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Transcript: 
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Before photography, people relied on a number of different techniques to create images of 
themselves, their surroundings, and the natural world. For hundreds of years paintings were the 
main form of image creation.  
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They were time consuming and the accuracy of the images was dependent on the skill of the 
artist.  
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By the 15th century, linear perspective was being used throughout Italy (Lenman, 2005). This 
style of painting focused on the idea of creating images that deceived the eye through realism.  
 
Slide 5 
 
For this to occur, architectural and mathematical tools and principles were required to create the 
precision needed for this deception.  
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Delmas (2011) described the state of mind of citizens towards the end of the eighteenth century. 
By this time, science had become popular. Past theological understandings of nature were 
being refuted and our own frailty was being exposed. Confirming what was presented as truth 
became vitally important. In particular, Delmas (2011) stated: 
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“The 18th century was not only characterized by Reason’s reign but also by philosophical 
speculation, the popularization of science, and mass entertainments that together exposed a 
wide segment of urban society to the unsettling tension between truth and skepticism.” 
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For centuries, religion had been the center of both truth and knowledge. Science provided an 
alternative approach and insisted that measurable proof be provided when determining how the 
world functioned.  
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A painting was merely an artistic representation of the natural world. There was no guarantee it 
accurately portrayed the scene it was meant to depict. It may have represented the artist’s truth, 
but the population wanted the objective truth. Delmas (2011) referred to this as a crisis of 
knowledge that primed the population for the invention of photography. 
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In an attempt to create a more realistic image, drawing machines were created. An early 
example of this technology was the camera obscura. In essence, it was a pinhole camera that 
would create an inverted and reversed image of the projected scene. While this was a large 
step forward in projecting images onto a surface, it did nothing to permanently capture them like 
a photograph eventually would. It was a transient exercise, but still a necessary step down the 
path of discovery. 
 
Slide 11 
 
One of the missing links needed to create permanent images would come through the science 
of chemistry. Exploration, experimentation, and collaboration from both inventors, naturalists, 
and scientists would be required to create, improve, and refine the process over many years. 
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The year 1839 isn’t considered to be the year that photography was invented, but it is 
considered to be its big unveiling to the world. Lenman (2005) shows that, “the invention had 
occurred in stages, incorporating many earlier developments in chemistry, physics, and the 
visual arts”. Even after it was revealed to the broader world, the process of photography would 
continue to be explored and researched through to the present day and, presumably, beyond. 
 
Slide 13 
 
The ability to permanently capture images of natural phenomena allowed communication 
through visual means to evolve. The first known photo was done by French inventor Joseph 
Niépce at some point between 1826 and 1827 (Sheehan, 2014). It is commonly referred to as 
View from the Window at Le Gras. His process would have taken many hours of light exposure 



