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PICTORIAL PHOTO G RAPHY 

Peter C. Bunnell 

In the last decade of the nineteenth century a move- 
ment in photography emerged that had as its basis the 
artistic style known as Pictorialism. The aim of this 

photographic style was to make poetic, expressive pho- 
tographs related to, and, in some cases derived from, 
the traditional arts in matters of content and meaning. 
A tenet was that in issues of craft or technique, the act 
of making a fine photographic print was analogous to 
the creative and tangible articulation of materials in 

any medium. In terms of a distinctive succession of 
events such as exhibitions, publications, and museum 

recognition, the movement lasted from about 1890 to 
the end of World War I. An international endeavor, its 

objective was to assure photography an essential place 
within contemporary pictorial expression. 

The origin of the pictorialist style may be found in 
Britain in Henry Peach Robinson's Pictorial Effect in 

Photography (1869). This book, one of the few early 
treatises on photography to focus on the aesthetics of 

picture making, provided the photographer with a 
guide to the beautiful in art based on respected princi- 
ples dating from the Renaissance toJohn Ruskin. Cru- 
cial to Robinson's formulation was his commitment 
to the study of past art as a way to enhance sensitivity 
in ordering the observable world and to cultivate taste 
and discrimination. As early as 1869 Robinson recog- 
nized that the photographer of the later nineteenth cen- 

tury would be neither a trained artist nor a gentleman 
aristocrat of the sort who had earlier practiced pho- 
tography in the context of watercolor painting or 

sketching; hence his call for a clear set of methods and 

principles to guide a different sort of practitioner in 
the stylistic development of the newer art. 

By the end of the century, following the invention 
of the Kodak in I888, the practice of photography came 
to be divided among the professional or applied com- 
mercial photographers, the new popular mass amateur, 
and what we might call the aesthetically motivated 
serious artist amateur. The latter artist amateur was 
liberated, if you will, by the invention of the Kodak- 

type roll film system of photography, which was ut- 

terly artless in method and result. The artist amateur, 
educated and employed usually in a business or a pro- 
fession, was knowledgeable about art and photographic 
practice, and economically situated to afford the ex- 

pense of serious photography. But most importantly, 
the artist amateur was interested in the intellectual and 
emotional interaction between peoples that is at the 
heart of artistic expression. Indeed, expression, not 

depiction, is the key concept in understanding the sub- 
stance and meaning of pictorial photographs. 

Photography as expression was understood to be a 
reflection of personal values of conduct and experi- 
ence, based on the notion of aesthetic significance and 
tradition. It did not cater to the public's taste for pho- 
tographic curiosities or personal mementos, but rather 
was concerned with a dialogue between cultured indi- 
viduals and their chosen medium, in proximity to 
the magnificent store of historical artworks from the 
ancients to the present. This sense of historical con- 
tinuum played a significant role in the creation of pho- 
tographs as the pictorialist period evolved. Leading 
pictorialists encouraged the notion that they were links 
not to the contemporaneity of experience and obser- 
vation-termed "the impressionism of life"-but to 
eternal values and universal truths. In this way much 
of the first wave of pictorialist photography was Sym- 
bolist oriented. Meaning was frequently rooted in the 
context of literature, which, perhaps more than any 
other Symbolist storehouse, provided the most signi- 
ficant corpus of the collective memory. Common to 
these manifestations was a belief that facts were use- 
less per se, and that they acquired significance only 
when they were interpreted as symbols of experiences 
otherwise incapable of communication. 

Many of these Symbolist motifs and themes pre- 
sented ideas about men's and women's roles: men's as 
the fabricator of culture and women's as the embodi- 
ment of nature. The focus on women in pictorialist 
pictures is significant and abundant. So, too, is the 
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Alfred Horsley Hinton, Landscape, ca. 1898 
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Gertrude Ksebier, The Road to Rome, 3. Gelatin silver print with painted additions. 
Gertrude Kasebier, The Road to Rome, I903. Gelatin silver print with painted additions. 

depiction of motifs associated with women: flowers, 
objects of beauty and elegance, bowls or other ves- 
sels, and mirrors. The female in a spiritual sense was 
the source of inspiration, giving guidance and nour- 
ishment to the genius of the male-the doer and 
thinker. This relationship was in many respects em- 
blematic of the desire for a world of harmony. But 
this alliance between the sexes, as agreeable as its as- 

sumptions may have seemed at the time, was destined 
to collide with the values of a rapidly changing soci- 
ety bent on liberality, materialism, and capitalism. The 
intense wrenching of traditional roles was to affect 

both men and women. Such "progress" was viewed 
with caution, if not alarm, by most of these artist am- 
ateurs, and few of them could, as the new century 
evolved, make the transition from the old society to 
the new. 

As has been suggested, a critical component of the 
pictorial photographic movement was the insistence 
on the "objecthood" of the work of art. Given that 
the ordinary photograph is a multiple, that its cre- 
ation lies in the realm of applied science and technol- 

ogy, and that by I900 the ability photomechanically 
to reproduce a photograph was common, the artist 
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Gertrude Ksebier, The Road to Rome, I903. Gum-bichromate exhibition print made from the copy negative ofrephotographed 
gelatin silver print. 

photographer needed to believe that there was some- 

thing unique and critically significant about the 

pictorialist print. As a consequence, the artist photog- 
rapher promoted the originality of the crafted picture, 
underscoring the pliability of the technique, and rec- 

ognizing that the subtlety of interpretation in a pho- 
tograph requires knowledge and appreciation of its 

physical beauty. These are truly modernist notions 
added to the aesthetics of the photographic medium 

through pictorialist theory. It is important to remem- 
ber that the term Pictorialism derives from a concep- 
tion based on the primacy of making a picture, not 

merely showing something or stopping an action or 
event, but taking the information of observable real- 

ity and transforming it in a way that is unique to the 
realm of two-dimensional art. 

