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    At its core, this work contends that photography achieves significance when it renders the world as the eye experiences it, privileging truthful perception over theatrical contrivance and asserting an ethic of seeing that binds technique to nature’s own order.

Naturalistic Photography for Students of the Art is a non-fiction treatise by P. H. Emerson, published in the late nineteenth century amid vigorous debates about photography’s status as art and the proper bounds of manipulation. Emerging from a period of rapid technical change and aesthetic contestation, it addresses students and practitioners seeking principled guidance. Neither a mere how-to manual nor a purely abstract manifesto, it situates practice within a broader intellectual climate, reflecting the photographic discourse of its time while arguing for a coherent, disciplined way of making pictures.

Readers encounter an argument that is both pedagogical and polemical, presented in a voice that is confident, methodical, and reformist in tone. The experience is that of a sustained conversation about looking, deciding, and crafting, in which practical advice is folded into aesthetic rationale. The style is lucid and structured, guiding the reader from foundational premises to their consequences in the field and the darkroom. Without resorting to ornament for its own sake, the book seeks clarity, aiming to train judgment as much as to refine technique, and to shape habits of attention as well as hands-on skill.

The aesthetic heart of the volume champions fidelity to nature: work from life; respect the character of light; render forms in a way that aligns with human perception. Against methods that composite scenes or stage effects that reality will not bear, it advances a disciplined restraint. The emphasis falls on choices of focus, tone, and viewpoint that convey a coherent impression rather than a catalog of detail, seeking unity and natural order instead of spectacle. This is not an anti-technical stance; rather, it is a claim that technique ought to serve a perceptual truth rather than overpower it.

As a guide for students, the book organizes craft around seeing well, working deliberately, and understanding cause and effect. It links aesthetic intention to the sciences that inform imaging, invoking principles of optics and the physiology of vision to explain why certain renderings persuade and others mislead. The practical thread runs from observation in the field to composition and exposure, through development and printing, always returning to the question: what impression does the image convey? The message is consistent—mastery lies in disciplined choices that sustain a natural impression, not in tricks that violate it.

The themes resonate strongly today, when digital tools enable limitless alteration and when questions of authenticity, authorship, and viewer trust remain urgent. Emerson’s naturalistic program presses readers to examine the ethics of intervention, the balance between description and interpretation, and the role of craft in shaping meaning. It encourages an education of the eye: to notice light’s gradations, the hierarchy of forms, and the coherence of a scene. Contemporary practitioners, whether working in documentary, landscape, or fine art, may find in these pages a rigorous framework for aligning intention, method, and outcome.

Approached as both historical document and living argument, this book offers a sustained case for integrity in photographic practice and a clear path for students to test principles against experience. It invites readers to cultivate patience, to value judgment over gadgetry, and to measure success by the plausibility and unity of the resulting picture. While born in an earlier era, its insistence that perception and technique be mutually accountable remains bracing. For those who wish to see more truly and to render with economy and conviction, it provides both a challenge and a durable companion.
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    Naturalistic Photography for Students of the Art presents P. H. Emerson’s systematic account of photography as an art grounded in the observation of nature. Addressed to learners, it combines theory and practical instruction, moving from first principles to field and darkroom work. Emerson frames naturalism as the guiding approach, proposing that photographs should render scenes as the eye apprehends them. He sets out to distinguish photography’s unique means from those of painting or engraving, and to define the limits within which it can legitimately claim artistic status. The book’s sequence unfolds from aesthetics and visual perception to optics, composition, subject practice, and printing methods.

Emerson begins by defining what constitutes a work of art and how naturalism informs photographic practice. He positions photography as a distinct art with its own laws, neither imitating painting nor relying on theatrical staging. Central is the principle of selection: the photographer isolates essential aspects of a scene while remaining faithful to natural appearances. He contrasts straightforward work from a single negative with artificial manipulations such as combination printing and heavy retouching, which he deems inconsistent with truthful representation. Throughout, he emphasizes sincerity of approach, accurate rendering of tone and form, and the avoidance of devices that substitute mannerism for observation.

Turning to how we see, Emerson summarizes the physiology of vision to ground his aesthetic rules. He describes the eye’s limited area of sharpest definition, the gradation of focus across the field, and the role of light and shadow in conveying form. From this, he derives the doctrine of differential focus: one principal plane should appear most distinct, with adjacent planes softening as they recede, reflecting natural perception. He explains tonal values, atmospheric perspective, and the relations of masses that give depth and unity. These observations justify his insistence on truthful tonal scale and measured focus rather than uniform sharpness.

Emerson then addresses optics and equipment to show how tools support naturalistic ends. He describes lens types, focal lengths, aperture values, angle of coverage, and common aberrations, explaining their influence on definition and drawing. Depth of field, perspective (linear and aerial), and the use of camera movements are discussed in practical terms. He treats plates and their sensitivities, exposure control using shutters and estimating devices, and the stabilizing value of the tripod. Rather than promoting complex apparatus, he recommends selecting lenses and cameras that render perspective and tone faithfully, choosing stops and exposure to support the intended focus and gradation.

Composition follows as a practical extension of seeing. Emerson outlines the arrangement of line and mass, the placement of horizons, and the balancing of principal and subordinate elements. He stresses unity, breadth of effect, and the maintenance of a consistent key throughout the picture. Focusing is integrated into composition: the principal subject receives the most definition, while surrounding forms are managed for support, not competition. He warns against scattered detail and the pursuit of sharpness for its own sake. Guidance on viewpoint selection, exclusion of distracting forms, and the control of edges and sky shapes helps the student achieve order without violating natural appearances.

