 1956 promoted the magazine-style 

design that included large-print formats, dynamic combinations of different print sizes, and an 

                                                 
43 Ulrich POHLMANN, “Zwischen Kultur, Technik und Kommerz,” page 13. See also Olivier LUGON, 

“Dynamic Paths of Thought. Exhibition Design, Photography and Circulation in the Work of Herbert 

Bayer.” In Annie VAN DEN OEVER, ed., Cinema beyond Film: Media Epistemology in the Modern Era. 

Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2010, pages 117–144.  
44 Scholarship on The Family of Man is extensive. Here I mention only a few sources that approach the 

exhibition and its design beyond the critique of its instrumentalization in U.S. Cold War era cultural 

policy. Lili Corbus BEZNER, Photography and Politics in America: From the New Deal into the Cold 

War. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press 1999; Blake STIMSON, The Pivot of the World: 

Photography and Its Nation. Cambridge: MIT Press 2006; Ariella AZOULAY, “The Family of Man: A 
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The Human Snapshot. Berlin: Sternberg Press 2013, pages 19–48. 
45 See, for example, Peter Galassi’s discussion of Henri Cartier-Bresson’s typical workflow. Peter 

GALASSI, Henri Cartier-Bresson: The Modern Century. London: Thames & Hudson 2010, pages 27–30. 
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overarching visual theme or narrative uniting the works in the exhibition. The organizers tried to apply a 

similar style to its representation of the FIAP Biennial. Its display, like most other Photokina 1956 

exhibitions, was designed by Hellmut Remmelmann, the chief architect and designer of Photokina. 

Unlike the previous FIAP Biennials, where the works were framed and displayed in singular or multiple 

rows on the wall, here the prints were displayed in a more dynamic fashion. Unframed photographs were 

directly attached to free-standing display panels. Instead of monotonous rows, Remmelmann arranged 

three rows of prints in a grid-like structure. The available photo documentation is black and white, but the 

FIAP report discloses that these stands were designed using the organization’s official colors—blue and 

gold.46 Remmelmann clearly designed the FIAP Biennial in this way so it would better align with the 

other Photokina 1956 exhibitions. But his efforts did a disservice to FIAP by undermining the importance 

of the individual print—the very essence of the FIAP Biennial. FIAP’s primary mission was to further the 

understanding of photographic art as it related to contemplating formal features, composition, tonal 

nuances, and other qualities of the unique fine art print. Unframed and grouped together in tight layouts, 

the works lost their individual appeal. The combination of different size prints on free-standing panels 

added visual interest to the Magnum show because it suggested a labyrinth of endless visual experiences. 

This magazine-style approach did not work as well for the FIAP Biennial because all the prints were of 

similar size—the panels were lacking visual anchors and created an overcrowded, uninviting impression. 

The uniform size of the prints in the FIAP Biennial was the only element that balanced out the wildly 

varied visual qualities and content of the exhibited work. The overall effect of this uniformity, however, 

did not benefit the FIAP Biennial in Photokina 1956. In Remmelmann’s design, it could not compete with 

the dynamism of the magazine-style exhibitions.  

 

                                                 
46 “Draußen vor dem Messegebäude flatterte die große FIAP-Fahne inmitten des Fahnenwaldes aller 

Nationen der Welt und tat so kund von unserer Anwesenheit.” FIAP, “Offizieller Bericht über den 4. 

Kongreß in Köln.” Camera, 1958, issue 3, page 143. The display of the FIAP Biennial was captured by 

Chargesheimer. See the reproduction in: Ulrich POHLMANN, Kultur, Technik und Kommerz, page 63. 
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The Revolt That Went Unnoticed 

The case study of Photokina 1956 reveals the limitations and contradictions of the postwar paradigm of 

photography as a universal language. Although all participants in Photokina 1956 spoke about 

photography as a universal language, in practice this term was embodied by the magazine-style 

photography exhibitions backed by generous funding and publicity from U.S. and West German sources. 

FIAP—a self-governed and self-financed organization of photographers—also attempted to make its 

mark in Photokina 1956. This resulted in a clash between different versions of what types of photography 

translated into a universal language. It was a clash between the belief in the autonomy of each 

participating author and the authority of a curator, editor, or organizer. It was a clash between craft and 

industry, where on one side there was the art of making one’s own prints in the FIAP Biennial, and on the 

other, magazine-style production of enlargements of any size as required by the organizers of each 

particular project. It was a clash between creative photography existing outside the market and 

commissioned photography existing exclusively within, and because of, the market.  

FIAP advocated photographic art as an aesthetically autonomous practice at a time when the daily 

work of most photographers depended on decisions made by others—magazine and newspaper editors, 

exhibition curators, and commercial customers. The FIAP Biennial provided a unique platform for 

photographers’ creative, self-commissioned work. It was a groundbreaking attempt to reject Western 

Europe and the U.S. as the only centers of creativity in favor of a model of global participation. FIAP 

showcased a vast range of interpretations of what photographic art meant in different cultural contexts. 

But this presentation lacked explanation and “packaging.” The leaders of FIAP never provided a unifying 

definition of photographic art, and never theorized or communicated their ideals.  

The FIAP Biennial offered a unique cross-section of what was happening in creative photography 

internationally in the mid-twentieth century. But the images in the biennial were not accompanied by any 

comments or arguments from the organization’s leaders or photographers. The prints were small, and 

their overwhelming incoherence left a chaotic impression. Meanwhile, Photokina 1956 visitors expected a 

different kind of visual experience from a photography exhibition—larger prints, relatable photo-essays, 



24 

thematic shows with clear overarching themes, and the names of recognizable photographers. 

Unfortunately, the biennial did not provide any of that.   

FIAP failed to clearly articulate its values, and this failure sabotaged the powerful statement of 

diversity and inclusiveness it was trying to convey. Although FIAP had its own claim to photography as a 

universal language, its presence in Photokina 1956 proved that some types of photography were more 

universal than others. More precisely, only one type of photography was perceived as a truly universal 

language, and it was the language of the Western mainstream illustrated magazine. It overshadowed 

FIAP’s attempt to survey the cultural diversity of the world through creative photography and its thematic 

and aesthetic variety.  

 


