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ABSTRACT 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

In April 2014, I was privileged to have a body of work entitled ‘Spirit of the Druid, Lawrenny’, 

exhibited in Narbeth’s, Oriel Q Gallery. Following this exhibition I approached other galleries in 

Pembrokeshire in the hope of exhibiting further.  My approaches were greeted with negativity. It 

became apparent that, certainly in South West Wales, the medium of photography was not 

recognised as an art form. David Randell of The Waterfront Gallery explained to me that the 

gallery already had too many photographs and that he needed “to take some down in order to 

make more space for real art” (Randell, 2014, Appendix I)   

 

As a Fine Art Photographer my aim is to produce interesting, thought provoking bodies of work, 

consisting of images taken using camera and lighting. I am now questioning whether or not that 

makes me an artist. Moreover, does it matter what ‘I am’, as long as my work is creative and 

honest. I am beginning to realise that my job title, as it were, is irrelevant. It is the product of my 

creativity that is of most importance. Furthermore, and of significant importance to my practice, 

assuming my work is of a relevant fine art quality, will it ever be truly considered as art, and 

appropriate to be shown in art specific galleries? 

 

These questions join a discourse that has been on-going since the first images were produced in 

the early 1800’s. However, one gallerist in Cardiff believes that the advent of the digital camera 

has confused the issue further. Gardener, of Gallery Ten does not represent any photographers.  

She believes there is a “grey area with selling ‘digital’ photography, the issue of who actually 

owns the image, and [...] if there’s another hundred, two hundred, thousand of the same image 

being produced (Gardener, 2014, Appendix II)  

 

My essay will address this question and although I am confident of generating fresh and thought 

provoking ideas, I am also confident that the debate with regard to the status of photography as 

an art form will continue for as long as there are images being produced by photographers.  

 

Jane Eve Dixon    2014 
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INTRODUCTION 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

“The digital camera has killed the art of photography” 
2
 

 

Taken in its simplest form, the above quote is concerned with the effect of the digital camera on 

photography. However, it is notable that Machin (2014, Appendix III) considers photography, in 

its pure analogue state, to be an art form. Through my practice in the field of photography, I have 

become aware that photography as a whole is not regarded as having the same cultural worth as 

other art forms, particularly with reference to its standing alongside paintings. It is the purpose of 

this essay to form a considered opinion on the position of photography, both analogue and 

digital, as it is perceived in the contemporary world of art.  

 

There are three relevant and pertinent questions that need addressing before a considered opinion 

can be formed and, in order to structure these questions in an appropriate manner, the essay will 

be divided into three chapters. 

 

Chapter one will start by assessing the terms, work of art and artist, and their relevance to 

photography. The first relevant question, hierarchal ranking of medium within the arts, will then 

be addressed, citing Danto, Givens, Plato, Aristotle, and Pliny to theoretically contextualise the 

analysis. As a result of this discussion, the advent of photography and how it shares unlikely 

comparisons with painting, will be considered with regard to its acceptance as an art form. 

Reference will be made to the work of Artes Mundi, Saatchi, and the Royal Society of 

Photographers. 

 

Chapter two will examine the way analogue photography has progressed towards its acceptance 

as an art form. Consideration will then be given to the essay’s title statement: “The digital 

camera has killed the art of photography” (Machin, Appendix III). By considering the process of  

 

                                                 
2

 Quote by John Machin of PJ Cameras As hands-on company director he has 40 years experience with 

photographers of all disciplines, amateur and professional, and is a recognised authority on the subject                                                
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digital photography comparably to analogue photography, the essay will attempt to establish a 

criterion by which one or both,  might be considered to be an art form. The work of 

photographers Stieglitz, Strand, the Bechers, White and Blakemore will be assessed alongside 

the theories of Langer and Tolstoy.  

 

The third chapter will address the question of recognition, highlighting postmodernism and 

modern technology within the contemporary art world and considering the view of the gallerists. 