In landscape practice, Emerson details conditions that yield credible and expressive results. He discusses season, weather, and the times of day most favorable for atmospheric depth and manageable contrast. He treats water, reflections, and the rendering of moving subjects such as clouds and foliage, advising restraint with instantaneous exposures and avoidance of printed-in skies. Marshes, rivers, coasts, and rural subjects illustrate principles of breadth, recession, and simplicity of mass. He underscores the importance of noting wind direction, sun position, and sky forms before arranging the view, and of approaching the scene repeatedly to secure the most natural and intelligible statement.

Emerson applies the same principles to figures and genre subjects. He advises photographing people in their customary surroundings, using natural light and unforced attitudes. Clothing tones, backgrounds, and spacing are considered to separate the figure and maintain breadth. He favors moments of repose or characteristic action over theatrical poses, using quicker exposures only when they preserve unity and sufficient gradation. Children and rural workers serve as examples for managing gesture and environment without intrusion. He cautions against studio contrivances and elaborate props, recommending observation, patience, and proximity that respects scale and perspective while keeping the figure integral to the setting.

The darkroom chapters link exposure, development, and printing to the desired tonal scale. Emerson explains developer choice and control of density and gradation, discouraging drastic after-treatments. He describes printing processes, recommending materials that retain delicate values and permanence, notably platinum, while also surveying carbon and silver printing-out papers. Mounting, trimming, and presentation are addressed to preserve breadth and avoid distraction. He opposes retouching and combination printing on the grounds that they falsify forms and tones, preferring to secure the necessary results in the negative through accurate exposure, measured development, and careful selection of light and subject.

Emerson concludes by reaffirming photography’s status as an art when it follows the laws of nature rather than conventions borrowed from other media. He summarizes the program as faithful selection, truthful tone, differential focus, and straightforward craftsmanship from exposure to print. The student is urged to study nature closely, practice deliberately, and reject artifices that obscure structure and value. The overall message stresses that photography achieves its highest effect through clarity of intention, simplicity of means, and adherence to visual truth. The book’s sequence leaves the reader with a coherent method linking perception, technique, and presentation for consistently naturalistic results.
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    Naturalistic Photography for Students of the Art appeared in London in 1889, at the height of late Victorian Britain’s industrial confidence and scientific rigor. The city’s photographic clubs, journals, and exhibitions provided a fertile arena for technical debate, while East Anglia’s marshes and the Norfolk Broads—Emerson’s preferred field sites—supplied the rural subject matter that underwrote his philosophy. Educated in the sciences and steeped in contemporary physiology, Emerson grounded his prescriptions in the intellectual milieu of Cambridge and London. The book is thus set within a Britain transformed by machinery, railways, and mass print culture, yet still invested in depicting traditional labor and landscape with veracity and restraint.

The second industrial revolution reshaped photography between 1870 and 1890. Richard Leach Maddox’s gelatin dry plates (1871), accelerated by Charles Bennett’s rapid emulsions (1878), freed photographers from wet-plate laboratories. Orthochromatic sensitization (Hermann W. Vogel, 1873) and filter practice improved tonal fidelity, while W. Willis Jr.’s platinotype (patented 1873; improved 1879) offered subtle gradation. Karel Klíč’s photogravure (c. 1879) enabled high-quality reproduction, and halftone screening reached the press in the 1880s. Emerson’s book reflects these advances: he advocates orthochromatic plates, appropriate filters, and contact printing in platinum for truth of tone, and warns against retouching and composite practices that industrial technique had made deceptively easy.

The democratization of photography accelerated with George Eastman’s dry-plate enterprise (founded 1881) and the Kodak No. 1 camera in 1888—roll film and the slogan You press the button, we do the rest. New weekly periodicals such as The Amateur Photographer (launched 1884) created a vast community of novices. Emerson’s treatise responds to this mass amateur moment by imposing standards drawn from science and careful craft. He addresses a public suddenly empowered to make pictures, insisting that truthful rendering, controlled focus, and tonal discipline separate art from mere mechanical snapshots. The book thus mirrors a social shift from professional artisanship to popular participation in image-making.

The fiercest contemporary controversy concerned combination printing and the definition of photographic truth. Earlier showpieces—Oscar G. Rejlander’s Two Ways of Life (1857) and Henry Peach Robinson’s Fading Away (1858)—had legitimized composite imagery that imitated academic painting. By the 1880s, combination printing, negative retouching, and elaborate studio constructions dominated exhibitions of the Photographic Society of Great Britain, provoking resistance from photographers who prized unmanipulated observation. Emerson positioned himself as a reformer. He had already promoted a documentary naturalism in Life and Landscape on the Norfolk Broads (1886), and in Naturalistic Photography (1889) he articulated a program: single negatives, selective focus modeled on human vision, orthographic tone, and minimal interference. The polemic unfolded in journals such as The Photographic News and The Amateur Photographer between 1886 and 1891, and in public meetings and society salons across London. Emerson clashed with senior figures, including Robinson, over the ethics of construction and the scientific plausibility of sharp-from-front-to-back pictures. He drew on physiological optics to argue that no eye perceives uniform focus, condemning the theatrical tableau as mendacious. The dispute fed institutional realignments. In 1891 Emerson published The Death of Naturalistic Photography, a pamphlet that appeared to retreat from absolutism even as it sharpened the terms of debate; he later reasserted that photography could be art if practiced within naturalistic limits. The schism helped catalyze the 1892 formation of the Linked Ring Brotherhood, a secession from the Society that prioritized pictorial expression and independent juries. While Emerson did not lead that secession, his book provided the conceptual arsenal—scientific, ethical, and procedural—through which late Victorian photographers contested the boundaries between artifice and veracity, and reset exhibition standards in Britain and abroad.

