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What is a photograph?


Photograph is a form of art, a form of language. It’s an advertisement tool, a fashion tool, a political tool. It is sad, provocative, glamorous, scary. It is a caption of a moment, it is a composition of an era… The word “photograph” is so into our daily lives and language that it is hard to define the concept shortly. It is literally everywhere we look at. It is a part of our culture, it is a part of our way of life. Maybe it’s mainly because photography is not one but many concepts jammed into each other due to its nature. The intertwined characteristics (language and art) of photography is the very reason that made photography a huge part of our lives. So before exploring the term more as a language and as art, we should take look at how photography was born, progressed, altered and gave birth to many aspects in human evolution in the last century.

 
The word photography comes from the Greek word "photo" meaning light and "graphis" meaning to write or paint. So the word photography actually means to paint and write with light. But before that there was lithography; “After 1813,  J. N. Niepce hoped to develop a process in which light might replace lithographic chalk as a means of drawing.”
 Thus lithography led to “heliography” which is named by Niepce himself. He is a milestone in the history of photography because he is the first person who created a permanent image. After his death 1833, “Daguerre (his partner in the last few years) found that latent images in iodide of silver could be developed by exposure to vapors of mercury. These images could be fixed by immersing the plates in a solution of common salt in hot water.”1 Then, his invention was of course handed over to French state and Daguerre was rewarded with a pension in return! In England however, Fox Talbot was trying to fix images on paper. “He had succeeded in this in 1835. His developer was gallic acid, and the result a paper negative which was made translucent by waxing, and used to make positive prints.”1 But, we cant say that photography was invented by one person. “Nor was it the result of a single inspired moment of genius. Economic, political and social circumstances counted just as much as scientific criteria, lucky observations and the intuition of a few clever men. During a period of two critical years (1839-1840) photography took a decisive path, whose success and survival – which were not achieved straight off – determined its technical future and its fields of application. At the end of 1840, the general principles of photography, which would be based on the concept negative, had scarcly been sketched out.”
 Then came the improvement of lenses, albumen paper and stereoscopic era. And the advancing of photography continued on to 1992 when Kodak introduced the first PhotoCD. “The renaissance of photography after the Second World War did not challenge earlier acquisitions, the fruit of its relationship with the avant-garde (photomontage, superimposition of negatives, shooting at an oblique angle), but it cast a dreamier glance on the world. For many photographers the image was an unveiling, an evocation, an irrational construction space, an interiorization of vision removed from the strict documentary snapshot” 2
It is hard to say that a photograph is one thing because usually it is also the opposite. It is narrative and it is abstract. It is fictious and it is a moment of reality. This is because the language characteristic of photography. You can’t say if a language is abstract or non-fiction or narrative. The language itself is used to define the abstract, the non-fiction or to narrate. People like being able to capture a moment or an object they want to remember. And photography is the ability to capture and record true images and moments. It shows a piece of reality. So, this primarily adds photography its narrative mission. With this advanced narrative mission, photography single-handedly changed the concept of press(media). It was dense in a way that no other form of narration was. That’s why it accelerated the evolution of press to mass-media. I think we should think it back in 1800’s to understand the impact of a photograph better. “The introduction of newspaper photography was a phenomenon of immense importance, one that changed the outlook of the masses. Before the first press pictures, the ordinary man could visualize only those events that took place near him, on his street or in his village. Photography opened a window, as it were. The faces of public personalities became familiar and things that happened all over the globe were to his share. As the reader’s outlook expanded, the world began to shrink”3. So the involvement of photography in the press was the first step towards globalisation. Photograph proved that it can be equivalent to thousand words. Humankind witnessed its proofs over the last century. One shot of the Nazi Party rally in Nuremberg was much more effective than any other verbal or written description. Or a photograph of Raquel Welch, a-bomb in Nagasaki, a soldiers expression during WWII and that burned Korean girl running on the street… These photographs were deeper than any other media form can interpret those events. So are they the milestones of a communication revolution.

The narrative power and effectiveness of the photograph also enabled the less-literate parts of the society to be more involved in what’s going on around them. Imagine an illiterate labour workers involvement with what’s going on around him before there was photography. It’s nearly like being blind. Communication, which is one of the essential capabilities of humankind, have evolved with the involvement of photography in humans daily lives. In 1871, for the first time in history, photography was a tool for police. “During the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, hundreds of pictures were taken of the Communards, who willingly allowed them selves to be photographed on the barricades. When the Commune fell, the police used these photographs to identify the Communards, who were nearly all executed.”3 I believe that the human perceptions, values and way of thinking changed more and more since the first time people saw a photograph. Another good example for that is the child-labor laws which is quite recent in the history of mankind. “Sociologist Lewis W. Hine, photographed children working twelve hours a day in the factories and fields and documented their miserable slum dwellings. These photographs helped convince Americans of the need for child-labor laws.” 3 So after being used as an informer tool for police, this time it was a tool for social criticism in 1914. Usage of photograph in other issues was inevitable and suddenly in less than half a century there was a new form of  language. In surveillance, security, law enforcement , military, industrial documentation,  sports, fashion, marketing… it was everywhere. It then also led to paparazzi concept and the exploitation of  celebrities’ lives which is an interesting side-effect of the mass-media and communication.