The artist’s integrity and the concerns of mass-production will be addressed. Furthermore, the 

unethical use of digital photography, for personal advancement, will be highlighted. In the World 

Press Photo competition of 2010, a winning photographer was found to have digitally removed 

the sight of a man’s foot which he felt detracted from the image. The competition rules stated 

that ‘The content of the image must not be altered’ and the winning photographer was 

disqualified. (Zhang, 2010) Consideration will be given to the analogy between modern day 

manipulation and the manner in which successful theorists and artists used their power and 

recognition in the past, before and during the advent of photography, to further their own ends
3
.  

Attention will be given to the work and successes of contemporary installation artists, painters 

and photographers; Emin and Hirst, Hockney and Kasson; Sherman, Gursky, and Billingham.  

 

The role of this essay is primarily to address the position of photography as it is measured within 

the contemporary world of art. It is therefore relevant that, in summing up, priority will be given 

to the findings of each of  three pertinent questions in turn: 

 ‘The Question of Hierarchy: The Question of Process: The Question of Recognition:’ 

However, it is of further relevance to question, whether or not, the development of digital 

technology and the digital camera have had a negative effect on the acceptance of photography 

as an art form. This essay will conclude with a measured evaluation of the significance of the 

impact of the digital camera; a final evaluation of the opening statement, “The digital camera has 

killed the art of photography”.  

                                                 
3
 See page 20; da Vinci’s Paragone  and page 23; Newton’s opening speech to the RPS 
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CHAPTER ONE – A Question of Hierarchy            
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Examining the Terms ‘art’ and ‘artist’ in an Historical Context 

In order to consider the question of whether or not photography is an art form, it is appropriate to 

firstly consider the definitions of the terms, work of art and artist, to establish how they might be 

applicable to photography.  

 

The Arts Council of England considers itself to have a contemporary view of the inclusiveness of 

art, supporting Combined Arts, Dance, Literature, Music, Theatre and the Visual Arts (Arts 

Council England, 2014). It is therefore reasonable to state that artists can be considered to be 

painters, sculptors, writers, musicians, dancers and photographers amongst others. However, it is 

also possible that their view is not the established view of the art world as a whole.  

 

With this in mind, let us initially consider the contemporary definition of the term photographer. 

According to Chambers’ dictionary, a photographer is ‘someone who takes photographs, 

especially professionally’ (Schwarz, 1997). Furthermore, a professional is defined as to be 

‘earning a living from something that is usually a pastime’ (Schwarz, 1997). The reference to 

professional is also in the definitions for writers, musicians and dancers. However, in defining 

the terms painter and sculptor, Chambers makes no mention of the significance of practicing in 

the capacity of a professional. It is likely that the sensitivity of the varying practices and their 

hierarchal positions as viewed historically creates the difference (Danto, 2013 : 99). 

Nevertheless, if the term professional is also a signifier of the superior quality of the work, then 

we should consider another definition.  

 

Chambers’ definition of a work of art is a ‘painting or sculpture of high quality’ (Schwarz, 

1997).  Therefore, if one take’s this definition as absolute, it follows that, by exclusion, works 

created through mediums other than painting and sculptures, regardless of quality, would not be 

classified as works of art. However, as can be seen in numerous high end exhibitions and 

galleries, contemporary works extend way beyond the medium of painting and sculpture. A  
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striking example of this would be Artes Mundi, with exhibits from an extensive variety of 

mediums (Mundi, 2014)).  “No forms of art are excluded. We have had many diverse exhibits 

within our shortlisted artists.” states Martins (Appendix IV). Hanging in the entrance to the 2012 

exhibition, a visitor was greeted by the exquisite tapestry work of Miriam Bäckström, Smile as if 

we have already won, a work that would have been considered as an applied art and ranked 

within low art genre of Arts and Crafts, in the mid 1800’s. (See Fig. 1 & 2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

P
ag

e1
2

 

 

 

Fig. 1 Miriam Bäckström, Smile as if we have already won, 2012 Tapestry 

 

 