Physiological science framed the book’s method. Hermann von Helmholtz’s Handbuch der physiologischen Optik (published in parts 1856–1866) and the Young–Helmholtz trichromatic theory underwrote discussions of accommodation, focal attention, and color sensitivity. James Clerk Maxwell’s 1861 demonstration of additive color and W. de Wiveleslie Abney’s 1880s research on spectral sensitivity informed practical recommendations on filters and emulsions. Emerson invokes these authorities to argue that pictures should mimic how the eye actually sees: a zone of clear attention surrounded by graduated diffusion and faithful tonal relations. The treatise thus mirrors a wider nineteenth-century faith in laboratory knowledge to settle aesthetic questions and standardize practice.

Emerson’s naturalism grew from sustained work in East Anglia during the Agricultural Depression (c. 1873–1896), when cheap imported grain and changing land use disrupted rural livelihoods. The Great Eastern Railway’s late nineteenth-century expansion brought tourists to the Norfolk Broads even as drainage schemes and market pressures altered wetlands labor. Reed-cutters, eel-trappers, and boatmen—subjects of Emerson’s earlier portfolios—embodied a disappearing economy. The book codifies the techniques he used to record them with dignity: contact prints, moderate apertures, and atmospheric rendering to retain truthful structure without theatrical staging. In this sense it reflects broader social anxieties about modernization, migration, and the preservation of regional ways of life.

Associational life and exhibition culture shaped how photographic ideas circulated. The Camera Club in London (founded 1885), the Photographic Convention of the United Kingdom (begun 1886), and the annual shows of the Photographic Society provided lecture platforms and juried arenas where standards were policed and contested. International fairs, notably the Exposition Universelle in Paris (1889), displayed the newest processes to vast audiences. Emerson’s prescriptions—platinum papers, photogravure portfolios, and selective focus—were propagated through these networks and debated in their journals. The book can be read as a reformist brief to such institutions, urging curators, judges, and students to elevate unmanipulated observation over theatrical fabrication.

Emerson’s work functions as a social critique of late Victorian modernization. By insisting on unembellished depictions of laboring people and landscapes, he counters metropolitan spectacle and the commodified snapshot, exposing how industrial process and mass culture could distort truth. His attacks on combination printing and excessive retouching challenge institutional authority and class-bound taste that favored painted tableaux over rural realities. The treatise implicitly defends skilled, conscientious craft against commercial shortcuts and fashionable display, and its physiological grounding contests pseudo-academic justifications for deception. In championing honest vision, Emerson’s book indicts the era’s aesthetic cynicism and calls for ethical responsibility in representing society and nature.
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Daguerre and the French Academy.

At a meeting of the French Academy of Sciences, held in Paris on the 19th day of August, 1839, Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre[1], in the presence of the flower of Parisian art, literature and science, gave a demonstration of his new discovery—the Daguerreotype. The success of the séance was complete, and the gathering of illustrious men was intoxicated with enthusiasm in favour of the Daguerreotype. It is, then, almost fifty years ago that the result of the work of the father of photography, Joseph Nicéphore de Niepce, who had died six years previously, and of the partner of his latter days—Daguerre—was given to the French public, for though Arago declared that “France had adopted the discovery and was proud to hand it as a present to the whole world,” Daguerre, sharp business man that he was, took out a patent for his process in England on the 15th of July, 1839.

It may be said, then, that for fifty years the influence of photography has been working amongst the people for better for worse; but a short half-century has photography had to develop, and we naturally feel a little curious to know what it has been doing all that time. Has the art been lying idle and stagnating, or has it been developing and extending its roots into all the industrial, scientific and artistic fields of enterprise? Let us see what this cool young goddess, born of art and science, who generally comes to stay and finally to oust the old goddesses from their temples, has been doing these fifty years.

Retrospect of progress of photography in astronomy.

In the fields of science she has been most busy. She has been giving us photographs of the moon, the stars, and even of the nebulæ. She has recorded eclipses and a transit of Venus for us. She has drawn too the Sun’s corona, and registered those great volcanic explosions which playfully take place there periodically. She has shown us that there are stars which no telescope can find, and she has in another form registered for us the composition of the sun and of many of the stars; and now she is busy mapping out the heavens. Like an all-powerful goddess, she plays with the planets and records on our plates, with delicate taps, the stars. She runs through the vast space of the kosmos doing our biddings with a precision and delicacy never equalled—in short she is fast becoming the right hand of the astronomer.

Microscopy.

Not content with her vast triumphs in space over the infinitely great, she dives down to the infinitely small, and stores up for us portraits of the disease-bearing generation of Schizomycetes[2], the stiff-necked bacteria, and the wriggling vibrio, the rolling microccus, and the fungoid actinomycosis—with deadly tresses; these she pictures for us, so that we may either keep them on small plates, or else she throws them on large screens so that we are enabled to study their structure. On these screens too we can gaze on the structure of the Proteus-like white blood corpuscle, and we are able to study the very cells of our tongues, our eyes, our bones, our teeth, our hairs, and to keep drawings of them such as man never had before. So the kindly bright goddess stints us in nothing, for wherever the microscope leads there will she be found at our bidding. With the greatness of an all-seeing mind, it matters not to her whether she draws the protococcus or the blood-cells of an elephant, whether she depicts the eroding cancer cell or the golden scale on the butterfly’s wing—anything that we ask of her she does; if we will but be patient.

