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Today

 What is photography?

 Short history

 Photography as art

 Photography and general art movements

 The role of photography in social change



Photography

 The art, application and practice of creating 

durable images by recording light or 

other electromagnetic radiation, either 

electronically by means of an image sensor, or 

chemically by means of a light-sensitive material 

such as photographic film



Short history of photography

 3 main ”inventors” of photography as we know it

 Fox-Talbot

 Daguerre

 Niepce 

 Oldest surviving image made by Niepce in 1926 or 1927



Timeline

1839
First glass 
negative

1841
First paper 
negative

1868
First patent 
for 3-colour 

photography

1871
First gelatin 
emulsion

1878
First real-time 

“movie”

1887
First celluloid 

film base

1888
Kodak Box 

Brownie

1901
120 film format

1948
First polaroid 

camera

1963
First instamatic

1995
First 

commercial 
digital camera



Photographic processes: Capture

 Directly onto paper

 On glass plates

 On film

 On digital sensor



Photographic processes: Printing

 Manually, on untreated or pre-treated paper

 Machine prints

 Collages, etc



What is Art?

1. The expression or application of human creative skill and imagination, 

typically in a visual form such as painting or sculpture, producing works to be 

appreciated primarily for their beauty or emotional power (Google 

dictionary)

2. Something that is created with imagination and skill and that is beautiful or 

that expresses important ideas or feelings (Merriam-Webster)

3. Imagination in motion. Taking something from the brain and transforming it 

into something tangible; something that can be questioned, loved, hated, 

moving, and easily remembered or forgotten. Without art there is no point in 

life and without life art could not flourish (Brad Bass)

4. A diverse range of human activities in creating visual, auditory or performing 

artefacts (artworks), expressing the author's imaginative, conceptual ideas, 

or technical skill, intended to be appreciated for their beauty or emotional 

power. (Wikipedia)



Photography 

as Art

 “Fine-art photography is:

 photography created in accordance with the vision 

of the artist as a photographer…

 …using photography as a medium to bring 

something to life that only lives in the artist's mind

 Simply capturing what one sees in an artistic way is 

the art of photography and not creating fine art.”



Six main 

movements

 Pictorialism, Photo secession

 Straight photography

 Russian Constructivism, Surrealism, Dada

 California Modernists

 Abstract

 New Social Landscape, Postmodernism



Early 

Photographers

 Pushing to have photography accepted as art

 Gustave le Gray 1859

 Oscar Rejlander 1857

 Henry Peach Robinson 1860

 Felix Nadar 1855

 Lady Hawarden 1860

 Lady Filmer 1864



Pictorialism

 1888 Kodak Eastmann first handheld camera

 First snapshot

 Changed subject matter – people starting taking 

more everyday scenes

 This led to the first photographic movement –

Pictorialism

 Name derived from the thought of Henry Peach 

Robinson, British author of Pictorial Effect in 

Photography (1869). 

 In the 1880s the British photographer Peter Henry 

Emerson also sought ways to promote personal 

expression in camera images. 



Pictorialism

 A reaction to the new point and shoot approach 

to photography

 Relied on labour-intensive processes that showed 

the human hand in the process

 Emphasised the photographer as a craftsman

 Heavily worked negatives, used textured papers

 Purposely scratched negatives, etc.

 Visual characteristics

 Very expressive, ethereal

 Limited tonal range



Pictorialism

 Gertrude Kasebier

 Heinrich Kuhn

 Alvin Langdon Coburn

 Edward Stecihen

 Alfred Steiglitz

 Clarence White

 Paul Strand

 Edward Weston



Gertrude Kasebier



Heinrich Kuhn



Edward Steichen



Alfred Stieglitz



Edward Weston



Alvin Langdon Coburn



21st C pictorialists



Photo 

Secessionists

 American movement

 First exhibit in March 1902

 “Photo secession means a seceding from the 

accepted idea of what constitutes a photograph” 

– Steiglitz

 Gallery 291 (Little Galleries of the Photo Secession)



At the same 

time… 

 Neoclassicism

 Romanticism

 Realism



Straight 

Photography

 Very broad movement

 Pictorialism (1885-1915)

 California Modernists (1931) (Ansel Adams, Edward Weston, 
Immogen Cunningham)

 FSA Photographers (1935-1944) (Walker Evans, Margaret 
Bourke White)

 American Street Photographers (1940s and 70s)

 Term used in opposition to combination printing.

