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Perhaps the most curious aspect of the race to invent photography

is that it was not a race until it was over. With the exception of
Daguerre and Niépce (who became partners), none of the four or five
serious contestants was aware of the others. Despite this fact, the
finish was remarkably close. Indeed, the identity of the winner and
the date of the finish depend on which characteristic of the medium is
chosen as salient. There are respectable arguments for Thomas
Wedgwood in 1802, Nicéphore Niépce in 1826, William Henry Fox
Talbot in 1835, and L.-].-M. Daguerre in 1835 or 1839 (when the
invention was publicly announced).

This apparent coincidence is all the more striking because,
despite the technical character of the invention, we cannot point to
any technical innovation as a catalyst. All of the inventors simply
combined two scientific principles that had been known for quite
some time. The first of these was optical. Light passing through a
small aperture in one wall of a dark room (or “camera obscura™)
projects an image on the opposite wall. The camera obscura had
been a familiar tool of artists and scientists from the sixteenth cen-
tury. From the eighteenth, it had been common in portable form,
designed to project on paper or glass an image that the artist could
trace. The second principle was chemical. In 1727, Johann Heinrich
Schulze had shown that certain chemicals, especially silver halides,
turn dark when exposed to light. The inventors of photography used
such chemicals to render permanent the insubstantial image formed
in the camera obscura.

“Considering that knowledge of the chemical as well as the
optical principles of photography was fairly widespread following
Schulze’s experiment — which found its way not only into serious sci-
entific treatises but also into popular books of amusing parlour tricks
— the circumstance that photography was not invented earlier
remains the greatest mystery in its history.”" For Helmut and Alison
Gernsheim, who wrote these words, and for most other historians of

photography, the mystery persists because its solution is considered

to be primarily scientific. The bulk of writing on photography’s pre-
history, even in works by art historians, has been technical. The
increasing popularity of the camera obscura and the proliferation of
other mechanical aids to drawing have been traced in detail. These
developments are obviously relevant to the invention of photography.
So too is the cumulative search for new methods of pictorial repro-
duction, which played, for example, a large role in the experiments of
Wedgwood and Niépce. But these technical experiments and
enthusiasms answer only one side of the question.

No one has proposed that the invention of photography was a
mistake or an isolated flash of genius. Most modern studies of the
individual inventors treat their careers as representative rather than
idiosyncratic, and even the driest technical histories implicitly
acknowledge that photography was a product of shared traditions
and aspirations. The best writers have recognized that these tradi-
tions are social and artistic as well as scientific. Nevertheless, the
problem in this form has received less attention than it deserves,
perhaps because it cannot be solved by the analysis of a single biog-
raphy or sequence of scientific or artistic influences.

There is little doubt that reference to the great social and politi-
cal transformations of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies is an important feature of any adequate solution. However, this
aspect of the problem is difficult, since hindsight too readily con-
cludes that the early uses of photography satisfied needs that existed
before its invention. Perhaps it is more logical to suggest that the
period spawned a great volume of speculative tinkering, whose spirit
and products fostered as well as answered such needs.

The social context of the invention of photography is important.
Here, however, 1 propose to concentrate on the narrower (although
kindred) issue of photography’s relationship to the traditional arts.
Previous studies of this issue have yielded many useful facts, but the
principles under which the facts have been gathered and organized
remain largely unexamined. The principles have changed little since




Figure 1. Circle of Piero della Francesca. An Ideal Townseape, c. 1470. Panel, 23% x
7816 in. Palazzo Ducale, Urbino, Italy

Heinrich Schwarz’s representative article of 1949, “Art and Photog-
raphy: Forerunners and Influences.”* The article’s title reflects its
divided conception. The first half traces the history of mechanical
aids to post-Renaissance art, especially the camera obscura, whose
Increasing use, Schwarz argues, led to the invention of photography.
Abruptly inverting his argument, Schwarz then lists nineteenth-
century paintings derived directly from photographs.

The neat split in Schwarz’s method is symptomatic of the
prevailing understanding of photography’s relationship to painting,.
Regarded essentially as a child of technical rather than aesthetic tra-
ditions, the medium is inevitably considered an outsider, which pro-
ceeded to disrupt the course of painting. The extreme corollary of
this conception is the notion that photography adopted (or usurped)
the representational function of painting, allowing (or forcing) paint-
ing to become abstract. This argument, now discredited, seems to
have been launched around 1900 by painters, who used it to justify
their rejection of nineteenth-century naturalism. The argument has its
roots in the conviction — born in 1839 — that photography is the
epitome of realism. Few today would accept this notion without
qualification, yet it has remained indispensable to most writers who
sense a need to supplement the scientific rationale for the invention
of photography with an aesthetic one. Devotees of the camera
obscura explain the machine’s growing popularity as a symptom
of a new thirst for accurate description. Others point to the precision

of Biedermeier painting or the spectacular illusion of Daguerre’s
Diorama. The position is summarized in Beaumont Newhall’s words:
“The fever for reality was running high.”?

This formulation is not untrue, but it is vague and ahistorical. So
often have Western artists earned the label “realist” and so various
are their achievements that the label has meaning only in a historical
framework. Such a framework, an admirable one, exists for the
Realist movement of the mid-nineteenth century. However, the pre-
photographic realism that Newhall and others refer to is a patchwork
of disparate expressions, defined not by artistic tradition but by the
very invention it is meant to explain. It is, in other words, a tautol-
ogy, which in effect remands the interpretive burden to the scientific
tradition. The object here is to show that photography was not a bas-
tard left by science on the doorstep of art, bur a legitimate child of
the Western pictorial tradition.