Fig. 2 Miriam Bäckström, Smile as if we have already won, 2012 Tapestry 
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There is, however a second definition in Chambers’ which refers to works of art as being 

‘anything constructed or composed with obvious skill and elegance’ (Schwarz, 1997). With 

regard to the use of the term ‘anything’; this definition is more compatible with the 

contemporary way of thinking, as will be demonstrated in this essay. Danto, (2013 : 128) states, 

‘Today art can be made of anything, put together with anything, in the service of presenting any 

ideas whatsoever.’ The difficulty arises with regard to the judgement of whether or not a 

contemporary work has been ‘constructed with obvious skill and elegance’.  Once again this is a 

reference to the significance of quality. This leads us to question as to who are the recognised 

authorities that decide what are to be considered as works of art. Moreover, on what criterion do 

these authorities base their judgement?   

 

Perry considers that quality ‘is seriousness. That’s the most valued currency in the art world’ 

(Perry, 2013). However, he does also validate the power of the collector and references the art 

collector , Saatchi’s, influence in the 1990’s. (Perry,  2013) 

 

Saatchi’s move from advertising to becoming a patron of contemporary art enabled recognition 

for the avant-garde artists of the eighties, such as Hirst and Emin (Thomas, 2003). A group of 

artists led by Hirst became known as the YBAs and it is likely that through the patronage of 

Saatchi, they changed not only the public perception of art but also advanced the curatorial 

acceptance of the use of alternative mediums (Tate Gallery, 2000). It is clear that this 

contemporary view indicates that the quality of a piece of art can override the medium used to 

create it; this view is in contradiction to the historical mind-set which discounted certain 

mediums regardless of quality (Danto, 2013 : 99-115). It is further clear that even disregarding 

the consideration of quality, there is complexity in defining what should be considered as a work 

of art.  
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There are those that questioned the quality of Hirst’s work, linking it in quality alongside Emin’s 

Bed saying ‘it is Con Art, the so-called Conceptual Art movement’ (Spalding, 2012).  

Nevertheless, regardless of the fact that Emin’s My Bed (1998) ‘divided the critics’, it not only  

made her famous, it was also sold for £2.2 million when, just sixteen years later, it was auctioned 

at Christies in July 2014 (The Telegraph, 2014).  (See Figs. 3 & 4).  

 

In patronizing their work, Saatchi legitimised it. However, in 2011, Saatchi, who is now 

considered to be ‘one of the most important art collectors of his generation’ stated his disdain for 

the art world when he said “my dark little secret is that I don't actually believe many people in 

the art world have much feeling for art and simply cannot tell a good artist from a weak one, 

until the artist has enjoyed the validation of others ” (Barret, 2011). And yet, it is still the case 

that whatever he puts his name to becomes a recognised work of art. In contrast to Saatchi, the 

recognised authorities of historical note were primarily philosophers. 
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Fig. 3 Tracy Emin, My Bed, 1998 Mattress, linens, pillows and objects 

 

Fig. 4 Tracy Emin, My Bed, 2012 Mattress, linens, pillows and objects 
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The ‘Hierarchy within the Arts’ in an Historical Context: 400BC to 1853 

 

As long ago as 400BC there were debates on the importance of the philosophy of art and its 

scholarly ranking when considered alongside the material product of the arts. Plato disputed the 

validity of mimetic art by offering the challenge ‘let us assure our sweet friend and sister arts of 

imitation, that if she will only prove her title to exist in a well ordered State we shall be delighted 

to receive her’ (Givens, 1991:124) Although much has been written and debated about Plato’s 

theory of art, which favoured the ranking of the philosophy of art over poetry and the physical 

aesthetic, a great deal has also been written regarding Aristotle’s resistance to the theories of 

Plato. (Givens, 1991:124) 

 

Even though it is outside of the intent of this essay to extensively challenge the soundness of 

Plato’s ideas, an interesting inclusion is the ambiguity with which Plato expounded his ideas on 

representation. Plato theorised that philosophy of art should be ranked as superior to the products 

of art because philosophy is concerned with ideas whereas the product relates to illusion. 