 Modernists use the term pure photography

 Visual characteristics

 High contrast

 Sharp focus

 No cropping

 Underlying geometric structure

 Depicting the world around us as it is



Straight 

Photography

 Paul Strand

 European photographers

 Andre Kertesz

 Henri Cartier Bresson

 Brassai

 FSA photographers

 Walker Evans

 Dorothea Lange

 Great American Street photographers

 Robert Frank

 Lee Friedlander

 Harry Callahan

 Helen Levitt

 Garry Winogrand, Eliot Erwitt



Paul Strand



Laszlo Moholy-Nagy



Andre Kertesz



Henri Cartier-Bresson



Brassai



Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange

FSA



Robert Frank



Lee Friedlander



Harry Callahan



Helen Levitt



Eliot Erwitt



21st C straight photographers



Russian 

Constructivism

Surrealism

Dada

 Not photography movements, but in the general 

art world

 Relied on the camera

 Reaction to World War I

 Heavily influenced by 

 Cubism (Cezanne, Braque, Picasso)

 Expressionism (Munch, Macke, Kirchner, Kandinsky)

 Futurism (Boccioni, Balla)



Dada

 1916 - 1924

 Non-art, non-movement, non-sensical

 In response to the horrors of WWII

 Began at Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich with artists 
fleeing Europe

 Intentionally international movement at a time of 
extreme nationalism

 Most artists were very young and had opted out of 
the war

 Word was spread by publications/manifestos rather 
than organised exhibitions

 Used all forms of expression: cabaret 
performances, meetings, visual art, writing and 
even riots



Dada

 Heavy use of photography

 Collage: pasting cut pieces of objects together 

such as train tickets, maps, plastic wrappers, etc

 Photomontage: similar to collage but using 

photographs

 Readymades: manufactured objects as art

 Assemblage: three dimensional versions of collage



Dada

 Marcel Duchamp

 Hannah Hoch

 John Heartfield

 Raoul Hausmann

 Grosz

 Ernst & Arp



Marcel Duchamp



Hannah Hoch



Raoul Hausmann



Surrealism

 Unbridled imagination of the subconscious

 Branched out of Dadaism

 Christened in Paris in 1924 by Andre Breton

 Influenced by dream studies of Freud and political 

ideas of Marx



Surrealism

 Solarisation: image is reversed (negative) when 

exposed to white light in the darkroom

 Distortion: used mirrors and lenses to distort the 

human form

 Photograms: cameraless images

 Assemblage: three dimensional versions of collage



Surrealism

 Man Ray

 Dali

 Ernst

 Rene Magritte

 Joan Miro



Man Ray



Rene Magritte



Russian 

Constructivism

 Probably influenced by Cubism

 Art for social purposes

 Emerged as Blosheviks came to power in 1917

 Wanted viewer to be active

 Inspired radical graphic design, architecture and 

cinema



Russian 

Constructivism

 Alexander Rodchenko

 Gustav Klutsis

 El Lissitzky



Alexander Rodchenko



Gustav Klutsis



Contemporary Dadaists, 
Surrealists, Russian Constructivists



California 

Modernists

 1931

 Influenced by Moholy-Nagy and Pure Photography

 The New Vision in America: precisionism, “absolute 

unqualified objectivity”

 Emphasised material qualities of the real world

 Aesthetics influenced by Strand, Kertesz, Moholy-

Nagy, experimental photography of avant garde in 

Europe

 Associated through common style and subject, not a 

unified group of manifesto

 Highly controlled approach to technique and form

 Reduced compositions to underlying shapes and 

geometric forms

 Sharp focus

 Subjects were American landscapes and regional 

culture



California 

Modernists

 Charles Sheeler

 Group f.64: best photography of the western US. First 
exhibition 1932

 Ansel Adams

 Imogen Cunningham

 Edward Weston

 Willard van Dyke

 John Paul Edwards

 Black & White

 Straight photography

 Sharp images, maximum depth of field

 Carefully composed images

 Striving for aesthetic beauty

 Emphasis on form and depicting life as it is



Ansel Adams



Imogen Cunningham



Contemporary Modernists



Postmodernism

 Reaction to WWII

 Abstract art

 Strong emphasis on form and colour

 Subject matter is often hidden

 Forms are abstracted through exaggeration, 

simplification, closeups, silhouettes, mirrors, 

distortions, etc

 Abstract expressionists and the NY School were 

contemporary movements

 Art is non-representational



Postmodernism

 Paul Strand – one of the earliest experimenters -

Alvin Langdon Coburn, Moholy-Nagy

 Aaron Siskind

 Otto Steinert

 Andreas Gursky



Otto Steinert



Andreas Gursky



Valda Bailey



New Social 

Landscape

 1975

 Lee Friedlander, Diane Arbus, Garry Winogrand, 

Robert Frank – inspired by Walker Evans

 Reinvented the documentary tradition

 Documented the social landscape of America

 Rejected sentimentality

 Deadpan approach

 Refusal of the need for beauty

 Showing the banal or absurdity of life

 Moved into landscape photography as well

 Exhibition New Topographics

 Photos of a man-altered landscape



New Social 

Landscape

 New Topographics

 Lewis Baltz

 Robert Adams

 Bernd and Hilla Becher

 Stephen Shore



Lewis Baltz



Stephen Shore



Thank you