Chemistry.

But the little goddess, the light-bearer, is not content with these sciences but she must needs go and woo chemistry and register the belted zones of the spectrum and tell us the mysterious secrets of the composition of matter.

Meteorology.

Meteorology, too, has claimed her, and she draws for the meteorologist the frowning nimbus and the bright rolling cumulus. She scratches quickly on his plate the lightning’s flash, and even measures the risings and fallings of the mercuries in his long glass barometers and thin-stemmed thermometers, so that the meteorologist can go and rest in the sun; and good-naturedly, too, she hints to him that his registerings are but fumblings after her precise and delicate work. |Surveying.| This versatile little goddess, too, is playing with and hinting to the surveyors how she will not be coy if they will but woo her, for, says she, “have I not already shown you how to measure the altitude of mountains, and how to project maps by my aid?”

Geography.

The geographer, too, is another lover well favoured by the dainty goddess, he always takes her on his travels now-a-days, and brings us back her inimitable drawings of skulls, savages, weapons, waterfalls, geological strata, fossils, animals, birds, trees, landscapes, and men, and we believe him when we know the light-bearer was with him, and soon in all his geographies, in all his botanies, in all his zoologies, in all his geologies, his entomologies, and all the rest of his valuable “ologies,” we shall find the crisp and inimitable drawings of his dainty companion.

Engineering.

The horny-handed engineer, too, is wooing her; he makes love to her away down in dark caissons half-buried in river beds; whilst above-ground she scatters his plans far and wide. He uses her to show how his works are growing beneath the strong arms of his horny-handed gangs, and he even uses her to determine the temperature of the depths of the sea, and the direction of oceanic currents; yes, she does the work for him and he loves her. |Medicine and Biology.| The earnest doctor and the curious biologist are amongst her lowers, and the dainty one does not disdain their work, for she knows it to be good; for though she is fickle, she is kind at heart. For them she goes into the mysterious globe of the eye; down into the hollow larynx; and into the internal ear; and drags forth drawings. The tumour-deformed leg, the tossing epileptic, the deformed leprous body, the ulcerous scalp, the unsightly skin disease, the dead brain, the delicate dissection, the galloping horse, the flying gull, and erring man does she with quick and dainty strokes draw and give her lovers the physician and biologist.

Military and naval services.

Then like the Valkyria she too delights in dire war. For her heroes she writes so finely that her letters are carried in a quill beneath a pigeon’s wing into and out of beleaguered cities. She draws hasty notes of the country for the leaders of an invading army; she preserves a record of the killed and she gives truthful drawings of the fields of battle and of the poor torn and jaded men after a battle; whilst in times of peace she draws for the officer the effects of the explosion of a shell, the path of a bullet through the air, or the water thrown on high, like a geyser, by a hidden torpedo. |Forensic medicine.| She is the warder’s friend too, for she draws the skulking thief, the greedy forger, and the cruel murderer; she draws, too, the knife that stabbed in the dark, and the dress all blood-besmirched; she detects the forged bank note, and draws without quibble the position of the overturned and splintered railway car; and she shows the scorched and gutted ruins of the burnt house for the insurance agent. |Libraries.| She has her fun, too, for she twits the librarians with the ever increasing deluge of books, and hints laughingly they must one day come to her, for she will show them how to keep a library in a tea-caddy. |Industrial arts.| The haggling tradesman she does not disdain, she will draw portraits of his fabrics to be circulated all over the world, she will copy the bad paintings and drawings done for him as advertisements by the pariahs of art. She reproduces trade-marks and signatures, and oh, naughty goddess! she even, on the sly, copies on old yellow paper old etchings and engravings so that the connoisseur does not know the new from the old. She helps in all kinds of advertising, reproducing the scenery by railways for the railway companies, sketching topographically for tourists, drawing mothers and fathers and children for the world, so that the loved ones can go across the seas and leave themselves behind in form and feature. And so that the dead may not be forgotten she soothes the living with their dear faces done in her pretty way. Nay, she even goes so far as to allow her works to be burnt on porcelain and sold in brooches, on plates and other ware.

Art.

Nor do the children love you in vain, pretty goddess, for you give them magic-lanterns, and invisible pictures of yourself; to be made visible by a little secret you tell them. You give them magic cigar-holders and stereoscopes, all this out of your bountiful lap do you scatter; but, pretty dainty light-bearer, have you no love dearer to you than all these, is there none amongst your wooers that you prefer? Yes, blush not, oh, dainty one, it is the artist who sees in you a subtler, finer aid than his sorry hand, so monkey-like in its fumblings. To him you give your delicate drawings on zinc to illustrate his books, or on copper to fill his portfolios, to him you give poems of the winds whispering amongst the reed-beds, of the waves roaring in the grey gloaming, of the laughing, bright-eyed mortal sisters of yours. To him, your favoured one, your chief love, you give the subtlety of drawing of the wind-shorn and leaf-bare oak, the spirit of the wild colts on the flowery marsh, the ripple of the river and the glancing flight of the sea-fowl. Together you and he spend days and nights, mid the streams and the woods, culling the silvery flowers of nature. Oh! bright generous little goddess, who has stolen the light from the sun for mortals, and brought it to them not in a narthex reed as did Prometheus bring his living spark, but in silvery drops to be moulded to your lover’s wish, be he star-gazer, light-breaker, wonder-seeker, sea-fighter or land-fighter, earth-roamer, seller-of-goods, judger-of-crimes, lover-of-toys, builder-of-bridges, curer-of-ills, or lover of the woods and streams.