However, he expanded his theory by arguing that imitative representation through art, however 

accurate, can influence the human mind and be corruptive to the populace (Givens 1991:121-

133). It is evident that Plato’s theory of mimesis is in direct conflict with his theory that art is 

based on illusion. The indications are, that even in Greek Classical times, the hierarchal debate 

was born from desire for supremacy as opposed from a search for the truth (Stecker, 1992 : 47-

52). The contradictions in Plato’s theories indicate that his attack on the arts was born from 

concern for loss of position and ‘his philosophic loyalties’ as opposed to being from well 

considered philosophy (Partee, 1970-71 cited in Givens 1991 : 121). However, this idea 

stimulated much debate and, as Givens (1991:121) points out, ‘the attack on art he (Plato) 

espoused was tangible enough in its repercussions’.   

 

History has shown that time after time artists have attempted to elevate their practice in order to 

be seriously considered alongside the theoretical structure of philosophy. Furthermore, Plato’s 

theory of art was arguably recognised, though questioned, right up until the end of the eighteenth  
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century when the idea of mimesis finally collapsed and ‘the mimetic paradigm was again ... 

perceived as the degree of likeness to a model attainable through art, and not the model itself’ 

(Givens, 1991 : 133). What is of further interest are the interconnections between mimesis and 

photography. Photographs have always had the potential to be ‘worked on’, and some of the 

most iconic photographs of the early 1900’s were given a considerable amount of creative 

development in the wet processing (Zhang, 2013). However, when one considers photography in 

its most basic form, with no enhancement and no manipulation, then it is philosophically 

comparable to Plato’s idea of mimicism, of which he is so disdainful. Moreover, regardless of 

Plato’s theorising, the desire to mimic life in pure representational form can be traced back to the 

work of Apollodrus in 408BC, who was ‘the first artist to express realism’ (Pliny, 1991 : 330).  

At this time, was also one of the best known examples of both artistic mimicry and artistic 

competition for supremacy. The event was the occurrence of a contest between the two artists, 

Zeuxis and Parrhasius. Zeuxis’s paintings of grapes attracted birds to peck; Parrhasius’s curtain 

was so realistic Zeuxi asked him to draw it back in order that he might see more of the painting 

(see fig 5). These paintings were the first recorded representation of an image that was so close 

to the ‘truth’ that both human and bird mistook them for reality (Pliny, 1991 : 330).  

 

With this in mind it is therefore worth considering that Plato was primarily acting with a thought 

to his philosophical values. His concerns with the philosophical values of life were paramount; 

the probability is that he could perceive the danger in such remarkably representative practice 

and sought to disparage it with his theories on mimesis. With the onset of photography, film and 

television, Plato has been proven to be correct with his concerns. Within our everyday life we are 

made aware of tragic events that stem from actions arising from the influence of an image, film 

or television series. In 2001, the film Scream ‘inspired a spate of copycat killings and attacks’ 

(The Guardian, 2001)
4
 and in 2014, ‘A graphic designer attempted to kill her mother by putting 

poison in a drink in a plot inspired by US TV series Breaking Bad’ (BBC, 2014). Nevertheless,  

                                                 
4
 The accused blamed his actions on his having seen the film 
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as Givens (1991:121) indicates, Plato’s actions were more likely to be an attempt to retain the 

ranking of philosophy as superior to the tangible art. Later we shall see that, in contrast to these 

emotions and intentions, the driving force behind later challenges for supremacy within the arts, 

was as equally materialistic as it was for personal acclaim. Artists have rarely achieved riches 

within their lifetime and the high recognition and ranking of their art was more likely to induce a 

sale which would benefit them financially. Having established that the battle for seniority within 

the arts was apparent even in ancient Greece, the period of Renaissance shall now be brought 

into consideration. 
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Fig. 5 Mural in the Gallery of the History of Ancient Painting in the hermitage 
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It was during the Renaissance period that the Paragone arguments of da Vinci would further 

emulate Aristotle’s theories. Da Vinci formulated a case for the superiority of painting, not only 

over poetry, which was Aristotle’s primary challenge with Plato’s theories, but also over the arts 

of music, sculpture and architecture (Farago, Claire J., and Da Vinci, 1992).  