to create the image (John, 2012). For this to have been an effective method of communication, 
it would have needed to be limited to communication based on static objects or locales.  
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If an individual wanted to share an image of their house in England with a person in France, this 
would have been possible. Trying to convince a bird to stand still for hours so a photograph 
could be taken would have been an exercise in futility. If the ornithologist studying the bird 
wanted to share the bird’s physical appearance with a distant colleague, a sketch and an 
accompanying description would have still been a better form of communication compared to a 
blurry photographic image. 
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Photography can be viewed through the lenses of art and science. In science, photography can 
be used to show the viewer exactly what the scientist was studying. It provides objective images 
that can be analysed and compared to the descriptions provided in the supporting articles. The 
goal is to show exactly what was viewed. It is even possible to use photography to capture 
images of phenomena not visible to the human eye.  
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An excellent example of this would be explorations of the electromagnetic spectrum. When 
relating photography to the study of science, the photograph represents measurable, repeatable 
facts. A photograph contains a frozen image of an exact moment in time. Used in this form, a 
photograph is a promise to a viewer that what they are seeing exists. There is a social contract 
in place that lends the picture validity. 
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On the flip side of objective truth is artistic truth. Art can take on many different media. Music 
comes from the manipulation of sound. Paintings mainly focus on the manipulation of colour and 
perspective. For photography, it was inevitable that people would start working on the 
manipulation of light.  
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Time, location, and intensity of the light exposure all came to bear on the artistic side of 
photography. Images could appear washed out through overexposure, or unnaturally dark due 
to underexposure. With the right set of conditions, it became possible to alter the image being 
captured so it was no longer a replica of the original object being photographed. 
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Over time, this lead to claims of fantastical images of such things as fairies and apparitions. 
Since they were photographs, there was an immediate sense of legitimacy ascribed to them. It 
was one thing to paint a fairy, as it could easily be explained away as an imaginative artist. It 
was another thing entirely with a photograph. They were harder to refute due to the perceived 
ability to capture exactly what was in front of the camera.  
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If a person claimed to have seem a fairy, there were many reasons to dismiss their claims: they 
lied, didn’t see clearly, or were inhibited in some way. If that same person had a photograph, 
that was physical proof just like scientists used to support their claims. It was not something that 
could be immediately dismissed. It was tangible. A common expression is “seeing is believing”. 
More often than not, people need to see or experience something for themselves before they 
believe it happened or existed.  
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How many times have you watched a person test a door knob to find out that it’s locked and 
then immediately test it yourself? It’s a common practice in redundancy, but a necessary one 
based on the average person’s psyche. 
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Photography provided people with a faster way of creating visual images. Developing the 
techniques needed to create realistic paintings takes years of practice and dedication. Once the 
process of photography was published, anyone with the desire could replicate the process with 
a bit of experimentation. The time necessary to learn photographic skills could be measured in 
days, weeks, or months instead of years.  
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It may take years to perfect the craft, but if a photograph of a leaf and a painting of the same 
leaf were completed by the same person after practicing each technique for a month, the 
photograph would most likely more accurately represent the true nature of the leaf.  
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If a naturalist with no artistic ability wanted to create a floral guide to India, complete with 
images, the invention of photography opened a new path towards achieving this goal. Images 
could be taken without the need to hire an artist, and the time needed to complete the task 
would have been significantly reduced. With the reduction in cost, time, and skill level, 
photography allowed for more information to be transferred through visual media.  
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Imagery itself is important. As Otto (1956) states: 
“illustrations play an important role in determining whether the book is actually read; the quality 
and interest value of illustrations are more important than the number or size of illustrations.” 
Choosing the correct image to use within a book or publication can be immensely important to 
the success of the product.  
 
Slide 26 
 
An English idiom that is often used is “a picture is worth a thousand words”. It suggests that the 
image can convey a whole breadth of information within its confines. The correct photographic 
image on the cover of a publication can pull potential viewers to it. In many ways this is 
epitomized in newspapers and the rise of photojournalism.  
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Jensen et al. (2010) provide an excellent example of how photography can catch people's 
attention and be a catalyst for change by comparing two tragedies. They compared, “the New 
York Times coverage in the year following the 1876 Brooklyn Theater fire—which killed 297 
people and was associated with few changes in policy—and the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist 
Factory fire—which killed 146 people and has been celebrated for catalyzing the “Golden Era of 
Remedial Factory Legislation”. 
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Photojournalism in the U.S. newspapers emerged between these two events. The coverage of 
the Brooklyn fire had a single illustration and no photographs (Jensen et al. 2010), while the 
Shirtwaist Factory fire had 17 photographs of victims and the destroyed factory rooms. Jensen 
et al. (2010) posit that the dramatic contrast between the two coverages and the emergence of 
photojournalism allowed for increased metaphorical invention and helped foster social change in 
the working conditions of factories. Photography, when mixed appropriately with text, created a 
significantly larger impact on the hearts and minds of America.  
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The invention of the photograph provided a new avenue for visual communications. It promised 
to replicate nature itself and allowed scientists to more easily provide visual proof of their 
findings. Unfortunately, this promise would inevitably be broken. Photographs could be 
manipulated away from the original image. This was not necessarily a bad thing though, as it 
allowed individuals a new creative way to express themselves through the manipulation of light 
itself. Photography is a precursor to the audio-visual communication pathways we are now a 
part of.  
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