The influence of photography on the sister arts of sculpture, painting, engraving, etching and wood-cutting during these fifty years has been tremendous, as have they influenced in turn photography. Sculpture has been, perhaps, least influenced, although without photography thousands of posthumous statues which now grace the streets and the squares of the world could not have been modelled at all, or could only have been very conventionally and unsatisfactorily modelled. As it is, they are often excellent portraits. The effect of sculpture on photography has been to induce experimentalists to attempt a production of models in clay by means of an instrument called a pantograph. It is reported that these methods succeeded, but we never saw any of the productions and have little faith in the methods.

The influence of photography on painting, on the other hand, has been nothing short of marvellous, as can be seen in the great general improvement in the drawing of movement. It is a common practice for painters to take photographs of their models and throw enlargements of these on to a screen when the outlines are boldly sketched in. Again, it is a practice for painters to study the delicate tonality of photography, which is of course quite legitimate. Another influence of photography on painting is that the painter often tries to emulate the detail of the photograph. But this was more noticeable in the early days of photography, and it had a bad effect on painting, for the painter did not know enough of photography to know that what he was striving to imitate was due to an ignorant use of the art. He thought, as many people think now-a-days, that there is an absolute and unvarying quality in all photographs. The effect on miniature painting was disastrous; it has been all but killed by photography, and we think rightly. And it must be remembered that photography killed it notwithstanding the fact that many of the best miniature painters adopted the new art as soon as they could. Newton was a photographer. Photography also killed the itinerant portrait painter who used to stump the country and paint hideous portraits for a few shillings, or a night’s lodging. Photography too, has, unfortunately, been the cause of a vast production of weak and feeble water-colours, oil-paintings and etchings. Second and third rate practitioners of these arts have simply copied photographs and supplied the colouring from their imagination, and thousands of feeble productions has been the result; this is a dishonest use of photography, but one by no means uncommon. We often have food for reflection on the gullibility of man, when we see poor paintings and etchings exhibited at “one man” exhibitions and elsewhere, which are nothing but ruined photographs; the very drawing shows that, and the time in which such a collection of paintings is painted also hints at the method. All the drawing has been done by the photographic lens, and transferred to the panel or canvas. These are the very men who decry photography. Such work is only admissible if confessed, but of course such people as this keep their method quite secret. The etchings done in this way are simply impudent. The influence of painting on photography has been great and good as a factor in the cultivation of the æsthetic faculty, but its conventionality has often been harmful.

As we have said, by the aid of photography feeble painters and etchers are able to produce fairly passable work, where otherwise their work would have been disgraceful. Wood-cutters and line engravers too gain much help from us, but they find photography a rival that will surely kill them both. We have gone into this vexed question in detail in the body of this work. One of the best and most noted wood engravers since Bewick’s time has given it as his opinion that there is no need for wood engraving now that the “processes” can so truly reproduce pictures, for, as he says, no great original genius in wood-cutting will ever be kept back by “process work,” and it is a good thing that all others should be killed.

The chief thing which at present oppresses photography is “the trade.” Print sellers have accumulated stocks of engravings and etchings and as they may not come down in price, they therefore give photogravures and photographs the cold shoulder. A print seller who would confine himself to the sale and publication of photo-etchings and photographs is sorely needed.

Such, briefly, are the effects of photography on her sister arts and of them on her.

Incredible indeed seems the all-pervading power of this light-bearing goddess. Next to printing, photography is the greatest weapon given to mankind for his intellectual advancement. The mind is lost in wonderment at the gigantic strides made by this art in its first fifty years of development, and we feel sure if any one will take the trouble to inquire briefly what photography has done and is doing in every department of life he will be astonished by the results of his inquiries.

Branches of photography.

From what has been said it is very evident that the practice of photography must be very different in the different branches of human knowledge to which it is applied.

Aim of Naturalistic photography.

The application of its practice and principles has been most ably treated in some of these branches, especially the scientific branches, but hitherto there has been no book which gives only just sufficient science for art-students and at the same time treats of the art side.

We propose in this book to treat photography from the artistic standpoint. We shall give enough science to lead to a comprehension of the principles which we adduce for our arguments for naturalistic photography, and we shall give such little instruction in art as is possible by written matter, for art we hold is to be learned by practice alone. That, then, is our aim, and no one knows better than ourselves how far short of our ideal we have fallen, but we trust the task as attempted may do a little good and lead some earnest wandering workers into the right path. We know that we have not accomplished our task without errors, all we plead is that we have endeavoured to reduce the number to a minimum, and where we have failed we trust those who detect our failures will kindly, not carpingly, communicate them to us, so that if we ever reach a second edition we may therein be regenerated.

Contents of book.

The photographic student, whose aim is to make pictures, will find in this book all directions, such as the choosing of apparatus, the science which must be learned, the pictures and sculpture which must be studied, the art canons which are to be avoided, the technique to be learned, including all manipulations; the fundamental principles of art, and a critical résumé of conventional art canons, including much other advice.