The ultimate origins of photography — both technical and aesthetic —
lie in the fifteenth-century invention of linear perspective. The techni-
cal side of this statement is simple: photography is nothing more than
a means for automatically producing pictures in perfect perspective.
The aesthetic side is more complex and is meaningful only in broader
historical terms.

Renaissance perspective adopted vision as the sole basis for
representation: every perspective picture represents its subject as
it would be seen from a particular point of view at a particular
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moment. Measured against the accumulated options of prior pictorial
art, this is a narrow conception. However, in the four-hundred-odd
years of perspective’s hegemony over Western painting, artists man-
aged to construe it in an extraordinary variety of ways. Quite apart
from the issue of their subjects, the pictures of Paolo Uccello, Jan
Vermeer, and Edgar Degas, for example, are very different in appear-
ance. To a great extent these differences may be (and have been)
understood in terms of the principle underlying each painter’s man-

ST

Is: ipulation of the perspective system or, in other words, the way each
conceived the role of vision in art. These conceptions, moreover, did
5o not develop at random, but form a coherent history.

Some familiar features of that history are illustrated in the com-
parison of the Ideal Townscape from the circle of Piero della Fran-
cesca (c. 1470, fig. 1) and Emanuel de Witte’s Protestant Gothic
Church (1669, fig. 2). The subject of each picture is a regular, man-
stk made structure, symmetrical along an axis. The earlier painter
adopted this as his axis of vision, so that the picture, too, is symmet-
rical, It presents the ground plan of the architecture almost as clearly
as a map. The relative sizes of the buildings are plainly shown and

al

s
qsi may be checked precisely by reference to the pavement, which is a
logical guide to the whole space of the picture.

De Witte, by contrast, chose a point of view well off the axis of
symmetry of the church; and his line of sight is not parallel to that
axis but oblique, and arbitrary in regard to the structure. The frame

. also is differently conceived. The Italian view accommodates the
e entire piazza, but de Witte’s picture includes only a portion of the
=h interior of the church. And, just as the point and axis of view are

indifferent to the plan of the building, so this portion is a fragment
laF unrelated to the rational form of the church.

To this conception of a narrow slice of space, de Witte added that 2L
of a specific slice of time. Unlike the Italian painter, who imposed on Figure 2. Emanuel de Witte, Protestant Gothic Church, 1669. Oil on panel, 16'%/1 X
his view the clarity of even light, de Witte accepted the momentary t3% in. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

play of light and shade, which obscures the architectu ral logic.




Figure 3. Pieter Jansz Saenredam. The Grote Kerk, Haarlem, 1636-37.
2315 % 32Vs in. The Trustees of The National Gallery, London

Both pictures are faithful to the rules of perspective. But the car-
lier work is formed in the service of its subject’s absolute order, while
the later submits to the disruptive influence of an ostensibly arbitrary
viewpoint and moment in time. We stand outside the Italian view,
admirers of the timeless perfection of the imaginary townscape; in de
Witte's picture we are participants in the contingent experience of
everyday life.

The elaboration of such comparisons leads to a continuous his-
torical analysis of vision in painting. The differences between the
fifteenth-century Italian view and de Witte’s Church are representa-
tive of a transformation in the standard of pictorial authenticity. The
old standard did not disappear, but it became conservative, marked
as a retrospective form, Also divergent from the norm was the van-
guard, formed by pictures whose new visual syntax did not enter the
mainstream until much later. Such a picture is Pieter Jansz Saen-
redam’s The Grote Kerk, Haarlem (1636-37, fig. 3), where the con-
ception of light is less radical than de Witte’s but the structure is
more so. The frame abruptly truncates the near pillars, which loom
enormously in comparison to their counterparts beyond, hiding cru-
cial features of the interior space. The narrow band of pavement is
almost powerless to explain the striking juxtaposition of near and far
pillars in the middle of the picture. Not until the late nineteenth cen-
tury was such a willfully fragmentary and internally discontinuous
view the common option of every painter.

Such forward glances stand out against the complex but con-
tinuous development of the normative visual scheme. The idea of this
developing norm as the “history of seeing” in art was conceived
within modern art history and has remained one of its major organiz-
ing principles. Since the great works of art historians Alois Riegl and
Heinrich Wolfflin at the turn of the century, it has been common to
explain the difference in formal character between works such as the
Italian Townscape and de Witte’s Church in the terms used here — in
terms of diverging understandings of the role of vision in art. In other
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words, the notion of the “history of seeing” was from the beginning
developed not as an independent tool of historical analysis but as a
general explanatory principle of style and stylistic change. Meyer
Schapiro summarized the principle in his essay “Style”: “The history
of art is, for Riegl, an endless necessary movement from representa-
tion based on vision of the object and its parts as proximate, tangi-
ble, discrete, and self-sufficient, to the representation of the whole
perceptual field as a directly given, but more distant, continuum with
merging parts...”* Here is the now familiar sense of art’s history as
an irreversible trend from tactile to visual intuitions, from knowing
to seeing.

As Schapiro demonstrated, this principle is inadequate as a uni-
versal explanation of pictorial development, for it fails to account for
many important episodes in art. However, the history of the role of
vision in art remains a valid tool as long as it is not made to explain
more than it can — as long as it is freed from the responsibility of
encompassing the entire history of style.

A more limited history of vision as the basis of representation is
encouraged by Ernst Gombrich’s Art and Hlusion,’ which attacks the
problem of stylistic change with a refreshingly practical bias. Gom-
brich proposed that the development from figure 1 to figure 2, for
example, need not be explained as an ineluctable drift from tactile to
visual intuitions. He showed, rather, that it should be understood in
terms of the progressive invention of basic pictorial tools — he called
them schemas — each derived from the existing normative analogue
of vision and establishing a potential prototype of the next.

