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“I drifted into photography like one drifts
into prostitution. First I did it to please
myself, then I did it to please my friends,
and eventually I did it for the money.”
PHILIPPE HALSMAN
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





SNAP


THE FIRST RECORDED USE of “snapshot” was by Sir Henry Hawker, according to the Oxford English Dictionary. The reference was to his recently shot bag of game, largely achieved “by snapshot, a hurried shot, taken without deliberate aim.” “Snap” comes from 15th-century Dutch and Low German, based on snavel—a bird’s bill or beak.





IN THE BEGINNING


JOSEPH NIÉPCE (born 1765 in Chalon-sur-Saône, France) changed his first name to Nicéphore in honor of St Nicephorus of Constantinople. The British now glumly acknowledge that he invented photography, rather than their hero, Fox Talbot. With his brother Claude, Niépce also invented the Pyréolophore, an internal-combustion engine running on dust derived from a species of moss.


In 1825, he managed to fix this photographic image using bitumen dissolved in lavender oil. The exposure in a camera obscura ran to eight hours and shows the view across the courtyard at his home. His later collaboration with Louis Daguerre produced the Physautotype, also using the ubiquitous lavender oil. After Niépce’s death in 1833, Daguerre went on to devise a more practical method, the patent for which was bought by the French government, and Niépce’s descendants were eventually voted a pension in appreciation. A forbiddingly large stone monument stands at the side of the Route Départementale 906 just outside Saint Loup de Varennes, boldly asserting in very tall capital letters that “in this village, Nicéphore Niépce invented photography in 1822.”
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“Anything more than 500 yards from the car just isn’t photogenic.”
EDWARD WESTON








LEITZ AND BARNACK


ERNST LEITZ (b. 1906) JOINED the family optical business aged 18 as an apprentice and was appointed managing director at the age of only 24. At the end of World War I the head of camera development at the Leitz company was Oskar Barnack, an asthmatic engineer looking for a lightweight alternative to the bulky plate-cameras, tripods, and associated equipment of the time. Ernst Leitz approved Barnack’s prototype camera in 1923. It used the 35mm cinéfilm format, which had been standardized in 1909, but by running the film horizontally through the camera, the usable frame size was doubled—to 24 × 36 mm. A production version named Leica I (for Leitz camera) was finally put on sale in 1925. Later refinements included a rangefinder and an extended range of shutter-speeds. Several variations of the original design were produced until 1960 and were superseded by the M-series cameras.
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Oskar Barnack’s original “Ur-Leica,” made in 1913.









AN UNLIKELY COMBINATION


HENRY PEACH ROBINSON and Oscar Gustave Rejlander were the first practitioners of “combination printing”. This was a process in which meticulously planned negatives were cut together to form a montage, sometimes a moral narrative, but very often of domestic scenes involving sickness and death. Robinson operated in Leamington Spa as a portrait photographer, while Rejlander was in Wolverhampton gaining a reputation for erotic photography. Both were founding members of the Birmingham Photographic Society, but Robinson became seriously ill from exposure to darkroom chemicals and had to give up studio work aged only 34. Rejlander finally redeemed his dubious reputation by selling a ten-guinea print of an improving nature to Queen Victoria.






ANIMAL LOCOMOTION


EADWEARD J. MUYBRIDGE (born Edward James Muggeridge in England in 1830) is known for his photographs of people and animals in motion. Working in 1855 as a bookseller in San Francisco, he returned to England after an injury in a stagecoach accident. Back in the USA in 1866, he met the former state governor, Leland Stanford, who wanted to resolve an argument about whether a galloping horse’s hooves ever completely leave the ground and commissioned Muybridge in 1872 to provide the evidence.


Five years of experiment produced the definitive sequence, a period in which Muybridge found time to murder his wife’s lover (probable father of his young son) and be acquitted on the grounds of justifiable homicide. Muybridge and Stanford later fought over Leland’s publication of the images (see Nippon Kogaku Kogyo Kabushikigaisha), but Muybridge acquired new patrons. Their support enabled his masterwork Human and Animal Locomotion. Muybridge recycled the stop-motion idea to make a “Zoopraxiscope,” a sequence of pictures pasted inside a rotating drum. Viewed from the outside, slits in the drum momentarily reveal each image, giving the illusion of motion through persistence of vision. Muybridge returned to England in 1894 and died ten years later in Liverpool.


[image: Illustration]





ACRONYMS: A


APO Apochromatic: the ordinary convex lens focuses different wavelengths (colors) of light at different distances behind the lens, giving a soft image. The apochromatic lens has three or more elements cemented together and focuses the different wavelengths into a sharp image on a common plane.


APS Advanced Photo System: a film format and camera system introduced in 1996. It featured a disposable cassette resembling the familiar 35mm container, though with a smaller usable film area. Ultimately overtaken by the advent of digital cameras and now effectively obsolete.


ASA American Standards Association: a numerical measure of film sensitivity. Thus, 50 ASA, a “slow” film, denotes a relatively insensitive (though fine-grained) emulsion, while 800 ASA (more coarse-grained) “fast” film is designed to be used in low light conditions.






INSTANT GRATIFICATION


EDWIN HERBERT LAND (b. 1909) invented the world’s most successful instant-picture system in 1947. He had previously failed to complete his degree at Harvard, but did succeed in developing a polarizing film which found applications in photography and, more profitably, in making sunglasses. Land worked for the military during World War II, producing goggles for enhancing night-vision and a viewing system to assist the interpretation of aerial photographs. The 1947 Land Camera (black-and-white only) sandwiched the exposed negative with a second sheet which would become the finished print. The sandwiched sheets passed through rollers, which spread a chemical compound between them. During a minute’s development (longer in cold weather) the negative image is transferred to the print sheet.


