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Who won the battle between Pictorialism and ‘Straight’ Photography?
Pictorialism as a photographic movement, began soon after photography’s invention in 1839 and continued into the early twentieth century (although, as I’ll discuss later, it did not disappear altogether). It was deemed international and aesthetic. To describe pictorialism; it is a style which the photographer has somehow manipulated the stereotypical straightforward photography into a means of making an image themselves. It turned photography from a simple media to record events into an actual art form. It was at its highest moment from 1885 till 1915 but was still being promoted by various photographers as late as the 1940s. It did gradually fade after 1920 and properly ended when Modernism came into Vogue. This caused many pictorialist photographers to transfer into modernists. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Pictorialism. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictorialism ] 

As said by Alise Tifentale in her essay The Myth of Straight Photography: Sharp Focus as a Universal Language: “The vague idea of “straight” photography initially emerged as an antonym to pictorial photography, or more precisely, to the Pictorialism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Pictorialist photography at that time was typically understood as soft-focus images, handmade prints on textured papers, and romantic or symbolic subjects. The pictorialists’ preferred softness of focus allowed their opponents to criticize their work as “soft”—meaning, by implication, effeminate, unmanly, and queer. As an embodiment of the opposite—and positive—characteristics, they championed sharp focus images, glossy and detailed prints, and prosaic, everyday subjects in industrial or rural settings.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Alise Tifentale. The Myth of Straight Photography: Sharp Focus as a Universal Language. 18th January 2018. https://fkmagazine.lv/2018/01/18/the-myth-of-straight-photography-sharp-focus-as-a-universal-language/ ] 

This all began with Henry Peach Robinson writing a book named ‘Pictorial Effect in Photography’ in 1869. He discussed how photography should be seen as art and taught photographers that they can and should create their work, instead of just capturing the moments. It says in the book: “the result often differing marvellously from the horrors perpetrated by means of our beautiful art in the hands of those whose knowledge of photography extends to this, and this only, that if a piece of glass is prepared and treated in a certain manner, it will result in the production of an image of the object which has been projected on the screen of the camera by the lens.”. [footnoteRef:3]This to me is beyond its time. At that moment, photography was mainly used to capture news events, but this changed it completely into something needed in the world for art. He says “projected on the screen of the camera” which to me makes me think of today’s photography. Everyone has a camera whether it be a [image: ]phone or DSLR. Henry Peach Robinson was a pioneer of the future.  [3:  Henry Peach Robinson. (1869) Pictorial Effect in Photography. Preface and Chapter 1. London. S. 9-14. 
] 









          Figure 1
Henry Peach Robinson combined five separate images to produce this intimate narrative of family tragedy. The scene is possibly inspired by Shakespearean title of a preliminary study “She never told her love”. It became famous for the way it was created and its painfully intimate subject matter. [footnoteRef:4]It connected to people on a deeper level as it depicts a subject many had experienced in real life. It is during the time period of the movement, but many other artists have digitally manipulated their images to create a new image. For example, Jeff Wall created “A sudden gust of wind (After Hokusai) in 1983. [4:  Henry Peach Robinson. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Peach_Robinson ] 
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                   Figure 2
[image: ]‘A Sudden Gust of Wind (After Hokusai)’ [footnoteRef:5]is a large colour photograph shown in a light box. It depicts four people in an empty landscape responding to a “sudden gust of wind”. This was digitally manipulated to combine various aspects into one photograph. I decided to include this as it shows a modern version of pictorialism. This is well known photograph in the history of art. This connects Fading Away by Henry Peach Robinson. They both have similar ideas in connecting to the audience by manipulating imagery. Jeff Wall wanted to create a dramatic scene that was from his imagination and dreams. This alone shows that Pictorialism is not just a movement, it is a way of photography now and art, considering these two pieces of work and artists are from two different centuries over 130 years apart. [5: Jeff Wall. (1993) A sudden gust of wind (After Hokusai). Tate Modern Website. (Accessed: November 2018) https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/wall-a-sudden-gust-of-wind-after-hokusai-t06951
] 








                        Figure 3
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      Figure 4
The next artist I researched is named Peter Henry Emerson. He was a British writer and photographer. He was one of the many artists that promoted photography as an art form rather than just a way of documenting events. The photo above is named “Ricking the Reed”[footnoteRef:6], which he contained in his first ever photographic album ‘Life and Landscape in Norfolk Broads’. This was influenced by naturalistic French painting and was a formation of 40 platinum prints. The one above depicts two men moving hay in a farm. This does document the farm but has a soft artistic side. This book caused Emerson to become “dissatisfied with rendering everything in sharp focus, considering that the undiscriminating emphasis it gave to all objects was unlike the way the human eye saw the world.”[footnoteRef:7]This caused Emerson to produce the work ‘Marsh Leaves’ which to me personally shows as an art form. ‘Marsh Leaves’ shows a slightly unfocused image of several trees near a marshland. Either side was faded making it look like the image was captured with motion. This was not common for photographers to do before the pictorialism. Emerson believed that the photograph should be a true reflection of what the eye witnessed and should not be manipulated. He created a book named “Naturalistic Photography for Students of Art” which directly attacked Henry Peach Robinsons ideas of combining images. He is an opposition of Pictorialism being a style of photography and art.  [6:  Peter Henry Emerson. (1886) Ricking the Reed. Life and Landscapes of Norfolk Broads.]  [7:  Peter Henry Emerson. Wikipedia. (Accessed: November 2018) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Henry_Emerson#Photography 
] 
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                                  Figure 5
I included Ansel Adams, as he was a member of a photography group named f/64. They believed in “innate honesty” of the camera.[footnoteRef:8] They were mainly concerned with natural objects, such as the image above of Yosemite National Park. The image is in full focus and shows the entirety of the detailing. Ansel Adams and the group f/64 are known for pure photography, making them oppositions of pictorialism. Straight photographers thought out photos before taking them.  Edward Weston defined this term in 1921 and stated: "Get your lighting and exposure correct at the start and both the developing and printing can be practically automatic." Ansel Adams could not agree more when he asserted "the photographer visualizes his conception of the subject as presented in the final print. He achieves the expression of his visualization through his technique - aesthetic, intellectual, and mechanical."[footnoteRef:9]. The image connects greatly to Peter Henry Emerson’s work as it is in the same medium and captures the moment exactly of what is seen.  [8:  Ansel Adams. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ansel_Adams ]  [9:  Ansel Adams. Biography. The Ansel Adams Gallery. http://anseladams.com/about-ansel-adams/ansel-adams-biography/ ] 

