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“It is useless and tedious to represent what exists, because nothing that exists satisfies me… I prefer the monsters of my fantasy to what is positively trivial.”
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Photography, an art term that refers to the process or practice of creating a photograph. From the master of candid street photography, Henri Cartier-Bresson, the compelling and often disturbing portraits of subjects from the edges of society by Diane Arbus, Richard Avedon’s fashion portraits that defined America’s image of style, beauty and culture, and the fragments of untouched wilderness by the vigorous and outspoken environmental conservationist, Ansel Adams. These are the names of just a few influential photographers of the 20th century, icons of modern art and whose images have been engraved into the popular cultural landscape. 
However, this wasn’t always the case. The earliest photographs date back to the 1820s, a time when photographic techniques developed throughout the 19th century, but the approach of photography into field of fine arts was met with resistance by cultural critics and campaigners. Photography was seen as an insignificant mechanical technique for capturing reality, an opinion widely held. In an 1859 article, the French poet and art critic, Charles Baudelaire remarked “It is useless and tedious to represent what exists, because nothing that exists satisfies me… I prefer the monsters of my fantasy to what is positively trivial.” 
Although a contemporary perspective on photography contradicts with Baudelaire, one should acknowledge that Baudelaire was commenting at an early stage of the history of photography - a time where photography was much more constrained than any other art form that was familiar to Baudelaire, and where photography was at it’s very beginning. 
In her collection of essays, published in 1977, entitled ‘On Photography’, writer and philosopher Susan Sontag, challenges the moral and aesthetic issues surrounding the art form of photography. Sontag makes an inquiry into how photographs appear everywhere and have altered our relationship with the world. Even though photographs can shock, idealise and entice us, the writer explored the way in which we, the viewer, use these pervasive images to construct a sense of reality and authority in our lives. 			
In one essay, titled ‘in Plato’s Cave’ Susan Sontag, argues that photography creates only a small representation of the visible world, indicating that photographs represent mere images of the truth and can be falsely interpreted. Sontag relates to Plato’s ‘Allegory of the Cave’ in which the dweller’s in the cave see shadows of objects cast on the wall due to light, in effect, seeing false images of reality. According to Sontag, photographs are exactly that. 
‘In Plato’s Cave’ is a blend of different realities that allows Sontag to grasp her own understanding of photography. Throughout the essay, she develops opinions regarding the alchemistic quality of photographs, that allows them to take a piece of time and freeze it, as well as the viewer’s obscure relationship to them, and the way they use them and how.
While photography is the only medium that allows the photographer to take ownership of time and space, Sontag’s theory suggests that someone’s commitment to photograph, is the need to remember and collect the image in their head, “to collect images is to collect the world.” (Sontag, 1979). And so, Sontag also illustrates that while photographs become a fragment of the visible world, they are just a simple interpretation of it. 





In response to the traditionalistic reaction to photography, societies were founded to represent and encourage the new art form. The Photographic Society of London, at the time, and the Societe Francaise de Photographie were founded in the 1850s, releasing influential publications, including the Photographic Journal and La Lumiere. These publications were, and still are, an important medium for the announcement and discussion of new photography discoveries, processes and exhibitions. 
With museums and galleries hosting major international photography exhibitions throughout the 19th century, including London’s South Kensington Museum’s first major photography exhibition in 1858, and the International Exhibition of Art Photographers in Vienna in 1891, which was also a landmark event, with over 4,000 photographs submitted form around the world, exhibitions approached photography more as representation of society rather than as an art form. 											However, the exhibitions hosted in small New York galleries in the early 20th century helped to strengthen photography’s place as a fine art. It was these more experimental spaces that photographic images first shared exhibition space as equals alongside more traditional visual arts, those that Baudelaire was familiar with.
A founding pioneer of this transformation was Alfred Stieglitz. Over the course of half a century, through his own dedicated photographic work, the insightful journals he edited and published, such Camera Notes and Camera Work, and the ground-breaking exhibitions he organised, hosted at New York Galleries, including 291, and the Intimate Gallery, Stieglitz relentlessly promoted photography as a fine art, first helping to establish Pictorialist and then modernist photographers. 
The curating of the photography exhibition society, entitled Photo-Secession, became a movement that underlined the significance of darkroom image manipulation. A determination to prove that photography was a medium worth the same artistic expression as that of painting or sculpture, not just through the framing or time of the photograph, but as a representation of the true work of the photographic artist. Stieglitz was noted for saying “In photography there is a reality so subtle that it becomes more real than reality.” (Orvell, 2014).
	These venues become the first spaces dedicated in introducing how photographic work was perceived as an art form; allowing photographic imagery to be found alongside historical precursors and modern contemporaries in other medias. 
‘Camera Lucida’, a book published in 1980, by the French literary theorist and philosopher, Roland Barthes, was an inquiry into the nature and essence of photography. The book investigates the effects that photography has on the viewer, as distinct from the photographer, and the object photographed. The overall outline of Camera Lucida was to determine a new media of observation and ultimately a new consciousness by way of photography. 
By distinguishing what precisely sets photography apart from all other forms of representation, Barthes begins noting an indication of its ‘disorder’, saying that “the photograph mechanically repeats would could never be repeated existentially.” (1980). Essentially, its essence is the event itself. The photograph is never distinguished from its denotation of which it represents, emphasising that it simply is what it is. When the viewer looks at a photograph, it is not the actual photo that they see, for the photograph itself is rendered ‘invisible’, thus the photograph is unclear, for it prevents language.
								