Armed with this notion of the artist’s pictorial arsenal as a grow-
ing toolbox, the historian of perspective may ignore great spans of
art, concentrating instead on those periods that developed most
intensely new practical applications of the perspective system. The
resulting history has a different shape from a value-free chronology
of post-Renaissance art. Broadly speaking, it is denser in the fif-

teenth, seventeenth, and nineteenth centuries, when innovative con-

Figure 4. The Principle of Linear Perspective. Engraving, 10 x 8% in. From Brook
Taylor, New Principles of Linear Perspective or, the Art of Designing ona Plane
(London, 1811). Yale University Library, New Haven, Connecticut



ceptions of perspective were richer than during the sixteenth and
eighteenth centuries. And its emphasis is not guided by absolute
value, for Saenredam will claim attention equal to Vermeer, and the
young Corot more than David. Similarly, for a given period, it will
favor some branches of art over others. The problem of vision was
often most directly posed, for example, in the painting of landscapes
and views. This tradition thus receives disproportionate attention;
around 1800 it is the entire domain of the most radical experiments
in the role of vision in art.

Ever since Leon Battista Alberti published On Painting in 1435,
a perspective picture has been defined as a plane intersecting the
pyramid of vision. (See fig. 4.) At the apex of the pyramid is the eye.
The pyramid’s base is the perimeter of the picture. The picture is the
projection upon the intersecting plane of everything that lies within
the scope of the pyramid, extending to infinity. The various ingenious
objections notwithstanding, Alberti’s definition provides that if per-
fectly produced and viewed with one eye from the apex of the imag-
inary pyramid, a perspective picture will be like a window through
which its subject is seen.

Given this definition, any perspective picture is implicitly the
product of three fundamental choices. (1) The artist must choose the
arrangement of the subject or (what amounts to the same thing)
choose the moment at which to represent an existing subject; (2) he
must choose the point of view; (3) he must choose the scope of the
view or, in other words, establish the edges of the picture. These three
choices determine the basic composition of the picture.

Figure 5. Paolo Uccello. A Hunt, c. 1460. Panel, 25%16 % 6416 in. Ashmolean
Museum, Oxford, England

All possible functions of these three interdependent choices lie
between two extreme, limiting cases. In one, the point of view and
the frame — the visual pyramid — are established first, creating a
measured stage. The Ideal Townscape of Piero’s circle presents just
such a stage, on which the buildings are arranged for maximum visi-
bility, and where the position and size of potential figures are easily
determined by reference to the preexisting grid. The grid is the key to
the reciprocal relationship of two and three dimensions and allows
the painter to compose from the former into the latter. Thus Uccello,
in his Hunt (c. 1460, figs. 5 and 6 |detail]), deployed the men, ani-
mals, and trees simultaneously on the surface of the picture and in
space, so that there is no gap or obstruction in either.

In the opposite conception of the perspective system, the world
is accepted first as an uninterrupted field of potential pictures. From
his chosen point of view, the artist scans this field with the pyramid
of vision, forming his picture by choosing where and when to stop.
De Witte’s and Saenredam’s pictures are obviously closer to this con-
ception, So too is Degas’s The Racing Field (c. 1877-80, fig. 7), where
point of view and frame rob the figures and animals of their physical
integrity, compressing them into an unfamiliar pattern.

Degas of course composed his picture as carefully as Uccello, but
his intuitive procedure was different. Uccello conceived of the visual
pyramid as a static, neutral container, within which he organized the
elements of his picture. In Degas’s work the visual pyramid plays an
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active, decisive role. We attribute the obstructions to the painter’s
viewpoint and the asymmetry to the frame, which excludes as well as
includes. Where Uccello’s painting seems comprehensive, Degas’s
seems fragmentary, concentrating in a single visual aspect the vital
spirit of the entire scene.

Uccello worked from pieces to a whole: he synthesized. Degas
worked from a whole to an aspect: he analyzed.

These polar conceptions of perspective have a historical sense.
Gradually, over a period of centuries, Uccello’s procedure of logical
construction gave way to Degas’s strategy of selective description. In
theory, there must have been a point at which pictorial experiment,
diverging from the Renaissance norm, reached a critical stage, a suffi-
cient density, to form a new norm. However, since artistic tradition
develops along multiple fronts at different rates, and because the art-
ist’s procedure is rarely his subject, this point is difficult to locate.

It is not easy to name a date when the world expanded beyond the
control of the studio artist, who then unhinged the visual pyramid,
wielding it at large in pursuit of his subject.

Nevertheless, the invention of photography poses precisely this
historical question. For the photographer, try as he might, could not
follow Uccello’s procedure. The camera was a tool of perfect perspec-
tive, but the photographer was powerless to compose his picture.

He could only, in the popular phrase, take it. Even in the studio the
photographer began not with the comfortable plane of his picture but
with the intractably three-dimensional stuff of the world.

Noting formal characteristics — obstructions and croppings —
that readily arise from this unavoidable condition of photography,
many art historians tacitly attribute to the invention of the medium
the function of a crucial watershed. They explain, for example, some
new features of Degas’s art in terms of the disruptive influence of
photography, ignoring the long tradition from which his artistic pro-
cedure is derived. In fact it 1s not Degas’s work that needs explaining

but the invention of photography.