‘An art is more worthy, Leonardo argues, as its products are more communicable, and 

painting is communicable to “all the generations of the universe” because it appeals to 

site. It is explained that words do not pass through the ear to the senso comune in the 

same way that pictures do.’ (Farago, 1999 : 138)  

By espousing this theory, da Vinci established a hierarchy within the arts that, alongside the 

ongoing debates on mimicism, lasted into the eighteenth century. Da Vinci’s desire for 

materialism is comparable to Plato’s desire for supremacy (Stecker, 1992 : 47-52). It is the view 

of Danto (2013 : 99), with regard to da Vinci’s paragone, that ‘The whole point of the exercise 

was to enhance the circumstances, social and material, of actual painters like Leonardo himself’. 

The aims of the artist are comparable with the aims of the philosopher. It is for these reasons that 

from the very outset, photography was never going to be easily accepted as an art form. The 

Renaissance brought about thoughts of dissimilarity between pure art for art’s sake and art that 

was created for a decorative purpose and by the eighteenth century there was a clear division 

between the two; the period of Renaissance melded into the period of Romanticism and by the 

late 1800’s there was a definite hierarchy which separated the arts into fine art consisting of 

painting and sculpture, and handicraft, the applied arts, which Kant held ‘as based on mere 

technical skill’ (Kant, 1951 : 133). The Arts and Craft Movement, inspired by Morris and Ruskin 

was firmly set apart from the fine arts. It was into this atmosphere of hierarchal distinction that 

the event of photography arrived and was firmly seated as an applied art of purely technical skill.  

 

Painters were putting the camera to good use; they employed it to keep records of their works 

and even to take images which would support their process; Gaugin’s la Orana Maria (Hail 

Mary), (Fig. 6), is based on his own photograph of a bas-relief in a Javanese temple of Borobudu 

(Kang, C. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011) and photographer Eugene Durieu helped 

Delacroix produce a photograph from which he painted Odalisque (Kortum, 2014) (Fig 7&8).  
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Fig. 6 : Gaugin, la Orana Maria (Hail Mary) 1891, Oil on Canvas 
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Fig. 7 Eugene Delacroix, Odalisque, 1857, Oil on Wood 

 

 

Fig. 8 : Eugene Durieu, Eugene Delacroix, ETSU Article 1855 
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The technical use of the camera by fine artists as an aid to their work only served to strengthen 

the argument against photography being accepted as an art form; the actions affirmed the 

opinion of some, as in the following quote from the first RPS Journal, that the camera was a 

technical instrument used purely for the purposes of image recording. When The Photographic 

Society
5
, now known as the Royal Photographic Society, published their first RPS Journal, they 

published within it, the minutes of The Inaugural Meeting of the Photographic Society. Within 

the minutes was the record of the society’s very first address, by Sir Wm. J. Newton, the Vice 

President. It was entitled, Upon Photography in an Artistic View, and, as referred to by Newton, 

to be regarding the application of photography as ‘an assistant to the fine arts’ (1853 : 6-7). 

Newton further expounded that ‘it is in vain to look for that true representation of light and shade 

in photography, which is to be found in a fine work of art’ (1853 : 6). 

 

At a later meeting, another artist, Buss replied with a talk On the Use of Photography to Artists 

(1853 : 75). Following Buss’ talk, Newton was called upon to reply. It is Newton’s replies to 

Buss that are so interesting. It is clear from the record of Newton’s initial talk that his intention 

is, undoubtedly, to set photography apart from the arts by implying that its only relevance to art 

is as a technical aid to artists. This supposition is verified when Newton states,  

“It is obvious by such free intercourse, this delightful scientific art may be 

considerably improved, and made to partake more of the character of fine art; still 

it must not be lost sight of, that fine art and photography cannot be compared, 

because photography never can reach the poetry of nature” (Newton, 1853 : 76). 