The controversy against photography being an art form dates to its very beginning, with the pivotal theme that the camera records reality only in a purely mechanical way, and without human imagination, and therefore cannot be art, as emphasised by critics. Like the brushes and canvases used by painters, most familiar to Baudelaire, it took time to fully accept that a new set of instruments had clenched and embraced a new generation of fine artists. With early practitioners often looking to traditional art forms, such as paintings and sculptors, for inspiration and guidance, many photographers have now been recognised to have high artistic success, with the camera being the tool of artistic merit. 
The inventive work of the humane and spontaneous, by French photographer, Henri Cartier-Bresson, in the early 1930s helped to define the creative potential of modern photography. His unnatural ability to capture life on the move made his work coincide with the expression ‘the decisive moment’ - which became the title of his first major book. 
	What the decisive moment did above all was preserve the term in the collective photographic consciousness, shaping several generations of photographers. The decisive moment is best understood by Bresson himself, “Photography is the simultaneous recognition, in a fraction of a second, of the significance of an event as well as of a precise organisation of forms which gave that event its proper expression.” (2018).
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Henri Cartier-Bresson, (1932), Hyeres, France, 1932.
By capturing the ideals of celebrity culture, fashion icons and America’s image of beauty and style in the 20th century, Richard Avedon helped to establish photography as a contemporary art form. While the portraiture of his contemporaries focused on single moments or composed formal images, Avedon broke the photography boundaries between the fashion and political world, by capturing the rare emotion and unique essence of his subjects. Nothing short of iconic, Avedon’s distinct style of portrait photography, and his use of stark lighting and minimal backdrops drew viewers to the intimate, emotive power of his subject’s expression. 
[image: Richard Avedon, Marian Anderson, contralto, New York, June 30, 1955, 1955 © The Richard Avedon Foundation]





Richard Avedon, (1955), Maria Anderson, contralto.
Through his outspoken advocacy for the environment and a photographic style that combines romanticism, poetic vision and technical precision, Ansel Adams has had an unprecedented influence on landscape photography and how people see and think about wilderness areas. Although Adams is known first and foremost for his black and white imagery, he is perhaps equally important as an avant-garde and a relentless campaigner for the recognition of photography as a fine art. He became a lead motive behind the establishment of photography exhibitions and departments at New York’s museum of Modern Art and the San Francisco of Modern Art, all before establishing the Department of Photography at the California School of Fine Arts in 1949. 
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Ansel Adams, (1927), Monolith, the Face of Half Dome.
However, not all photographic imagery is considered to have artistic value. With the break-through of modern digital technology, photography has become a standard way of life in today’s world. There is a certain belief that anyone can take a photograph, with camera companies partially responsible for supporting this view, by introducing cheap entry-level camera to the market. A person doesn’t even need a DSLR camera to take a photograph these days - most mobile phones come with a camera, making it easy for an amateur photographer to take a snapshot. The beauty of a photograph can be somewhat lost when it has been uploaded on social media minutes after it was taken.  	
Yet, it is the person who makes an intelligent contribution to combine artistry with photography who will achieve recognition for producing photographs of artistic value and those considered to be fine art masterpieces. 
Now, photography is attached and admired in the history of technological innovations, from the invention of the Daguerreotype in 1939, to the modern digital revolution. Each new technological breakthrough has changed the way we see and represent the world photographically.									 
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