One of the issues that concerned photographers and 
the public alike throughout most of the nineteenth 

century was photography's seemingly unalterable con- 
nection to a "machine"-the camera-and to a scien- 
tific technology that, it was asserted, handicapped the 

photograph from being accepted into the realm of art. 
It is thus understandable that beginning in the last de- 
cade of the century, characteristics of photography and 
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photographic practice viewed possibly as literal, fac- 
tual, or scientifically determined were progressively 
deemphasized. In favoring the creation of works that 

frequently bore little resemblance to the sort commonly 
derived from straightforward camera negatives, the 

pictorialists brought themselves more in line with ex- 

pression in other visual arts, notably the graphic arts, 
where the physical and tonal beauty of the printed 
object itself was all important. The manipulative pro- 
cesses used in pictorial photography, such as the gum- 
bichromate, oil pigment, gelatine carbon, glycerine- 
developed platinum, and hand-printed photogravure, 
became some of the favored choices in articulating the 
aesthetic of expressionism. Another was the platinum 
process, which, while less obviously synthetic and ma- 

nipulative, nonetheless beautifully rendered the soft 
and eloquently subtle tonal values desired for pictorialist 
works. It was also the direct opposite of the gelatin 
silver process used in commercial photography. 
Pictorialist photographs thus appear to look like other 

graphic works, suppressing those qualities that would 

readily point to their photo-optical origin-exactitude, 
clarity, and recessional perspective-in furtherance of 

light and touch. 
In expressing concepts of art demonstrated in re- 

lated techniques, the artist photographers attempted 
to associate their works both with certain accepted 
pictures and with accepted stylistic conventions. They 
sought inspiration from the other arts not only in mat- 
ters of composition and surface but in those of icono- 

graphic subjects and motifs, whether from literature 
or history or, as we have said, the Symbolist canon. 
More and more photographers turned from the de- 

piction of the world around them to the portrayal of 

personal sentiments and emotions and of a subjective 
inner life. They focused their cameras on intimate 

spaces and close-up details, including the still life or 

arranged subject. The lack of real depth in the picto- 
rial space became a characteristic of these works, which 
underscored, in contrast to the traditional, three- 
dimensional optical rendering, a newer, flattened space 
created within the work itself. The goal of the photo- 
graphs was to define a space that was in the picture, 
not to produce a mirror reflection of the reality of the 
world. It was to be seen and felt as the imagined space 
of an idea. The articulation of the print as object was 
essential to the expression of the emotional core of 
the work. Matting and framing became progressively 

more elaborate and decorative; titles were given to a 

majority of the images. 
One of the early and most outspoken proponents 

of rigorous self-discipline in photography and of the 

blending of science and art it made possible was the 
British artist photographer, and theorist, Peter Henry 
Emerson. His book, Naturalistic Photography, the sec- 
ond major volume on the pictorialist aesthetic, was 

published in London in I889. Another important con- 

cept put forth by Emerson and others who stood be- 
hind this cause, including the American Alfred Stieglitz, 
who emerged as a major force in the movement just 
after the turn of the century, was that of intentional 
creation. Everything from the choice of theme to com- 
position, to design of the format, to the lens, and to 
materials used to print the final image were to be made 

through the expertise and the individualistic vision of 
the photographer. Put another way, the goal was to 
manifest art's superiority over life with an "art for 
art's sake" sensibility. 

Similarly, underlying the notion of a real artists' 
movement was the belief that organized group activ- 

ity was essential to achieve a common ideology for 
the new photography. Groups were organized such as 
the Photo-Secession in New York and the influential 
Linked Ring in London; publications were issued, no- 
tably Camera Work, the sumptuous magazine edited 
by Stieglitz from 1902 to 1917, and international exhi- 
bitions, called salons, were staged throughout the 
world. In sum, the tactics of the pictorialist move- 
ment may be seen as partially political, a revolution of 
sorts linked to the various secessionist movements cur- 
rent in the arts in Europe. But fundamentally, picto- 
rial photographers had qualitative goals: to position 
the medium in such a way to mark clearly the creative 
potential of photographically derived imagery and to 
garner respect for their serious artistic aspirations in 
the arena of enterprising, even professional, artists. 

As a movement with a defined beginning in the 
I89os, Pictorialism more or less concluded with the 
catastrophe of World War I. The old value structure 
that had sustained so many collapsed, and works ex- 
pressing it were considered passe. The traditions of 
earlier times were cast aside for a new materialist mod- 
ernism rooted in urbanity, contemporaneity, and real- 
ity. Precisionist aesthetics based on the glorification 
of science and technology took hold and the synthetic, 
articulated surfaces and treatments of the earlier pho- 
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tographs were rejected. A new language of formalism 

emerged and a new artistic reality became the norm, 
which focused on the true representation of an actual 

object in physical space. Photography was again asso- 
ciated with the truth of the fact, and the unmanipulated 
purity of the camera medium and its processes were 
considered to be inviolable. 

However, Pictorialism did leave an enduring leg- 

acy. In retrospect, it can be seen now that photogra- 
phy would never again be regarded as an insignificant 
or merely populist form of pictorial expression. No 

longer would the medium be seen as only a mechani- 
cal display of applied technology or striking photo- 
graphs as simple accidents. And no longer would 
artistic photography be without a place in the hierar- 

chy of modern art. 
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