This statement clearly indicates that there are instincts of self preservation within the painter. 

Newton’s actions, along with Buss’ endorsement, are evidence of a fear of anything that might 

surpass or take away from the high art ranking of painting within the arts. It was within this 

context that photography would face an uphill struggle to be accepted as a fine art.  

Moreover, as in the case of the da Vinci Paragone, the actions of Newton and Buss are further 

evidence of the painters instincts of self preservation regardless of the cost to another practice.  

                                                 
5
 See Appendix V 
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This is, once again, fully comparable to Plato’s attack on art as he was trying to protect the 

position of his own vocation, philosophy of art over the material product of art.  

 

It is clearly evident from this past history that the various practices within the arts do not sit well 

together; jealousy, sensitivity and insecurities all play a part in the constant conflict and struggle 

for recognition. It is likely that it is partially as a result of these insecurities that artists were 

constantly looking for new practices and ideas, ways to be ahead of the competition, to be fresh 

and new. Furthermore, the nature of youth is to rebel against the past; young artists looked to the 

progressive thoughts of their peers for inspiration and fresh ideas. It is within this environment 

that art had moved through the ages, from Classicism to Renaissance and on to Romanticism. 

With the arrival of the industrial age, the world was developing and progressing faster than it 

ever had before and photography was one of the forerunners in this progression. It is therefore no 

surprise that traditional artists were threatened by this advent and resisted it. However, one has to 

wonder that, had it not been for Newton’s defensive action, photographers might have been 

content for photography to be considered as a science rather than a form of art.  

 

This chapter has evaluated the scholarly hierarchal ranking of art, from the historical times of 

Plato and Aristotle, through the times of da Vinci and the Renaissance and to the onset of 

photography during the height of the period of Romanticism. The insecurities of the painter and 

photographer, Vice-Chairman of the Royal Photographic Society, Sir William J Newton, with his 

inaugural speech, primarily a speech of self preservation regarding his high artistic status as a 

painter, have been examined. As a result of this historical analysis it has become evident that 

there are serious questions still be addressed concerning the reasons for the continued  conflict 

regarding what might be deemed as a work of fine art. Chapter two will address this question 

with regard to the medium of photography; it will comparably analyse the process of analogue 

and digital photography. 
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CHAPTER TWO – A Question of Process 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

From 1853, The Formation of The Photography Society,  to the Present Time. 

 

The Analogue Camera 

When addressing the photographers of the newly formed Photography Society, the artist, 

Newton stated, “I will now take this opportunity of adverting to another mode which an artist 

may fairly adopt, with respect to his negatives, in order to render them more like works of 

art:”(Newton, 1853 : 6)   By alerting photographers to the possibility of an artistic approach, 

Newton presented an artistic pathway for them to follow.  Furthermore, having been made aware 

of the attitude of painters towards photography, through Newton’s condescending remarks aimed 

at the photographer it is likely that, human nature being what it is, photographers felt they had to 

prove themselves to be capable of acting in an artistic capacity. An early example of fine art 

photography can be seen in the work of pioneering photographer, Cameron. Although Cameron 

was not known as being a campaigner towards the acceptance of photography as fine art, her 

work was of an intentionally artistic manner, as can be seen in the Portrait of Freddy Gould, 

(1866) (Fig. 9): 

 

'my first successes in my out-of-focus pictures were a fluke. That is to say, that 

when focussing and coming to something which, to my eye, was very beautiful, 

I stopped there instead of screwing on the lens to the more definite focus which 

all other photographers insist upon.' (Victoria & Albert, 2013)  
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Fig 9.    Julia Margaret Cameron Freddy Gould, 1866, albumen print from wet 

collodion-on-glass negative. 
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As the period of Romanticism moved into the period of Modernism, various attempts were made 

by other recognised photographers, predominantly in America, to exhibit photographs as art and 

for the discipline of photography to be recognised as an art form. Alfred Stieglitz was one of the 

first notable photographers to make a stance. Using processes such as ‘gum bichromate printing, 

which involved hand-coating artist papers with homemade emulsions and pigments, or 

.........platinum prints’ (Hostetler, L., Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), Stieglitz and a small 

group of other photographers presented their work as representative of fine art. The works were 

published by Stieglitz in a journal called Camera Works from 1903 to 1917.  ‘Pictorialist works 

were as beautifully rendered as any painter's canvas and as skilfully constructed as any graphic 

artist's composition’  (Hostetler, L., Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2004).  