Figure 6. Paolo Uccello. A Hunt, c. 1460 (detail)

Figure 7. Edgar Degas. The Racing Field: Amateur Jockeys near a Carriage, c. 1877-80.
Qil on canvas, 25 '%/1s x 3178 in. Musée du Louvre, Paris




Simply on a practical basis, photography would have been
unsuited to the Renaissance art of composition. Uccello might have
used the camera to make studies of bits and pieces for his pictures;
but it is likely that such studies would have displeased him, as they
did a much later artist, Edward Hopper: “I once got a little camera to
use for details of architecture and so forth but the photo was always
so different from the perspective the eye gives, I gave it up.”®

The Renaissance system of perspective harnessed vision as a rational
basis of picture-making. Initially, however, perspective was conceived
only as a tool for the construction of three dimensions out of two.
Not until much later was this conception replaced — as the common,
intuitive standard — by its opposite: the derivation of a frankly flat
picture from a given three-dimensional world. Photography, which is
capable of serving only the latter artistic sense, was born of this
fundamental transformation in pictorial strategy. The invention of
photography must then coincide with or succeed the accumulation of
pictorial experiment that marks the critical period of trans-
formation from the normative procedure of Uccello’s era to that

of Degas’s.

The present study is designed to explore this proposition. Its paint-
ings and drawings, from the decades before and after 1800, are cho-
sen to mark the emergence of a new norm of pictorial coherence that
made photography conceivable. Although these pictures share with
the art of their time a spirit of change, and although they were made
by artists of many European countries, they do not belong to the
mainstream of art. With few exceptions they are landscapes, and
most are modest sketches, hardly intended for exhibition. For these
very reasons, however, they are perhaps a more reliable guide to
the intuitive norm of authentic representation, unburdened by the
responsibilities of public art.

These paintings and drawings show that this norm was under

drastic revision. They display a new family of pictorial types as yet
largely unapplauded and only rarely turned to full artistic advantage,
but representative of a significant strain of artistic practice that
adopted the analytic function of perspective as its sole tool, discard-
ing the synthetic option as inappropriate to its aims.

The photographs here represent the artistic capital that some
early photographers made of this strategy, which painters had long
been inventing and which photographers could not avoid.

The preceding argument attempts to abstract from the history of
post-Renaissance painting, to isolate for the purpose of clarity, a
single thread of development. To this end it employs the rhetorical
fiction of the painter’s intuitive strategy or procedure. The hypotheti-
cal principles of synthesis and analysis are not meant to describe the
painter’s actual method (for, literally, all paintings are composed) but
to call attention to fundamental changes in the conventions of repre-
sentation.

A comparable sense of these changes may be had by ignoring the
artist in favor of the viewer. The lartter has no place in Uccello’s pic-
ture, but he is a virtual participant in Degas’s. Erratic, even incohe-
rent, by Uccello’s orderly standard, Degas’s picture is nevertheless
consistent with the conditions of perspective, to which the spectator
intuitively responds. From a precise and nearby position, the viewer’s
knowing eye translates the apparently arbitrary, fragmented forms
into the whole space of the picture, and beyond.

A long tradition of pictorial experiment separates Degas’s picture
from Uccello’s. In the seventeenth century, for example, painters
often introduced prominent foregrounds that, a century before,
would have been considered bizarre and inappropriate, even if accu-
rate in perspective. In Jacob van Ruisdael’s Bentheim Castle (c. 1670,

fig. 8), for instance, the near boulders, insignificant in themselves, are
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Figure 8. Jacob van Ruisdael. Bentheim Castle, ¢. 1670, Oil on canvas, 26% x 21V in.

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
Figure 9. Friedrich Loos. View of Salzburg from the Monchsberg, c.
board, 11'%16 % 15516 in. Osterreichische Galerie, Vienna

1829-30. Oil on
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as large in the picture as the intrinsically more important castle.” The
viewer intuitively comprehends this discrepancy, acknowledging it as
a function of his proximity to the foreground. In judging the picture’s
space the viewer is also guided by a series of gentle diagonals, which
form an unbroken pictorial path between the boulders and the castle.
This link is, like Piero’s pavement, a two-dimensional measure of a
continuous three-dimensional space.

Such an explanatory pictorial path is wholly absent from Fried-
rich Loos’s View of Salzburg from the Monchsberg (c. 1829-30, fig.
9), which presents an even sharper contrast between obstructing
foreground and distant subject. It is precisely the lack of an interven-
ing pictorial link — the abrupt discontinuity of the picture’s space —
that makes the viewer feel his own presence directly before the loom-
ing cliff. By stressing the formative role of the vantage point, the art-
ist seems to step aside as the viewer bluntly confronts the world of
the picture. Thus in the history of perspective each new norm of pic-
torial logic, by scuttling an existing convention, appears in its time as
an achievement of realism. The result, however, is not an escape from
convention but the establishment of a new convention.

This does not mean that the development of pictorial conven-
tions is an abstract, inevitable force. The great periods of innovation
in the function of perspective — the mid-fifteenth, mid-seventeenth,
and mid-nineteenth centuries — are widely separated in time. Particu-
larly in these periods, it is clear that the pictorial inventions were
motivated by changes in artistic value, under historically specific
conditions: against the immediately preceding norm the new art
indeed had the conviction of a fresh confrontation with reality.

Before Photography concerns the beginnings of the last of these
great periods of transformation. In the broad context of the perspec-
tive tradition, the paintings and drawings here represent the initial
stage of a new standard of pictorial logic. In the specific context of
their own time, they are symptomatic of changing artistic values — of
an embryonic spirit of realism.