And what about the art of photography? When it is asked of us to answer what a photograph is, we tend to forget its artistic character at first. Because it is a tool for emotions, politics, commercials, etc… it is more to the public eye, than any other form of art. This tool/language characteristic of photography sometimes makes us forget that a photograph is also a product of art. It is a reality, a fact in front of our eyes. But… in fact, wasn’t the “reality” distorted with the very first black and white photograph? That was not real, that was an abstraction from the world that we see in full colour. It was an interpretation of the camera. And as it became more and more easy to use the camera, to control the camera, to have options… a photograph became the interpretation of the photographer. So if we look at it this way, it is no different than the evolution of the art of painting. The first fresks on the walls of cavemen were like the first images of  Niepce. And both of them inevitably lead to be tools for humankinds interpretation of what they perceive in their lives as they learned to use them. 
Photography as an art is interesting to compare with painting or sculpture. At first, we tend to think that photography is much easier than painting. However it is the narrative function of the photography that’s easy operate. It is easier to get a photo of a dog than draw it. But is it easier to interpret your vision of the dog through camera than caricaturising or painting it? As an art form, it is hard to say one is easier or better than the other. Sculpture was already considered not suitable for the modernity and dynamism of the industrialisation era if it wasn’t for Rodin. But photography is an art which was born from dynamism and acceleration of human evolution. So it has some superiorities to the other art forms. For example, “fantastic irrelevancy”. While painting is focused on the object, not able to pick up every single detail, a photograph can express infinite details. But on the other hand, I believe that photography has to go through some centuries to improve, mature and become less and less raw (though the very rawness of a photograph can be its quality). This is a form of art which didn’t exist one and a half centuries ago. Compared to the depth and maturity of sculpture and painting through years, a photograph still is a very raw and experimental product of art. “Photography has in the process effected a profound transformation of our knowledge and opinions concerning the structure and meaning of visual experience. Nevertheless, the medium has received little serious study. The commonplaceness of photography, and the radical differences between it and the traditional arts, has made it a refractory problem for theorists, and one that has not submitted with grace to the traditional intellectual apparatus of art historical study.”4

As a conclusion, I believe that the art and language qualities of a photograph intertwine. And the best early example for that is the magazine LIFE. The photographs on the cover of each issue were highly important, artistic and reaching out to millions of readers. It is important that the cover was telling it all and appealing to the buyer. Due to its time, it was a great answer for what a photograph is. “The use of camera does not disqualify a photographer from being taken seriously as an artist, any more than the use of  a typewriter disqualifies a poet, playwright or novelist.”5 But I think the answer of the question “what is a photograph?” is not quite the same today and will not be the same a century later. Today everybody can buy a camera for the price of a dinner. And if you have enough funds, you can photograph yourself having a dinner with Raquel Welch in her caveman outfit. The tool characteristic of a photograph is expanding with an acceleration equivalent to technology. And at the same time, the identity of the art of photography is expanding just the same. Just like a language and any form of art, the meaning of a photograph will be altered and expanded as the mankind continue to evolve.


[image: image2.png]



BIBLIOGRAPHY:

Book sources:

-Jeffrey, Ian., Photography A Concise History, Thames and Hudson (1996)

-Freund, Gisele., Photography and Society, Gordon Fraser, London (1980)

-Szarkowski, John., Looking At Photographs, NewYork Photo. Soc. (1974)

-Frizot, Michael., A New History Of Photography, Konemann (1998)

-Editors of Time-Life Books, The Art of Photography, TIME Inc. (1971)

-Lemagny, Jean-Claude., A History of Photography, Cambridge Uni. Press (1987)

Online sources:
www.thresholdofvisibility.com/bitweaverloom/bwltext/bwessaytext.html#photo
www.photo.net/bboard/q-and-a-fetch-msg?msg_id=0036hJ
http://personal.cmich.edu/~lorio1sl/jrn101.html
http://www.camera.canon.com.my/archive/photography/art.htm
http://www.masters-of-photography.com/
� Jeffrey, Ian., Photography A Concise History, Thames and Hudson (1996)


� Frizot, Michael., A New History Of Photography, Konemann (1998)


3 Freund, Gisele., Photography and Society, Gordon Fraser, London (1980)


4 Szarkowski, John., Looking At Photographs, NewYork Photo. Soc. (1974)


5 Editors of Time-Life Books, The Art of Photography, TIME Inc. (1971)





_1132064101.bin

_1132064088.bin