In addition to this the book is an argument for the Naturalistic school of photography, of which we preached the first gospel in an address delivered before the members of the Camera Club in London in March, 1886.[1]




1. Vide Photographic News for March 19, 1886.





The necessity of this book may not be patent to artists who do not know the photographic world, but if they will consider for a moment the present position of a student of photography, whose aim is to produce artistic work, they will see the necessity for some such work. The position of the photographic world at present is this: nearly all the text-books teach how to cultivate the scientific side of photography, and they are so diffuse that we find photo-micrography, spectrum analysis and art all mixed up together. And when we assure the artistic reader that the few books and articles published with a view to teaching art, contain résumés of Burnet’s teachings, as set forth in his well-known “Treatise on Painting;” that the widest read of these books lays down laws for the sizes of pictures as advocated by that “eminent painter Norman Macbeth;” cautions the student not to take pictures on grey days; and contains various other erroneous ideas; we say when artists know this, and in addition that there is no book in which “tone” is properly defined, they will perhaps understand the necessity for some such book as this one. Lastly, the artist must remember that photographers are very loath to listen to any one but photographers on any subject connected with their art.

To give the student a clear insight into the first principles of art is of course, as we have said, the chief aim of the book, but besides that it is an attempt to start a departure from the scientific side of photography. This departure must be made, and the time is now ripe. It should be clearly and definitely understood, that although a preliminary scientific education is necessary for all photographers, after that preliminary education the paths and aims of the scientist, industrial photographer and artist, lie widely apart. This matter should be kept constantly in view, and specialists in one branch should not meddle with other branches. The art has so extended its fields for work that there is scope, even in a sub-branch of the scientific division to occupy the full energies and attention of the most able men. At exhibitions, too, the three great divisions into which photography falls should be kept rigidly separated. The writer sees in all these branches equal good and equal use, but he sees also the necessity of keeping their aims and methods separate. That this differentiation is now possible and necessary is, from the evolutionary standpoint, the greatest sign of development. The author feels convinced that if any student is going to succeed in any one branch he must not scatter his energies, but devote himself with singlemindedness to that particular branch. Directly the aims and methods of the separate branches of the art are fully recognized[1q] there will no longer be ignorance and misunderstandings of first principles. We shall not hear a first-rate lantern slide described as artistic, because it is untouched, and we shall not hear of a “high-art” photographer criticizing photo-micrographs of bacteria, matters that none but a medical microscopist can criticize. And above all, we shall not have the hack-writer talking of our “art-science.”

We have drawn up a rough table of classification to illustrate our meaning, but of course it must be remembered that this division is arbitrary, but it would, we think, be a good working classification.

The Art of Photography.
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A.—Art Division.

Art division.

In this division the aim of the work is to give æsthetic pleasure alone, and the artist’s only wish is to produce works of art. Such work can be judged only by trained artists, and the aims and scope of such work can be fully appreciated only by trained artists. Photographers who qualify themselves by an art training, and their works alone, belong to this class. They alone are artists. Included in this class would be original artists, first-rate photo-etchers, and typo-blockmakers, whose aim is to reproduce in facsimile all the artistic quality of original works of art. Such photographers should have an artistic training without fail, as all the best have had.

B.—Science Division.

Science Division.

In this division the aim of the work is to investigate the phenomena of nature, and by experiment to make new discoveries, and corroborate or falsify old experiments. The workers in this great and valuable department of photography may be divided into—


	
a. Scientific experimentalists in all branches of science.

	
b. Chemists and spectrum-analysts.

	
c. Astronomers.

	
d. Microscopists.

	
e. Engineers.

	
f. Military and naval photographers.

	
g. Meteorologists.

	
h. Biologists.

	
i. Geographers.

	
j. Geologists.

	
k. Medical men.

	
l. Physicists.

	
m. Anthropologists.



These sub-divisions include all that vast host of trained scientific men who are photographers in connection with their work. Their aim is the advancement of science.

C.—Industrial Division.

Industrial Division.

This class includes that great majority of the photographic world—the craftsmen. These men have learned the methods of their craft, and go on from day to day meeting the industrial requirements of the age, producing good useful work, and often filling their pockets at the same time. Their aim is utilitarian, but in some branches they may at the same time aim to give an æsthetic pleasure by their productions, but this is always subordinated to the utility of the work. When they aim at giving this æsthetic pleasure as well, they become art-craftsmen.

Amongst these craftsmen are included photographers who will take any one or anything if paid to do so, such forming what is known as “professional photographers.”

All reproducers of pictures, patterns, &c., by photo-mechanical processes, in which the aim is not solely æsthetic pleasure, as in reproducing topographic views. All plate makers. Transparency, opal, lantern-slide, and stereoscopic slide makers. All facsimile photographers; photographers of pictures, statuary, &c. All makers of invisible photographs, magic cigar photographs. All operators who work under the guidance of artists or scientists for pay, they not having artistic and scientific training themselves, as in the preparation of lantern slides for a biologist. All enlargers, operators, spotters, printers, retouchers, mounters, &c. Producers of porcelain pictures. Producers of facsimile type blocks and copper plates, with no artistic aim, et id genus omne. All photographs produced for amusement by the untrained in art or science. All photographers who produce pattern photographs, “bits” of scenery, and animals for draughtsmen to work from.

It will thus be clear to the student that all these photographers serve useful purposes and each is invaluable in his way, but we repeat the aim of the three groups of photographers is very different and quite distinct, as distinct as in draughtmanship are the etchings of Rembrandt, the scientific drawings of Huxley, and the pattern plates of a store catalogue. All are useful in their place, and who shall dare to say which is more useful than the other; but all are distinct, and can in no way be compared with one another or classed together any more than can the poems of Mr. Swinburne, the text of Professor Tyndall’s “Light,” and the Blue-books. All can be good in their way, but the aims and methods of the one must not be confounded with the aims and methods of the other, and we fear that such is the case in the photographic world at present.

