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INTRODUCTION TO JOSÉ OITICICA FILHO’S 
“SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHTER”1
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A key fi gure in Brazilian postwar photography, José Oiticica Filho 

(1906–64) established a link between Brazilian modernist photography 

and the international photo-club culture of the 1950s. Although 

his legacy today remains overshadowed by that of his son, artist Hélio 

Oiticica (1937–80), scholarship in Brazil acknowledges him as an 

important experimental photographer.2 Little, however, is known about 

his work as a statistician. During the 1950s, he compiled extensive 

data tables pertaining to the activities of hundreds of photographers 

throughout the world. Oiticica Filho laid the foundation for his innova-
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1 The author thanks art historian and curator Marly T. C. Porto for her indispensable help 

in locating José Oiticica Filho’s article and for providing access to the issues of Boletim 

Foto Cine where it was published. She also thanks Raul Feitosa, secretary to the photo-

club Foto Cine Clube Bandeirante, for his assistance and his kind permission to reprint 

the article.

2  Recent publications include Andreas Valentin, “Light and Form: Brazilian and German 

Photography in the 1950s,” Konsthistorisk Tidskrift/Journal of Art History 85, no. 2 (2016): 

159–80; Andreas Valentin, “Nas asas da mariposa: A ciência e a fotografi a de José 

Oiticica Filho,” ARS 13, no. 25 (2015): 31–49; Carolina Etcheverry, “Geraldo De Barros 

e José Oiticica Filho: Experimentação em Fotografi a (1950–1964),” Anais do Museu 

Paulista 18, no. 1 (2010): 207–8; Beatriz Scigliano Carneiro, “Uma inconsutil invenção: 

A arteciência em José Oiticica Filho,” ponto-e-vírgula 6 (2009): 107–46. The unavailabil-

ity of source materials complicates further research, as many of Oiticica Filho’s prints 

and negatives are believed to have perished in a fi re at his brother César Oiticica’s house 

in Rio de Janeiro in 2009. See Francisco Alambert, “The Oiticica Fire,” Art Journal 68, 

no. 4 (2009): 113–4.
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process that was highly subjective and often obscure, Oiticica Filho 

meticulously accumulated available data to lend a certain clarity, and 

even scientific logic, to a field where participation, and even the num-

ber of prints accepted at different salons, had become crucial indicators 

of success. A member of FCCB but also a resident of Rio, Oiticica Filho 

emerged as a mediator between the two groups—an impartial scientist 

who sought a solution in data, not in clashes between egos.

Oiticica Filho’s theoretical work is based on statistical data collec-

tion and analysis—scientific methods that are closer to sociology than 

to art criticism or any other branch of the humanities. His research 

anticipates the sociology of art, a field that was to emerge in the 1960s 

and 1970s, with a focus on “the structure in which art is discovered, 

discussed, defined, purchased, and displayed.”13 Central to the sociol-

ogy of art is the influential research of French cultural sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieu during the 1960s. Like Oiticica Filho, Bourdieu  

had once been an active photographer: between 1957 and 1960, he  

produced numerous photographs in Algeria, where he worked as a lec-

turer at the University of Algiers.14 As was the case with Oiticica Filho, 

Bourdieu looked to statistics as a main source for his sociological study 

of contemporary photographic practices in France. He conducted this 

research with colleagues Luc Boltanski, Robert Castel, Jean-Claude 

Chamboredon, and Dominique Schnapper between 1961 and 1964, 

and discussed it in the book Photography: A Middle-Brow Art (Un art 

moyen; essai sur les usages sociaux de la photographie). The authors iden-

tify four major social functions of photography and, correspondingly, 

four types of photographers: occasional family photographers, ama-

teurs, professionals, and photographic artists. Thanks to his choice to 

study photography rather than a more prestigious form of art, sociolo-

gists today recognize Bourdieu’s project as a groundbreaking “cultural 

attack.” Its revolutionary nature comes to light only when we realize, as 

sociologist of art Nathalie Heinich writes, “just how low photography 

was at this time in the artistic hierarchy.”15

13	 Richard W. Christopherson, “Making Art with Machines: Photography’s Institutional 

Inadequacies,” Urban Life and Culture 3, no. 1 (1974): 13.