 

Steiglitz’s early image, The Hand of Man (1902, printed 1910), (see Fig 10), was primarily 

named so as to portray what he considered to be a transformed but still beautiful landscape, 

following man’s manufacture of the locomotive. However, he also named it in order to indicate 

the hands-on approach to his work. Stieglitz ‘believed that a mechanical instrument such as a 

camera could be transformed into a tool for creating art when guided by the hand and sensibility 

of an artist’ (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014).  

 

Eduard J. Steichen was one of the first Pictorialists to use colour and Stieglitz published 

Steichen’s piece Experiment in Three-colour Photography, (Fig. 11), in Camera Works in 1906. 

Steichen went so far as to state that “Each piece should be regarded as an original” (Steichen, 

1907 cited in Stieglitz, Marolis & Fulton, 1978 : x).  

‘Steichen’s photographs are considered amongst the most significant works of 

the Pictorialist school, and more so than the work of any other photographer, 

with the possible exception of Stieglitz, they led to the elevation of 

photography to the status of art.’ (Steichen & Ewing, 2007 : 4) 
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Fig. 10    Alfred Stieglitz, The Hand of Man, 1902, printed 1910, Photogravure 

 

Fig. 11    Eduard  J.Steichen, Experiment in Three-colour Photography, 1906, 

Three-colour half-tone reproduction 
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Nevertheless, when Stieglitz’ friend, Marcel Duchamp presented a urinal at the first exhibition of 

the Society for Independent Artists in 1917 (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2014), he 

inadvertently endorsed Newton’s stance on photography by having Stieglitz assist him and 

capture it for posterity. Duchamp’s use of Stieglitz as assistant to his work might have justified 

Newton’s stance had it not been for the way in which Stieglitz portrayed Fountain. (See Fig. 12). 

The photograph is not just a flat representation of the work; it has distinct indications of the 

artistic Stieglitz style. ‘It was Stieglitz who elected to place Fountain in front of a Marsden 

Hartley painting [...] exactly at our eye level, bringing it close, magnifying its presence[...] just a 

touch of tension’ (Kuenzli & Naumann, 1990 : 84). Stieglitz was of the belief that “it is not art in 

the professionalized sense about which I care, but that which is created sacredly, as a result of a 

deep inner experience, with all of oneself, and that becomes ‘art’ in time.” (San Francisco 

Museum of Modern Art, 2013)  

 

However, the world of art was moving rapidly through the period of Modernism and though 

Stieglitz continued to produce the journals Camera Notes and Camera Work until 1917, he was 

soon to be disillusioned by the pictorialist work he had so promoted. In 1923, Stieglitz stated 

“My photographs look like photographs and they therefore can’t be considered art” (cited in 

Stieglitz, Margolis & Fulton, 1978 : x) One can only speculate as to why Stieglitz turned away 

from his feeling towards photography as art? Previously he had done everything he could to be 

physically involved with his work in such a way that he believed it could be considered as art 

(Minneapolis Institute of Arts, 2014). The question is, what had changed for Stieglitz? His last 

Camera Works journals were printed in 1917, the same year that he photographed Duchamp’s 

Fountain. Many years ahead of its time, the exhibiting of Fountain was indicative of the 