This spirit was related to the Neoclassical principle of artistic
renewal, which sought to replace the fantasies of the eighteenth cen-
tury with a more sober art, based in part on careful visual observa-
tion. Neoclassical artists of 1800, led by the French painter Jacques-
Louis David, disdained the art of Francois Boucher’s generation as
much for its frankly artificial style as for its frivolous content. How-
ever, the revival of classical principles also gave new weight to the
old, originally Neoplatonic, distinction between a straightforward
record of nature and the idealization essential to high art.

Ever since Renaissance artists had reclaimed the appearance of
nature as the basis of an ideal art, the theoretical distinction between
real and ideal had fostered a loose separation between private
sketches and public paintings. Artists and theorists distinguished
among several types and two basic categories of sketch: first, the
compositional sketch (ébauche or bozzetto), meant to translate the
painter’s first idea for a composition into initial and then more elabo-
rate form; second, the study from the model or from nature (étude),
meant as a record of observation. Unencumbered by public duty, all
sketches shared an informal, personal character, which was increas-
ingly prized. But the two kinds of sketch — the ébauche and the étude
— served opposite functions. The former was a record of imagina-
tion, the latter of reality. This essay concerns only the latter kind of
sketch and its new, important role in art around 1800. By stressing
the distinction between imperfect reality and the imagined ideal,
Neoclassical theory widened the gap between observational study
and finished picture, isolating the sketch as a domain of distinct artis-
tic issues.

The split developed most fully in landscape painting, the class of
art that had always held a low place in the academic hierarchy. The
highest class was history painting — the representation of the “great
deeds of great men, worthy of memory.”" The landscape, lacking the
essential human drama of a great deed, was without intrinsic moral
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value, As the Abbé Dubos put it in 1719: “The most beautiful land-
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Figure 10. Claude Lorrain. Landscape with the Marriage of Isaac and Rebekah,
Oil on canvas, 8% x 77%2 in. The Trustees of The Narional Gallery, London

1648,

Figure 11. Claude Lorrain. Wooded View, ¢. 1640. Brown wash on paper, 5''/1s % 14

in. Teylers Museum, Haarlem, the Netherlands




scape, even by Titian or Carracci, is of no more interest to us than an
actual tract of country, which may be either hideous or pleasant.

Such a painting contains nothing which, as it were, speaks to us; and
since we are not moved by it we do not find it of particular interest.””

This statement, doubtless already conservative at the beginning
of the eighteenth century, would have been hopelessly reactionary in
1800. By any standard, landscape painting was rising dramatically in
importance. At the heart of this extremely complex phenomenon was
the growing conviction that the unembellished landscape possessed
intrinsic value: because it was made by God, because it was beautiful,
because it was the place where man lived and had lived, or because it
was independent of man. The ultimate artistic corollary of this moral
conception was the notion that a careful visual record of the land-
scape was meaningful in itself.

The rise of realistic landscape painting around 18o0 contradicted
the dominant Neoclassical principle of an ideal art. However, it coin-
cided exactly with the Neoclassical conception of the sketch — devoid
of traditional artistic value but devoted to the problem of transcrib-
ing the appearance of nature. Academically sanctioned as an aspect
of craft, the landscape sketch was a ready vehicle for experiments in
realism. The sketch was, in other words, a loophole in the traditional
definition of artistic practice, which allowed a generally unacknowl-
edged but formidable shift in artistic values to develop. Thus,
although lacking the status of high art and rarely receiving full artis-
tic attention, the landscape sketch — particularly the landscape sketch
in oil — became around 1800 the primary vehicle of a tentative but
profoundly original sense of pictorial order, based on a heretical con-
cern for the visual aspect of the most humble things.

The traditional, reciprocal relation of sketch and finished picture
is evident in the seventeenth-century landscape art of Claude Lorrain.
Compared with the grand formulas of Claude’s public compositions
(fig. 10), his sketches, presumably from nature (fig. 11), are astonish-
ingly informal and immediate. Yet the paintings share with the

sketches a delicate sensitivity to light and a subtle response to the
variety of nature. Nor are the sketches mere transcriptions from
nature; they are so thoroughly informed by the painter’s lyrical talent
that it is often difficult to judge whether a particular drawing is

an invention of the mind or a record of perception. As Lawrence
Gowing has written: *. .. the distinction between the two elements
in Claude’s art, the artificial pictorial scheme and the actuality of
nature, by no means coincided with the division between painting
and drawing. ... It seems that the drawings, rather than transmitting
particular information, served to indulge and intensify an emotional
attitude to nature, an attitude that the paintings dramatized in an
ideal, expository order.”'"

For Claude, the theoretical polarities of real and ideal remained
in happy solution; by the late eighteenth century, they had begun to
precipitate into distinct categories of artistic practice. Consider, for
example, J. M. W. Turner’s analysis of Claude’s method, in a lecture
of 1811: “We must consider how [Claude] could have attained such
powers but by continual study of parts of nature. Parts, for, had he
not so studied, we should have found him sooner pleased with simple
subjects of nature, and would not have[,] as we now have, pictures
made up of bits, but pictures of bits.”"'

Turner of course preferred “pictures made up of bits” (imagi-
native compositions) to “pictures of bits” (straightforward visual
records). But more important than his preference is his application of
the theoretical distinction between imagination and reality to discrete
forms of practice. The application suits much better the art of
Turner’s period than that of Claude’s. Although Turner rarely painted
pictures of bits, many of his contemporaries did, deriving their clarity
of purpose from the growing polarization that all artists felt.

The traditional media of outdoor sketching were monochrome,
most often the handy pencil on paper. In the seventeenth century
painters also began to sketch outdoors in oil — the dominant medium
of studio pictures, distinguished from other media by its range of




color and by its potential subtlety, force, and adaptability. The use of
oil was in itself a mark of serious intention; the powerful medium
moreover imposed on the painter the artistic burden of its great
resources.