14	 See Pierre Bourdieu, Picturing Algeria (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012). 

The first edition was Images d’Algérie (Arles: Actes Sud Littérature with Camera Austria, 

2003).

15	 Nathalie Heinich, “Bourdieu’s Culture,” in Bourdieu in Question: New Directions in French 

Sociology of Art, ed. Jeffrey A. Halley and Daglind E. Sonolet (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 188.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/artm
/article-pdf/8/2/105/1989107/artm

_a_00239.pdf by guest on 01 February 2023



T
if

e
n

t
a

l
e

  
| 

 I
n

t
r

o
d

u
c

t
io

n
 t

o
 “

S
e

t
t

in
g

 t
h

e
 R

e
c

o
r

d
 S

t
r

a
ig

h
t

e
r

”

111 

Bourdieu’s book introduces the idea that practicing photography  

as art was, among other things, a means of upward social mobility.  

His sociological perspective helps to explain the amount of attention 

that Oiticica Filho, a distinguished scientist and renowned photogra-

pher, dedicated to the minutiae of salon participation. The photo-club 

salons were of cardinal importance to photographers in the 1950s 

because they offered an exceptional avenue to accrue individual recog-

nition. The salons were as significant for photographers as gallery and 

museum exhibitions were for artists working in other media.

The impetus for writing “Setting the Record Straighter” can be 

found in an earlier article, published in the October 1950 issue of 

Boletim, where Oiticica Filho reviewed the Ninth International Salon 

of São Paulo. In that article he criticized photographers from Rio de 

Janeiro for not participating in the salon and accused them of dimin-

ishing the overall impact of the Brazilian section of the exhibition.16 

Rio de Janeiro photographers responded to Oiticica Filho in several 

polemic articles in the SFF magazine and in Revista Cine Fotográfica.17 

Among these responses was an anonymous article titled “Setting the 

Record Straight,” which blamed the São Paulo salon organizers for 

being biased against the work of Rio photographers, eventually leading 

the latter group to boycott exhibitions organized in São Paulo. To this 

article from Revista Cine Fotográfica, Oiticica Filho responded with the 

three-part “Setting the Record Straighter,” one part of which is trans-

lated here.

In the first part of “Setting the Record Straighter,” Oiticica Filho 

illustrates his statistical and data-analytic methodology by presenting 

his own photo-club activity between 1945 and 1950 in the form of 

extensive tables listing the prizes and honorable mentions he received 

as a photographer, along with lists of his articles on photography and 

reproductions of his works in catalogs and photography magazines.18 

After establishing his expertise in the field, the author introduces a 

comparative data table showing the numbers of prints by FCCB and 

SFF members accepted in juried exhibitions between 1947 and 1950.  

In the article, he claims that he presents these tables “not with the 

intention of comparing two Brazilian photography clubs, but to reestab-

16	 José Oiticica Filho, “Os Brasileiros no IX Salão Internacional de São Paulo,” Boletim Foto 

Cine 5, no. 54 (October 1950): 20–22.

17	 See Revista Cine Fotográfica 2, no. 17 (1951).

18	 Oiticica Filho, “Reforçando os pontos dos ii,” 21–25.
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lish factual truths deeply misinterpreted by disloyal and irresponsible 

propaganda aimed at harming those who work hard and honestly 

toward the progress of the art of photography amongst us.”19 Amid all 

the subjective judgments that characterized the salons, as well as the 

confusion about artistic criteria that resulted from them, Oiticica Filho 

calls for objectivity and a scientific approach to evaluating achieve-

ments in the field.