“Amateur” and “professional” photographers.

There is one obstacle which we must clear from the student’s path in this introduction, and that is the confusion of the terms “professional” and “amateur,” as used in the photographic world; for in this world it must be understood that these terms are used as in no other world. Briefly, photographers mean by “professional” one who gains his living by photography, and an “amateur” means one who does not practise photography for his living. The folly of this is obvious, for by this definition the greatest English scientific photographer, Captain Abney, is an “amateur” and the sands photographer at Margate is a “professional.”

This anomalous definition of the two classes has led journalists into strange errors and mistakes. We remember one journal, which prides itself upon its accuracy, breaking into satirical writing because the judges at a certain photographic exhibition were to be “amateurs.” Of course the journalist who wrote that article used “amateur” in the ordinary English sense, and hence his amusement; but, as we have shown, he made a great error in fact.

In reality professional photographers are those who have studied one branch of photography thoroughly, and are masters of all its resources, and no others. It is no question of £ s. d., this “professional” and “amateur” question, but a question of knowledge and capacity. An amateur is a dabbler without aim, without thorough knowledge, and often without capacity, no matter how many of his productions he may sell. We think, then, the words “professional” and “amateur” should be abolished from the photographic world, until that day shall arise when there is a central training and examining body, that shall have the power of making real professional photographers, when all possessing a diploma would be professionals and all others amateurs.

A college of photography and diplomas.

We fondly hope that a college of photography may one day be instituted, where a good art and science training may be obtained, where regular classes will be held by professors and regular terms kept, and where some sort of distinguishing diploma as Member of the Royal Photographic College will be given to all who pass certain examinations. The M.R.P.C. would then have a status, and the profession which would then exist—but only exists as a trade now—would be able to draw up salutary laws for the government and good behaviour of its members, and the status of photography would be everywhere raised. The diploma of F.R.P.C. (Fellow of the Royal Photographic College) could be given to distinguish photographers at home and abroad as an honorary title.

But if such an institution is to have weight it must procure a charter. Money must be obtained to give honorariums to the lecturers, and the lectureships must be held by the best men. To begin with, all photographers in practice could be admitted upon passing a very simple examination in the subjects of elementary education and photography. If ever such a thing is brought about—and we trust it may be—we should find many gentlemen of education would join the ranks, as indeed they are doing now; and with the taste and education they brought to the work, we should see them working quietly in studios like painters, and the “show-case” and the vulgar mounts with medals and other decorations, and the “shop-window,” and the “shop-feeling” would all disappear. We need not despair if we will all do what is in us to kill “vulgarity,” for painters were not so well off as most photographers are now but a very few decades ago. What gives us hope for these golden days is the fact that we number in our ranks in some branch or the other probably more intellectual men than any other calling. We have an emperor, and quite a profusion of royal-blooded wights and aristocrats, whilst every learned profession gives us of its best. Law, medicine, art, science, all contribute largely important members to swell our ranks.

Here, then, we must end our introductory remarks, and we wish the student who comes to the study of photography with capacity and earnestness all success.

P. H. E.

Chiswick, July, 1888.
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TERMINOLOGY AND ARGUMENT.
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“The dignity of the snow-capped mountain is lost in distinctness, but the joy of the tourist is to recognize the traveller on the top. The desire to see, for the sake of seeing, is, with the mass, alone the one to be grasped, hence the delight in detail.”

J. M. Whistler.



CHAPTER I.

TERMINOLOGY.
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Terminology.

It were better at the outset to define our terms, for nothing leads more certainly to confusion in studying a subject than a hazy conception of the meanings of words and expressions. Perhaps in no branch of writing have words so many meanings as in writings on Art, where every expositor seems intent upon having his own word or expression. For this reason we wish clearly to define the words and art expressions in use in this book. Not, be it understood, that we claim in any way for any definitions that they are the rigid and final definitions of the expressions used, but we define what we mean by certain words and terms so that the reader may understand clearly the text in which such words occur, our aim being to be clear and to avoid all empty phraseology.

Analysis.

Seizing the impression of natural objects, and rendering this impression in its essentials has been called analyzing nature; and the impression so rendered is an analysis.

Art.

Art is the application of knowledge for certain ends.[2q] But art is raised to Fine Art[5] when man so applies this knowledge that he affects the emotions through the senses, and so produces æsthetic pleasure[4] in us; and the man so raising an art into a fine art is an artist. Therefore the real test as to whether the result of any method of expression is a fine art or not, depends upon how much of the intellectual element is required in its production. Thus Photography may be, and is, in the hands of an artist, a method of expression producing works of fine art, because no such works can be produced in photography by a man who is not an artist; whereas organ-grinding is a mode of expressing music, but the result is not a fine art, because no intellect, and therefore no artist, is required to produce the expression; a monkey might produce as good music on a hand-organ as could a Beethoven.

Art-science.

A compound term applied by some writers to photography, and by others to all crafts founded upon science. It is an absurd term, and its use should be strongly discouraged. It is to be found in no good dictionary. It is an unmeaning expression, because photography is an art founded upon science, just as is etching, and to call photography an “art-science” is to show imperfect knowledge of the English language, and especially of the meaning of the two words of which the compound is formed—art and science.

Artistic.