In 1902, Edward Steichan and Alfred Steiglitz created a magazine named Camera Work. The magazine was dedicated to documenting the progress of photography in the 20th century. In its Stieglitz set forth the mission of the new journal:
"Photography being in the main a process in monochrome, it is one subtle gradation of tone and value that its artistic beauty so frequently depends. It is therefore highly necessary that reproductions of photographic work must be made with exceptional care, and discretion of the spirit of the original is to be retained, though no reproductions can do justice to the subtleties of some photographs. Such supervision will be given to the illustrations that will appear in each number of Camera Work. Only examples of such works as gives evidence of individuality and artistic worth, regardless of school, or contains some exceptional feature of technical merit, or such as exemplifies some treatment worthy of consideration, will find recognition in these pages. Nevertheless, the Pictorial will be the dominating feature of the magazine." [footnoteRef:10][footnoteRef:11] [10:  Camera Work (Published 1903-1917). Alfred Stieglitz. Alfred Stieglitz Collection. (Accessed December 2018) http://media.artic.edu/stieglitz/camera-work/ ]  [11:  Camera Work. (Accessed December 2018) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camera_Work 
] 

This one quote connects this magazine to my work. It is “the Pictorial will be the dominating feature of the magazine”. He wanted to promote photography as an art form which is exactly what pictorialism was. The magazine itself only survived till 1918 as the number of buyers was a lot less than the amount it cost to create them. This as well was when pictorialism began to simmer out. 
[image: ]Another artist I decided to include is Heinrich Kühn. Kuhn is “regarded one of the forefathers of fine art photography”. His work has great similarity to impressionist paintings. He continued photographing in the pictorialist style all through the 1930s. The photograph I decided to include is ‘Miss Mary and Edeltrude Lying in the Grass’. 






                         Figure 6
This image was part of a series called Ethereal Dreams, this was created “full of vaulted sunny skies and giddy perspectives, as gloriously cathartic as they are emotionally charged”. [footnoteRef:12]The use of subtle lighting and soft focus create power in the images to relax the viewer. The use of soft focus was common in pictorialism as it made the images relate more to art then documentation. For this image, he used the technique bichromate gum, applied in several layers, and then allowing colour ones unpublished. Bichromate gum was a printing process based on the light sensitivity of dichromates. It is capable of rendering painterly images from photographic negatives. I am sure that many photographers of the pictorialist movement were known for using this technique or something similar.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Heinrich Kuhn. Ethereal Dreams. Autocromie in early 1900. Tag Archives. (Accessed December 2018) https://autocromie.wordpress.com/tag/heinrich-kuhn/ ]  [13:  Gum Bichromate. Wikipedia. (Accessed December 2018). https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gum_bichromate ] 

[image: ]Gum bichromate print patent was first created in 1858 by the English Photographer John Pouncy. This shows that the pictorialist movement had a process being used by artists long before it was known as a movement. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Gum Bichromate Print. Paris Photo Website. (Accessed December 2018) https://www.parisphoto.com/en/Glossary/Gum-bichromate-print/ 
] 










             Figure 7
This image is a soft-focus photograph of a town setting. I believe it is of people working near a tunnel area. It is the first photo created with the process gum bichromate. John didn’t know what he was creating began pictorialism for many artists. This photograph reminds me of the first ever portrait shot of the man getting his shoes polished. The quality of it and not being able to see their identities gives the image a strange sense of wonder. This is similar to Heinrich Kuhn’s work as he never showed his subjects identity within his work. To me, this technique and this photographer created pictorialism.
To conclude, I believe pictorialism and straight photography both won as both are ways of photography nowadays in the 21st century. They began as battling movements as no one wanted or understood pictorialism. People didn’t believe that photography can be seen as an art form. Nowadays, it’s not only considered an art but is being taught as an art subject. Straight photography has always been a part of photography and always will but pictorialism was needed to create beautiful art work. It was a needed battle to create enthusiasm and motivation in pictorialists and art photographers to form the work they did.
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1. Fading Away. Henry Peach Robinson. 1858
2. ‘A sudden gust of wind (after Hokusai)’. Jeff Wall. 1993.
3. Ricking the Reed”. Peter Henry Emerson. Life and Landscape on the Norfolk Broads. 1886.
4. Marsh Leaves. Peter Henry Emerson. 1895.
5. Monolith. Ansel Adams. the face of Half Dome. Yosemite National Park. 1927.
6. Miss Mary and Edeltrude Lying in the Grass. Heinrich Kuhn. 1910.
7. John Pouncy. 1858.
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