A handful of landscape sketches in oil survives from the seven-
teenth century, and there are records of others. There is also an
extraordinary group of sketches made by Alexandre-Francois
Desportes in the early eighteenth century. However, the practice of
landscape sketching in oil was neither common nor important in art
until the late eighteenth century, when it began to grow rapidly. By
the early nineteenth century it already had an autonomous character,
so that, for example, a figure painter could make a few landscape
sketches in oil, contributing to the widespread trend without fully
joining it.

The blossoming of landscape sketching in oil is marked around
1780 by the Italian campaigns of the Frenchman Pierre-Henri de
Valenciennes and the Welshman Thomas Jones, both of whom are
represented here. Despite many differences in the careers of the two
painters, each produced in significant numbers remarkably inventive
oil sketches from nature (e.g., fig. 12) that bear no obvious relation
to their grandiose, often unimpressive public pictures (e.g., fig. 13).
What for Claude had been a fluid commerce between complementary
aspects of his art had become for Valenciennes and Jones an
unbridgeable gap. No longer able to transfer the conviction of their
nature studies to their formulaic public works, they nevertheless
found the practice of sketching an admirable vehicle for their talents.

In the next half-century, the landscape sketch in oil enjoyed a
rich development. Just as our limited knowledge fails to explain pre-
cisely the sudden appearance of the sketches of Valenciennes and
Jones around 1780, so it is impossible now to trace, through a series
of specific artistic contacts, the virtual explosion of oil sketching in
the early nineteenth century. By 1820 the practice was extremely
widespread, common among painters from England, France, and

Figure 12. Thomas Jones. Outskirts of London, 1784. Oil on paper, 9% x 13 in. The
Tate Gallery, London

Figure 13. Thomas Jones. The Bard, 1774. Oil on canvas, 45% x 66 in. National
Museum of Wales, Cardiff




Figure 14. John Linnell. Study of Buildings, 1806. Oil on board, 62 x 1o in. The Tate
Gallery, London

Figure 15, John Linnell. Milking Time, 1832. Oil on panel, 11% x 15% in. Victoria and
Albert Museum, London, Crown copyright

Germany, as well as from Belgium, Denmark, and Norway.

The melting pot for the various aspects of this Northern phe-
nomenon was nevertheless in the South —in Italy and particularly in
Rome. That city had been for several centuries the artistic capital of
Europe, and until the mid-nineteenth century most painters of ambi-
tion made an early pilgrimage there. The international community of
artists, dense with students, provided the landscape sketchers with a
sympathetic environment and a lively forum of exchange. Rome and
the surrounding landscape, the haunts of Claude and Poussin, were
moreover rich in history: here, if anywhere, the landscape itself had
intrinsic human significance.

It is a mistake, however, to think of landscape sketching in oil
as a definite artistic movement, with its center in Rome. John Con-
stable, perhaps the best of the landscape sketchers, never visited Italy;
indeed he made a virtue of his inclination to stay at home. His
achievement depends not so much on immediate influence as on the
less tangible condition of a tradition under change. Constable’s
sketches of the 1810s and 1820s and Camille Corot’s of the 1820s and
1830s are distinguished from the earlier work of Valenciennes and
Jones by their variety of subject and technique and by their formal
resolution. The high quality of the works is a product of the artists’
talent but no less of the broad artistic transformation that gave form
to that talent. The sketch had reached maturity.

It is difficult to maintain the judgment that, as mere studies or
documents of nature, the sketches must lack aesthetic intent or value.
Although modest in scale and ostensible ambition, they are often vig-
orous, self-sufficient pictures. This is true even in the rare cases where
the sketch (fig. 14) apparently served only to record a motif for a
later composition (fig. 15). In general the sketches had no such obvi-
ous function. Corot’s View of the Colosseum through the Arches of
the Basilica of Constantine (1825, fig. 16), for example, is practically
useless as a document of either building. Nor does the work have any
explanatory figures or even a recognizable space in which they might




Figure 16. |.-B.-C. Corot. View of the Colosseum through the Arches of the Basilica of
Constantine, Rome, 1825, Oil on canvas, 9% % 13'"/is in. Musée du Louvre, Paris

move. Yet here, directly and powerfully expressed, is the “noble
simplicity and calm grandeur” of classical art.

Much has been made of Constable’s and Corot’s intermittent
attempts to bridge the gap between sketch and finished work, to join
the virtues of observation and convention. Less attention has been
paid to the fact that this gap, as they knew it, was only a few decades
old. It is precisely the gap that is distinctive of the period — and sig-
nificant, for it announces the impending struggle between an inher-
ited rhetorical art and an art devoted to individual perceptions of the
world. Still, the struggle was not yet open, nor even yet a struggle. Per-
haps paradoxically, the innovations of the landscape sketch in oil were
possible because they did not challenge the authority of public art.

Thus the unresolved but bold realism of the sketch was not an
attack from without but a symptom of transformation within artistic
tradition. It is significant in this respect that none of the painters rep-
resented here were amateurs or extreme provincials; all were profes-
sional artists who shared a more or less conventional training. Con-
spicuously absent are the Americans, who lacked the conditioning
environment of tradition. The earliest American oil sketches, compa-
rable to those common in Europe from 1780, were made in the late
1840s, when European practice had already begun to change.

For the young Adolf Menzel in the 1840s, the sketch still offered
an option of artistic freedom; and the spirit of the sketching tradition
is still recognizable in Wassily Kandinsky’s small landscapes of
1900-05. But the sketch, as Valenciennes had defined it, is to be
found in the later nineteenth century only in the work of conservative
artists, such as William Adolphe Bouguereau and Frederic Leighton.
It had little place in the art of Gustave Courbet or Claude Monet.
Once the artistic problems that first appeared in the landscape
sketch began to be broached in the public forum, sketching waned
in importance.