A word greatly misused by photographers. When applied to a person, it means one trained in art, and when applied to a work, it means leaving the impression of an artist’s handiwork; and this photographers should not forget, neither should they forget that an artist has been trained in art. This should especially be borne in mind by those who dub themselves “artist-photographers,” whatever they may mean by that compound. Photographers should wait for other people to call them artists, and when artists call a photographer a brother artist, he will probably deserve the title, and not before. In the same way they should refrain from calling things artistic or inartistic, for it must be remembered that to use these words aright implies that the speaker possesses a knowledge of art.

Breadth.

Is a term used to describe simple arrangements of light and shade of colour, which produce a sense of the largeness and space of nature. All great work has breadth, all petty work is devoid of it; for petty minds cannot see the breadth in nature, so they are naturally unable to get it into their work.

Colour.

“This theory of what constitutes fine colour is one of the peculiar traits of the old-time painters, and of the landscape critic who studies nature in the National Gallery. If one may judge by their remarks or by the examples they worship, a painting to be fine in colour must first of all be brown, or at least yellow; the shadows must all be hot and transparent; lakes and crimsons must be used freely, while a certain amount of very deep blue should be introduced somewhere, that the rest of the picture may appear the warmer by the contrast. Above all things it must not be natural, or it ceases to be fine and sinks to the level of the commonplace. In fact, these colourists appear to admire a picture from just the same point of view they would an Indian carpet, a Persian rug, old tapestry, or any other conventional design, and seem to judge of it by similar standards; if one suggests that it has no resemblance to what it claims to represent, they reply, ‘Ah, but it is a glorious frame, full of colour!’ But colour in painting can only be really fine so far as it is true to nature. A grey picture may be just as fine in colour as the most gorgeous. Beauty in colour, as in form, depends on its fitness and truth.”—T. F. Goodall.

The vulgar view of fine colour is easily explained on evolutionary grounds, it is but a harking back to the instincts of the frugivorous apes—our ancestors.

Creative artist.

There is much misconception as to the use of the word “creator” in the arts. Some think only those gentlemen who paint mythological pictures, or story-telling pictures, are creators. Of course such distinction is absurd; any artist is a creator when he produces a picture or writes a poem; he creates the picture or speech by which he appeals to others. He is the author, creator, or whatever you like to call him, he is responsible for its existence.

Fine art.

Versifying, Prose-writing, Music, Sculpture, Painting, Photography, Etching, Engraving, and Acting, are all arts, but none is in itself a fine art, yet each and all can be raised to the dignity of a fine art when an artist by any of these methods of expression so raises his art by his intellect to be a fine art. For this reason every one who writes verse and prose, who sculpts, paints, photographs, etches, engraves, is not necessarily an artist at all, for he does not necessarily have the intellect, or use it in practising his art. It has long been customary to call all painters and sculptors artists, as it has long been customary in Edinburgh to call all medical students doctors. But in both cases the terms are equally loosely applied. Our definition, then, of an artist is a person who whether by verse, prose, sculpture, painting, photography, etching, engraving, or music, raises his art to a fine art by his work, and the works of such artist alone are works of art.

High art.

In a word, high and low art are absurd terms, no art is high or low. Art is either good or bad art, not high or low, except when skied or floored at exhibitions. “High art” and “higher artistic sense” we shall not use because they are meaningless terms, for if they are not meaningless then every picture falls under one or other category, high or low; if so let some one classify all pictures into these two divisions and he will find himself famous—as the laughing-stock of the world.

Ideal.

A volume might be written on this word, but it would be a volume of words with little meaning. As applied to art, the meaning of “ideal” has generally been that of something existing in fancy or in imagination, something visionary, an imaginary type of perfection. G. H. Lewes says, “Nothing exists but what is perceived;” we would say, nothing exists for us but what is perceived, and this we would make a first principle of all art. A work of pictorial art is no abstract thing, but a physical fact, and must be judged by physical laws. If a man draws a monster which does not exist, what is it? It is but a modified form of some existing thing or combination of things, and is after all not half so terrible as many realities. What is more terrible than some of the snakes than the octopus, than the green slimy crabs of our own waters? Certainly none of the dragons and monsters drawn from the imagination is half so horrible. Did the great Greek artist, Æschylus, describe a dragon as gnawing at the liver of Prometheus? No, he simply drew the picture of a vulture as being sufficiently emblematic. But let us assume, for the sake of argument, that the dragon is more dreadful than any reality, even then the pictorial and glyptic artist cannot use it, for as he has no model to work from, the technique will necessarily be bad, there will be no subtleties of tone, of colour, of drawing, all which make nature so wonderful and beautiful. The dragon will be a pure caricature, that is all. Again, some people consider it wonderful that a painter takes a myth and renders it on canvas, and he is called “learned” and “scholarly” for this work. But what does he do? Let us say he wishes to paint the Judgment of Paris. He, if he is a good painter, will paint the background from physical matter, shaped as nearly like the Greek as possible, and he will paint the Paris and the ladies from living models. The work may be perfect technically, but where is the Greek part of it; what, then, does the painter rely upon? Why, the Greek story, for if not why does he not call it by a modern name? But no, he relies upon the well-known story—the Judgment of Paris—in fact he is taking the greater part of the merit that belongs to another man. The story of the Judgment of Paris is not his, yet it is that which draws the public; and these men are called original, and clever, and learned. Jean François Millet, in one of his scenes of Peasant Life, has more originality than all of these others put together. Many people, not conversant with the methods of art, think artists draw and paint and sculpt things “out of their heads.” Well, some do, but no good artist ever did. We have in our possession a beautiful low relief in marble, done from a well-known Italian model in London. The work is as good as any work the Greeks did, the type is most admirable, and it was done by one of the sternest naturalistic sculptors of to-day.
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