In the second part of the article, which is reprinted here, Oiticica 

Filho suggests how statistical methods can be helpful for grasping the 

mechanisms of photo-club culture. Most importantly, he makes a dis-

tinction between qualitative and quantitative aspects of fotoclubismo, 

which he argues were too often confused in the past, and suggests that 

statistical methods and data analysis, if applied correctly, can be useful 

for evaluating the quantitative parameters of the field. For example, 

analysis of the numbers of participants and accepted works in interna-

tional salons reveals different levels of activity from a variety of individ-

uals, clubs, and even countries. Yet such an approach, as Oiticica Filho 

readily admitted, did not help understand the aesthetics and emotional 

impact of photographs. He also warns that quantitative factors should 

not be conflated with qualitative ones: a higher number of accepted 

works does not automatically mean a higher level of artistic achieve-

ment. He further admits that there are limitations to statistical meth-

ods, and that they cannot explain, for example, the success or failure  

of an individual photograph. Judges of the juried exhibitions were typi-

cally well-established photographers whose personal preferences solely 

determined the selection of accepted works. These choices, according 

to him, cannot be measured scientifically.

The third part of the article uses statistical methods to compare 

the achievements of FCCB and SFF members. It begins with the asser-

tion that “the reasons for rejection are varied and impossible to analyze 

in simple data tables.”20 Oiticica Filho argues that SFF members 

wrongly blamed FCCB for being biased and that their accusation 

resulted from an incorrect use of statistical methods. While SFF mem-

bers had compared the numbers of accepted works between the clubs 

to prove that their work had been slighted by the jury of the Ninth 

International Salon of São Paulo in 1950, Oiticica Filho maintains that 

19	 Ibid., 24. Translated by Luisa Valle.

20	 José Oiticica Filho, “Reforçando os pontos dos ii. Parte 3,” 26. Translated by Luisa Valle.
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a comparison should be made between the percentage of acceptances 

from SFF and the acceptances from all submissions to any given salon, 

calculated as a proportion of the accepted prints among all submitted 

prints. The acceptance rate of Fluminense works (for example, 30.4 

percent in 1948 and 16.6 percent in 1949) is then revealed to be close to 

the average acceptance rate in the São Paulo salon (36.7 percent in 1948 

and 20.7 percent in 1949). This discovery, in the author’s view, blunts 

any accusation of an existing bias against SFF at the São Paulo salon.

Without other established criteria of evaluation, these numbers 

provided evidence of various photographers’ activity and a method of 

comparing their successes. These debates, and Oiticica Filho’s recourse 

to statistics, also point to photography’s outsider status and the frustra-

tion of its practitioners in the 1950s, in Brazil as elsewhere. Collecting 

statistical data about different exhibitions and their participants served 

as one way of at least outlining the scope of a field that was, in sociolo-

gist Jean-Claude Chamboredon’s words, “uncertain of its legitimacy, 

preoccupied and insecure, perpetually in search of justification.”21

“For me, the most moving aspect of looking at a salon catalog is 

seeing the names of Brazilians entangled with names of artists from 

other parts of the world,” acknowledges Oiticica Filho.22 He continues 

that “this is what patriotism means to me, a type of sane patriotism 

expressed in seeing my name and the name of my country among 

names of artists from other countries.”23 In his conclusion to the arti-

cle, Oiticica Filho calls for national unity among Brazilian photogra-

phers and reminds his audience that “creating a brotherhood between 

the clubs and societies of photography in Brazil” is the goal of a  

new organization, the recently established Brazilian Federation of 

Photographic Art (Federação Brasileira de Arte Fotográfica).24 Over the 

21	 Jean-Claude Chamboredon, “Mechanical Art, Natural Art: Photographic Artists,” in 

Pierre Bourdieu with Luc Boltanski, Robert Castel, Jean-Claude Chamboredon, and 

Dominique Schnapper, Photography, trans. by Shaun Whiteside (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1990), 129.

22	 Oiticica Filho, “Reforçando os pontos dos ii,” 22. Translated by Luisa Valle.

23	 Ibid., 22.

24	 Oiticica Filho, “Reforçando os pontos dos ii. Parte 3,” 28. Translated by Luisa Valle. 

Elsewhere, Oiticica Filho wrote on the Federation’s foundational congress, which took 

place in 1951, and on the ideals of unification that promised to redeem the destructive 

effects of rivalry among the clubs he had analyzed in “Setting the Record Straighter.” 

