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During a meeting of the Photographic Society of London in 1853, photography 
was described as too literal to be compared to the beauty of art. 

Photographers were not classed as real artists, the camera was a mere 

mechanism that captured reality.
Photography was not seen as an art form in major galleries and the bigger 

spaces. Such exhibitions saw photography more as a representation of the 

Industrial Revolution rather than an art form. However this strong opinion 

soon changed.  It was what happened in the smaller, more experimental 
galleries in the first decades of the 20th century 

that reinforced photography’s purpose in the art world. It was in these 

exhibitions, particularly in New York, that photographic images first shared 

a space as equals along side the more traditional visual arts. 

One of the most prominent works which recognised photography as an art 

form was of Alfred Stieglitz. Stieglitz was an American photographer and 

modern art promoter who was one of the key figures in making photography 

an art form. In 1902 Stieglitz curated an exhibition at the National arts club 

called the ‘Photosecession’ which included the work of over thirty individual 

photo artists which was an instant success. The show led to a movement 

that showcased the importance of darkroom image manipulation, highlighting 

the true work of the photographic artist. 
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Exhibition at the Little Galleries of the Photo secession, 1902  
The 291 Gallery, The Gallery that changed photography
The Little Galleries which held the famous Photo secession later became 

renamed as the ‘291 Gallery’. The influential gallery, which was situated in 

291 Fifth Avenue in New York from 1905 to 1907, helped recognise 

photographic art to the same status as painting and sculpture. Venues like

this regularly hung modern paintings, such as Matisse and Picasso, and

 photographs side-by-side, representing how the work was now perceived as 
an art form. When Stieglitz first started introducing works of modern art his 

intention was to test photography against the “most alive work” (Stieglitz 1902) 

being done in other media. He hoped that through exhibiting modern art as 
well as photography, the significance of both could be recognised. Stieglitz 
wrote that the purpose of his non-photographic exhibitions was to bring about 
the understanding of “what photography really means” (Stieglitz, Camera Work, 1907). 

Stieglitz also made the point that the artists he included in his exhibitions

 typically had an attitude of being anti photographic. This gave Stieglitz
all the more reason to include their work side by side to photographic 

images in his exhibition which was all about connecting the photography
and art world. 
“Men like Matisse and Picasso and a few others are giants.  Their vision is anti photographic… It is this anti photography in their mental attitude and in their work that I am using in order to emphasize the meaning of photography”. (Stieglitz, 1902) 
Looking at Baudelaire’s opinion he made the argument that photography and

 art were two distinct entities, which modern opinion often contradicts with, 

 but we can clearly see that from these influential beginnings there was no 
longer a divide, photography and art was seen as one. Taking into account 
that Baudelaire also made this statement during the 19th century which at the
 time was the beginning of the history of photography in a mechanically 
progressive age. Therefore how could he make a statement without knowing 
the possibilities of the future? “Its progress will be more rapid when more minds are 
devoted to its improvement.”(Henry Fox Talbot, The pencil of nature, 1844) 
After Stieglitz, experimentation and adaptation brought a number of 

Photographic artists into the spotlight such as the landscapes of Ansel Adams. 
These new works all found their way into the movement of visual arts. 
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Ansel Adams, On the Heights, Yosemite National 

Park, CA, 1927, The Ansel Adams Gallery 

Despite Baudelaire’s opinion that art and photography have no connections 

And do not cross each others worlds, throughout the years art has 
played a key role in the artistic development of emerging photographers, 

providing interesting subject matters which inspired the work of an individual 
artist. 

[image: image3.jpg]


Andreas Gursky, Rhine II, 1992, Tate 
The famous photograph of the river Rhine under a grey colourless sky by 

Andreas Gursky effectively ended the debate of photography versus art. The 

image depicts a stretch of the river outside Düsseldorf unveiling
connotations of abstract expressionism. Throughout Gursky’s work he has 

continually made links to the tradition of abstract art using formal and 
conceptual simplicity in his images. Other images that have been highly 
influenced by abstract art is Gursky’s ‘Untitled 1, 1993’ which is a 

close up of an industrial carpet inspired by a grey monochrome painting. 
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Andreas Gursky, Untitled I, 1993, Tate 

Peter Galassi, chief curator of Photography at the museum of modern 

Art made the point that both of the images have been ‘festooned by the 

Critic’s invocations of Barnett Newton’ (Peter Galassi ‘Gursky’s World’, 

Andreas Gursky, p.41). For example the work of Newman, an American artist, 

included vertical compositions with straight lines in a contrasting colour which 

interrupted the monochrome surface of his canvases. Gursky’s photographs 

acted like a horizontal version of Newman’s work. 
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     Andreas Gursky, Rhine II, 1952, Tate 

Barnett Newton, Adam, 1992, Tate 

Works like these led to major exhibitions focussing on the evolution of 

photography and fine art such as the National Gallery which held an 

exhibition entitled ‘Seduced by art: Photography past and present’. The show 

purely examined how early photography’s practitioners took inspiration from 

paintings when they were first exploring the potential of photography. 

During the development stage of taking art and making into photographs 

one of the things that evolving photographers realized was that like 

paintings, images had to be carefully composed and produced.  
Photographers often took inspiration from paintings and artworks and 

created their own replicas. 