In the early nineteenth century, the landscape sketch was a spe-
cial vehicle of change. John Constable suggested the new values when
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he wrote in 1836 that “painting is a science, and should be pursued
as an inquiry into the laws of nature. Why, then, should not land-
scape painting be considered as a branch of natural philosophy, of
which pictures are but the experiments.”’* This deeply modern sense
of art as exploratory rather than didactic may also be found in the
work of many figure painters, most importantly Francisco Goya and
Théodore Géricault. A more adventurous historian, faced with the
problem posed here, would have included these painters. I have cho-
sen instead to focus on that aspect of landscape painting that is the
clearest (if ostensibly the most modest) symptom of the broad artistic
transformation that catalyzed the invention of photography. The
landscape sketches (and some comparable drawings and finished
paintings, also shown here) present a new and fundamentally modern
pictorial syntax of immediate, synoptic perceprions and discontinu-
ous, unexpected forms. It is the syntax of an art devoted to the singu-
lar and contingent rather than the universal and stable. It is also the
syntax of photography.

Of the works presented here, those that most deserve Turner’s epithet
“pictures of bits” are the ones that take forthrightly as their subject a
single, namable thing: the trunk of a tree (p. 41), a cloud (p. 46), a
humble gate (pp. 42, 43). The text for these pictures is not to be found
in the Bible or in Homer’s Iliad but in a letter of John Constable:
“The sound of water escaping from Mill dams,. .. willows, Old rot-
ten Banks, slimy posts & brickwork — I love such things. . .. These
scenes made me a painter (& I am grateful).”"}

There are of course earlier pictures of humble things and bits of
nature. Among the most famous are Albrecht Diirer’s close nature
studies, such as The Great Piece of Turf (1503, fig. 17). Obviously,
artistic devotion to even the smallest corner of nature was not new,
although in numbers alone the landscape studies of 1800 claim a new
importance. In addition to their frequency, however, the nineteenth-
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Figure 17. Albrecht Diirer. The Great Piece of Tirf, 1503, Watercolor and gouache on
g B
paper, 16Ys % 12%s in. Albertina, Vienna

Figure 18. Christen Kabke. View at Dosseringen, c. 1837. (No. 28)



century paintings are distinguished from their precedents by an origi-
nal pictorial conception.

Diirer’s low, close viewpoint monumentalizes the grasses, isolat-
ing them pictorially and conceptually against a blank ground. They
could be anywhere, almost any size. By contrast, Christen Kobke’s
bush (c. 1837, fig. 18) shares the picture with its environment; the
painter evidently sought and enjoyed the delicate confusion of the far
bank with the tallest fronds of the plant. Denied the independence it
has in our minds, the bush appears in the picture as the chosen fea-
ture of a broad scene. In a similar way the cropped treetops of Con-
stable’s cloud study (no. 4, p. 46) remind us that, although the noble
cumulus is whole and symmetrical in the center of the picture, we see
only a section of the sky. These pictures, then, are doubly “bits™ —
for their nominal subjects and for their frankly narrow pictorial
scope.

This sense of the picture as a detail, carved from a greater, more
complex whole, is a characteristic, original feature of nineteenth-
century art. Perhaps most symptomatic is the phenomenon of close,
variant views of the same site. Consider, for example, two sketches
made by Constable on July 12 and 15, 1829 (figs. 19, 20). The appar-
ent stimulus for the works was the group of trees at the left in the
carlier work, but Constable was mindful also of their surroundings,
especially the sky. The frame answers the movement of the clouds
and trees, making salient in each picture the drama of earthbound
weather that the painter loved.

Valenciennes also made close pairs, directed most often at
changes in light (no. 35a and b, p. 33) or changes in weather (figs. 21,
22). These pairs focus our attention on the transient element. Faithful

in his public works to the enduring value of ancient truths, Valen- =
Figure 19. John Constable. A View of Salisbury. from the Library of Archdeacon
Fisher's House, 4:06 p.m., July 12, 1829. Oil on paper, 6% x 12 in. Victoria and Albert

ciennes devoted his sketches to the contingent and impermanent.
To the comprehensive whole of traditional art, the landscape .

: : Museum, London, Crown copyright
sketchers of 1800 opposed the preciscly determined aspect. Su rely Figure 20. John Constable. The Close, Salisbury, ri:00 a.m.—Noon, July 15, 1829. Ol

one of the most remarkable products of this strategy is the trio of on paper, 10% x § in. Victoria and Albert Muscum, London. Crown copyright




watercolors painted by John Linnell at Kensington in 1812 (no.

30 a-¢, pp. 56, 57). Here again the parallel text 1s by Constable, who
wrote that “it is the business of a painter not to contend with nature,
and put this scene (a valley filled with imagery so miles long) on a
canvas of a few inches, but to make something out of nothing, in
attempting which he must almost of necessity become poertical.”'*

Like Valenciennes’s choice of a laundry-draped Roman rooftop
(instead of the Colosseum), Linnell’s choice of a barren Kensington
brickfield (instead of Tintern Abbey) almost seems to explain the pic-
torial variations. It is as if the very ordinariness of the subject were a
challenge to the painter’s aesthetic imagination — a challenge to make
something out of nothing. Constable of course did not believe that
his subjects were nothing; he meant only that earlier artists would
have considered them so. He also meant that artistic concern for
humble things required a new pictorial language. By showing, in their
variations, that even the most humble scene offered a variety of
pictorial aspect, the painters claimed an active, potentially poetic,
role in their works.