José Oiticica Filho, “Se concreto la primera convención brasilera de arte fotográfico,” 

Correo Fotográfica Sudamericano (Buenos Aires) 30, no. 653 (February 1951): 38; “First 

Brazilian Convention,” PSA Journal (New York) 17, no. 4 (April 1951): 218.
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course of the 1950s, the Federation united thirty photo-clubs and a total 

of 4,106 photographers throughout Brazil, strengthening the ties 

between Brazilian photographers and the world’s photographic art 

community.25

Oiticica Filho played a role in championing the international  

connectivity of the Federation, which had been established with the 

intention of joining the International Federation of Photographic Art 

(Fédération Internationale de l’Art Photographique, FIAP), founded in 

Switzerland in 1950. FIAP perceived photographers as a distinct social 

and professional group whose geographically scattered members could 

be united around the idea of the medium’s cultural and social auton-

omy. Embodying postwar humanism and idealism, the founders of 

FIAP envisioned the organization as a forum that could offer equal 

opportunity for participation from all countries “regardless of their 

power or their poverty.”26 Each participating country was represented 

in FIAP by a national federation of photography that united photo-

clubs in that country. Over the following decade, FIAP mobilized 

photo-clubs in fifty-five countries in Europe, Latin America, Asia, and 

Africa, becoming the first post–World War II organization to provide 

photographers with an institutional space that existed outside the 

market and that transcended political and ethnic borders.

The founder and president of FIAP, Belgian photographer 

Maurice Van de Wyer (1896–1994), visited São Paulo and FCCB on  

a regular basis during the 1950s, and while it is not clear whether 

Oiticica Filho and Van de Wyer ever met in person, Oiticica Filho 

became an active contributor to the work of FIAP, emerging as the 

federation’s pioneering record-keeper and data analyst.27 During the 

1950s, Oiticica Filho published several statistical reports about inter-

national photography salons in the FIAP yearbooks and the organi

zation’s magazine, Camera, thus expanding the application of the 

statistical tools that he established to analyze photo-club culture in 

Brazil to a global level.

25	 Fédération Internationale de l’Art Photographique, untitled, Camera, no. 2 (1964): 41.

26	 Maurice Van de Wyer, untitled introduction, in FIAP, I. Photo-Biennale der FIAP (Bern: 

FIAP, 1950), 7.

27	 For example, in 1956, Van de Wyer participated in the celebration of the seventeenth 

anniversary of FCCB, documented in detail in the club’s official publication, Boletim Foto 

Cine. See an illustrated report on his visit: “O XVII aniversario do FCCB,” Boletim Foto 

Cine 9, no. 99 (May 1956): 24–26.
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One such report provides statistical insight, based on data Oiticica 

Filho collected from exhibition catalogs, into the world’s photo-club 

salons that took place during 1956.28 This account reveals the geo-

graphic reach of global fotoclubismo in the mid-1950s, with 126 exhibi-

tions in thirty-four countries, including Brazil, Canada, Denmark, 

Hong Kong, South Africa, and Yugoslavia. One of the data tables is a 

list of the 143 most active exhibition participants, who managed to cir-

culate tens, even hundreds, of prints at one and the same time in vari-

ous exhibitions throughout the world, and it included twenty-four 

photographers from Brazil.

Understanding Oiticica Filho’s statistical work is important for 

establishing a broader perspective on postwar photo-club culture as an 

international phenomenon. Photo-clubs became the major venues for 

exhibiting photography as an autonomous art form, not only in Brazil 

or Latin America, but also in Europe and Asia. Over the course of the 

1950s, FIAP mobilized thousands of photographers from countries all 

over the world and of all levels of artistic accomplishment and profes-

sional involvement to become ardent participants in fotoclubismo. While 

Oiticica Filho’s approach does not clarify the contested meanings of 

photographic art in the 1950s, it makes a thriving, transnational field 

both visible and quantifiable by providing a helpful guide to the other-

wise uncharted field of photo-club culture, while firmly establishing 

Brazil as one of its creative centers.

28	 José Oiticica Filho, “The FIAP Official List of Pictorial Photography for the Year 1956,”  

in 1958 FIAP Yearbook (Lucerne: C. J. Bucher, 1958), 159–78.
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