After many more years’ experimentation, instant color photography arrived in 1963. An extremely complex sandwich comprised a negative with layers sensitive to red, green, and blue light. Under each of these is a dye layer in the complementary color—cyan, magenta, and yellow respectively. Red light falling on the red-sensitive layer, for example, is blocked from reaching the underlying cyan dye, but passes through to the other two layers, magenta and yellow. On development, effected by pulling the sandwich out of the camera through pressure rollers, the activated magenta and yellow dyes combine to produce red. The SX-70 camera, introduced in 1972, used a new film, which was automatically ejected from the camera after exposure, and revealed the image in daylight. The Polaroid Corporation was engulfed by the arrival of digital imaging and filed for bankruptcy protection in 2001. The Polaroid brand is still in use, but production of instant-picture cameras and film had ceased by 2009.





ARTHUR FELLIG


BETTER KNOWN AS WEEGEE, Arthur (originally Usher) Fellig arrived in New York from Ukraine with his family in 1909. In the 1930s he began photographing the city’s street life and by 1938 had acquired a police-band radio in his car, with the blessing of the authorities. His apparent prescience in arriving at the scene of murders and accidents gained him the Weegee nickname (derived from the spiritualists’ “Ouija” board). Equipped with a 4 × 5 inch Speed Graphic camera, a pocketful of flashbulbs, and a complete darkroom in the trunk of his car, he dominated the New York newspaper photo scene for two decades, later becoming a consultant (and actor) in Hollywood. He is credited as the stills photographer on the movie Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb.






BOKEH


APANESE WORD FOR SENILITY or dizziness and, by extension, haze or blur, but in photographic terms it refers to the different qualities of out-of-focus effects seen in the background of pictures with a shallow plane of focus. It is distinguished from simple blur by the appearance, for example, of distinctly shaped out-of-focus highlights. These are usually formed as a function of the shape of the lens aperture at the moment of exposure. At full aperture, the highlights appear circular, but a lens set to a small aperture (with a conventional bladed aperture mechanism) can produce polygonal highlights with the same number of sides as blades in the lens. So-called “good” bokeh has these highlight edges softly rendered and therefore not distracting from the focused image. High-quality lenses tend to have curved aperture blades, which decrease the polygonal appearance.




“I have often thought that if photography were difficult in the true sense of the term—meaning that the creation of a simple photograph would entail as much time and effort as the production of a good watercolor or etching—there would be a vast improvement in total output. The sheer ease with which we can produce a superficial image often leads to creative disaster.”
ANSEL ADAMS








BLINKING IN THE LIGHT


THE EXTREMELY INSENSITIVE emulsions available in the early days of photography led to extended exposure times, even though newly built “daylight studios” were equipped with large skylights. Portrait sitters routinely had their heads clamped immobile until the introduction of an artificial light source borrowed from the theater, and slowly improving emulsions allowed shorter exposures. Using “limelight” involved heating a lump of lime (calcium carbonate) in an oxygen-rich flame. However, the intense, unsympathetic light gave a ghoulish appearance to portraits as the sitters squinted and winced. One solution proved to be magnesium ribbon or powder, giving a briefer burst of light, but this also filled the studio with toxic fumes. It was not until the late 1870s that an electric-powered system, using arc-lights, became a practical proposition for studio photography.






CAREER PROSPECTS


IN 2021, THE BUREAU of Statistics of the US Department of Labor estimated that there were 41,600 professional photographers in the USA, earning an annual average (mean) of $50,290. There were just over twice as many people working as dentists, making an average of just over $180,830 annually. At the same time there were 658,120 lawyers enjoying a median $148,910 per annum. The few remaining operators of photographic processing equipment could expect to get an average $18.94 an hour.





ONKA-BONKA


A COLLOQUIAL TERM used by movie and TV studio lighting technicians: a kind of universal joint for extending a lighting set-up. In the absence of an onka-bonka, gaffer tape can be used to achieve a temporary fix.





PIGEON CAM


JULIUS NEUBRONNER, a German phar m acist, used homing pigeons to collect prescriptions and deliver the required medications, the lighter items only, to a local sanatorium. Bemused by the delay of a month in the return of one of his pigeons, he decided to equip the bird with a lightweight camera of his own design in order to discover what the bird had been doing.


Equipped with the new contraption, the pigeon was released around 60 miles from its home loft, and a pneumatic timer operated the shutter after a pre-set interval. Neubronner’s efforts to secure a patent were eventually rewarded, but the outbreak of World War I saw all his pigeons and equipment, including twin-lens and stereoscopic devices, commandeered by the military. Reconnaissance by pigeon was not a success, so the birds reverted to their rôle as messengers. Reports suggested that a number of pigeons were captured by starving soldiers.
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TREASURE TROVE


IN 2010 RICK NORSIGIAN paid $45 for a cache of glass plates, possibly by Ansel Adams, at a garage sale. A backstory suggested the plates had survived a fire in Adams’ Yosemite studio in 1937. The Adams Foundation contested the attribution and successfully sued when Norsigian began selling prints as genuine Adams images. As of 2021, a website offers the images as made by “a Currently Unnamed Modernist Photographer from the 1920s.”
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