What made a pictorial “something” out of an actual “nothing”
was — literally and metaphorically — the painter’s point of view. If
slimy posts mattered to Constable, what convinces us of the fact is
the way he looked at them. It is precisely the mediating conditions of
perception — the cropping frame, the accidents of light, the relative
point of view — that make the pictures here seem real. Separated
trom the ideal drama of older art by the triviality of their subjects,
the pictures are also divergent in form. It is as if the expository order
of traditional compositions were an obstacle to the spirit of immedi-
acy the artists sought. The works appear to be formed by the eye
instead of the mind.

Criticizing the landscape painters who exhibited at the Salon of 1859,
Charles Baudelaire wrote: “They take the dictionary of art for art

Figure 21. Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes. Monte Cavo in the Clouds, 1782-84. Oil on
board, 5'"/1s X 1116 in. Musée du Louvre, Paris
Figure 22. Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes. Monte Cavo in the Clouds, 1782-84. Oil on

board, §'5/16 % 11 %16 in. Musce du Louvre, Paris




itself; they copy a word from the dictionary, believing that they are
copying a poem. But a poem can never be copied; it has to be com-
posed. Thus, they open a window, and the whole space contained in
the rectangle of that window — trees, sky and house — assumes for
them the value of a ready-made poem.”"’

For Baudelaire, imagination was a synthetic faculty, “the queen
of the faculties,” the mark of artists. “{ Our public] are not artists, not
naturally artists. .. They feel, or rather they judge, in stages, analyti-
cally. Other more fortunate peoples feel immediately, all at once,

synthetically.'*

Art must serve imagination: a picture must be
composed.

It was on the same grounds, in another part of his review of
the same Salon (the first to include photographs), that Baudelaire
claimed that photography could not be an art. A medium that
allowed the artist no right to compose — to meddle in the internal
affairs of the picture — could never be a vehicle of the imagination.
Like Baudelaire, many critics of the day saw a causal connection
between photography and the new strain of painting — “this silly cult
of nature, not refined, not explained by imagination.”'” Their sugges-
tion that photography might be responsible for this “cult” is still
voiced today.

However, the new attitude (and its pictorial expressions) had
begun to develop before photography was invented. What better
illustration is there for Baudelaire’s argument than Friedrich Was-
mann’s View from a Window (c. 1833, fig. 23)? If photography had
an impact on painting (and it certainly did), it is because the new
medium was born to an artistic environment that increasingly valued
the mundane, the fragmentary, the seemingly uncomposed — that
found in the contingent qualities of perception a standard of artistic,
and moral, authenticity.

Of course many early photographers sought to emulate the look
and meaning of traditional compositions, but the medium often
defeated them. The photographs obstinately described with equal

Figure 23. Friedrich Wasmann. View from a Window, c. 1833. (No. 40)




precision (or imprecision) the major and minor features of a scene, or
showed it from the wrong point of view, or included too little or too
much, Even photographers who aimed only at a clear record were
sometimes sorely rewarded with a disturbingly unfamiliar picture.
Lady Elizabeth Eastlake, for example, observed that when photo-
graphed in bright sunlight, “hollies, laurels, ivy, and other smooth-
leaved evergreens... instead of presenting a sunny effect look rather
as if strewn with shining bits of tin, or studded with patches of
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snow.”'® Many other critics noticed comparable problems and com-
plained that if photography could only record, it often did not record
well enough.,

In a sense the critics were right on both counts. Photography
recorded not the physical reality before the lens but its visible aspect,
determined by a specific point and scope of view, at a particular
moment, in a particular light. The description was seamless, but only
in two dimensions. The photographer ignored this fact at his peril,
risking obstructions and discontinuitics, fortuitous juxtapositions,
and unexpected densities and gaps in spatial logic.

Even the most attentive photographer must soon have compiled
his own catalogue of the now familiar photographic mistakes. But
the best early photographers evidently profited from their errors and
learned, with surprising rapidity, to control (or at least to collaborate
with) the refractory new medium, They also discovered a positive
value in pictures that many would have called, and did call, mistakes.

The photographs presented here, like the paintings and draw-
ings, are pictures of bits: telling details and vivid, singular percep-
tions. And, like the paintings, the photographs show a fierce inde-

pendence from traditional standards of artistic value and coherence.
There is, however, a difference. In painting, the new standards

had been won through long experiment and only gradually
acquired a dominant role. In photography, the camera’s inability

to compose rendered the old standards nearly obsolete from

the outset.

The originality thus imposed on the photographer was com-
pounded by the nature of the task he generally faced. Most early
photographs — records of people, places, and things — were made in
a spirit of documentartion and investigation. Like the landscape
sketchers but on a much broader scale, the photographers had a
mandate to seek the specific and provisional in place of the general
and didactic.,

The photographs here were made in the first three decades of
photography. They were made, in other words, before photographers
could work without a tripod, or with exposures capable of stopping
rapid action — and before photographers possessed a coherent tradi-
tion or a well-developed consensus of purpose. In these decades, and
for some time thereafter, the painters, nourished by a rapidly chang-
ing tradition, led the way in applying the new vocabulary they now
shared with photographers. What nineteenth-century photographer
matched the achievement of Degas or Monet? But the very uncertain-
ty of photography’s status, its increasing technical versatility, and the
variety of its worldly functions, combined to make it from the begin-
ning a powerful force of change. That we now deeply value photog-
raphy’s disruptive character is perhaps the best measure of the degree

to which the medium has shaped our conception of modern art.
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