For example the work of Julia Margaret specifically looked to Christian 

art such as the nativity. Using these paintings as an inspiration for 

subject matter Margaret created an image titled ‘Light and Love’, 1865 

which portrays a woman hovering over a child who is sleeping on a bed of 
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straw. 
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                    Antonio Da Corregio, Nativity, 
Julia Margaret, Light and Love, 1865                         Dresden State Art Museum 
Such elements like these like the bed of straw, the Marian head covering the 

woman wears and the positioning of the woman all draw connotations from 

the nativity scenes in Christian art. Such photographs were not direct 

quotations from paintings but they offered associations in the viewer’s 

mind. 

Baudelaire also believed that photography could not be an art because of its 

realism. He claimed that while photography can be 

used as a tool to aid in art it should never be art itself. A photograph is real life, 

it only shows what exists. It can be used for science and the cataloguing of 

animals for example but is not abstract enough to capture the imagination of 

individuals and doesn’t quite bend reality enough to be beautiful. 

However, Baudelaire’s contention is not entirely true. During the 20th century 

many photographic artists were creating work that used their imagination 

and their own fantasy to actually engage with their viewers.  

on of the most influential artists who channelled this method was Andrei 

Tarkovsky. Tarkovsky was a Russian filmmaker, writer and theorist who was 

considered one of the most influential directors in the history of Russian and 

world cinema. His films displayed his own distinctive methodology, regarding
 cinema as an art and a form of personal expression. He believed a single 
shot or image could unveil a universal message without words or a concrete
 meaning, “Seeing comes before words” (Berger, Ways of Seeing, p7). 
Tarkovskys work allowed his audience to step into the world of his 
fantasy using a language that didn’t comply to the rules of reality but existed 
within their own bespoke laws. His films were something that visually drew 

you into his world and embrace the emotion the subject feels. Despite 
creating a ‘fantasy world’ in his films Tarkovsky liked to photograph the real
 world, what already exists using textures such as dust falling through the air 
or coal burning. Tarkovsky used these textures in such a way that they 
develop associations with the viewer and allow them to engage in his world,
 creating reality and imagination at the same time. 
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Scene from Ivan’s Childhood, 1968 
From a more contemporary perspective Roger Ballen is also a modern artist 

who dismisses the idea of reality and touches upon the subconscious mind.
Ballen’s photographs are formal and clear but inside is a 
complexity that reflects the human condition and the psychological state 

through themes of chaos and madness. His work aims to break through 
restrained or hidden thoughts with a dream like and surreal quality. Ballens 

work also expresses the blur in between for example dreams become  
reality and reality becomes dreams, they act as one. 

“Reality is a word that has no meaning to me; it is unfathomable. I would rather express the enigma behind this word than ponder its fundamental nature”. (Ballen, 2001) 
Ballens work has also made connections with the art world. His work has 
often been described as painterly taking inspiration from abstract painter 
Joan Miro. The work of Joan Miro often included abstract shapes and lines 
that appeared as “wiry”. Ballen took inspiration from these subtle methods
 and decided to use objects such as wires to create his surreal images. 
Ballen also reflected on the connections between his and Miros work and 
how viewers would react to them in different ways. 

“When somebody looks at something as wirel-ly, say, a Miro 

painting, this issue is never ‘what is this about?’ it’s just seen as 

an abstract line. In photography, since the basis is ‘capturing 

reality’, people always want to know what the meaning of wires is. In painting you don’t ask that question”. (Ballen, 2001)  
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Joan Miro, The sun (el sol) 1949 MoMa 

                                                                                      Roger Ballen, Head below wires, 

                                                                                             1999, Tate 
Taking art as inspiration not only existed during the earlier stages, it is  
still used by the artists of modern society today and is regarded as 

important as it was when it was first discovered. 

Many contemporary photographers today use traditional art as a source of 
inspiration in a more literal way with their own modern twist. 
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 John Everett Millais, Ophelia, 1851, Tate Britain 
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            Untitled (Ophelia), 2001, Gregory Crewdson/Luhring Augustine, New         

           York

Contemporary artist Gregory Crewdson, who is known for his staged 
photographs, re created the famous painting ‘Ophelia’ which was 
originally inspired by Shakespears play ‘Hamlet’. The image portrays a 
woman with pale blue skin floating in a flooded living room. The image also 
dismisses reality with its dream like and otherworldly approach giving 
connotations of the subconscious mind. Looking at both the painting 

and the image I feel that they both offer the same emotional intensity to 

the viewers. 

To me photography is art and art is meant to make you feel something. 

Looking at the artists I have researched I think it is clear that photographers 

not only capture what exists but use it creatively that speaks to people 

and connects with viewers the same way viewers connect to pieces 

of art when visiting a museum. To me photography is by no means artless. If
 it visually makes you feel something I believe it is indeed art. To truly 
understand how the photography and art process impacts a photographer 
personally, and their photographic development I decided to 
make my own work inspired by traditional art such as the Mona Lisa. 
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       Leonardo Da Vinci, 
      Mona Lisa, 1503, Louvre Museum
The image I have made is inspired by the famous painting of the Mona Lisa 

created by Leonardo Da Vinci with a more modern approach. I took into 

account the positioning of the model, the calm expression on the woman’s 
face and the clothing that she wears and tried to make my own 
replica with similar elements. 
In conclusion looking back at how photography has evolved over time  
Baudelaire’s opinion that photography could never be art itself could not 

be defensible. Without art the possibilities of photography would have 

never been discovered. It would be interesting to see Baudelaire’s thoughts 
today looking at how much has been discovered and achieved in the 
photographic art world. 
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