Postmodernist approach, which ‘proposes imbalance, disjunction, and special ambiguity’ (Clarke 

et al, 2001). It could justifiably be argued that Stieglitz, being a close friend of Duchamp, 

became strikingly aware that his photographs, though painterly in their presentation, lacked the 

passion that came from an artist such as Duchamp. 
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Fig. 12 Alfred Stieglitz. Fountain 1929 (photograph of assisted readymade by Marcel Duchamp) 
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The work of his prodigy, Paul Strand, could further have influenced the change in his approach 

to photography. Stieglitz featured Strand’s stylish Modernist images in the last two copies of 

Camera Work, in 1917.  His work included a series of ‘candid street portraits’ which were to be 

the forerunners to the new photographic genre of social documentary which, at the time, were 

portrayed as ‘boldly simplified’ modernist images (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2006). Strand 

also broke away from the Pictorialist style with powerful images like The White Fence, 1916 and  

Abstraction, Porch Shadows, Twin Lakes, Connecticut, 1916. The images, (refer to page 33 as 

Figs. 13, 14 & 15, respectively), are ‘credited as being the first abstract still lifes and brutally 

candid shots intended as art rather than reportage photography’ (Victoria & Albert Museum, 

2012)  

 

Whatever the influence that effected the change to Stieglitz’s thinking, be it Duchamp or Strand, 

Camera Works stopped publication in 1917. ‘Defeated by [...] his own uncertainty about his role 

in promoting modern art’ (Voorhies, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2004) Stieglitz closed his 

Little Galleries, 291, which he had opened in 1905 ‘as an exhibition space not only for 

photography but also for painting, sculpture, and drawings’ (National Gallery of Art, 2014).  

 

Stieglitz’ had approached the promotion of photography as art through his vision of a camera as 

a creative tool. His thoughts of process were predominantly technical.  Applying skilful use of 

the hands to create original photographs he hoped for them to be accepted as art. However, as 

seen in the exhibits in the Metropolitan Museum of Art and MOMA, it was new, concept led 

approaches to photography that were acknowledged as art. Strand’s acclaimed series of street 

portraits, and Strand’s ‘documentary style that extends both to figures and landscapes, objects 

and episodes’ (Stepan, P, 2008) were amongst those in New York’s Museum of Modern Art’s 

first photography exhibition (Oden, 2004). Had Stieglitz turned his thoughts and painterly 

technical skills to more of a documentary approach as opposed to the aesthetics of pictorialism, it 

is likely he would have more success in his campaign for photography to be accepted as art. 

Nevertheless he was a true pioneer of photography as art and a highly regarded photographer. 
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Fig. 13 Paul Strand, Blind, 1916.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Fig. 14 Paul Strand, The White Fence, 1916.                     Fig. 15 Paul Strand, Abstraction,  

                                                                               Porch Shadows, Twin Lakes, Connecticut, 1916 
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Although Stieglitz felt he had failed in his quest to promote photography as a form of art, 

America was nevertheless at the forefront of promoting photography as art and in 1938 the 

Museum of Modern Art held its first one-man photography exhibition (Museum of Modern Art, 

1938). Throughout the 1900’s photographers were proclaiming photography to be an art form. 

However, although it is the quest of photographers to hang their work in art galleries, the most 

spiritually artistic photographers are not as well known as the technically adept ones, such as 

Ansell Adams (Drysdale, 2008). Adams’ Moonrise, (Fig 16), ‘combined serendipity and 

immediate technical recall’ (Adams, 1989 : 41)  and has been reprinted many times by Adams 

who felt ‘the mood of the scene requires subtle value qualities [...] I have sought more intensity 

of light and richness of values as time goes on.’ (Adams, 1989 : 43).  

It was Minor White, a fine art photographer, who had his first one-man show at Portland Art 

Museum in 1942 and whose prints, by 1946, were ‘already in the permanent collections of the 

Museum of Modern Art’ (White, 1978 : 16). Adams stated that ‘the art of photography is the art 

of “seeing”, and the effectiveness of photography depends upon the strength and integrity of this 

“seeing” ’. (1980 : 5) White further extended the idea of Adam’s seeing to the artistic view of 

expressing though self. He stated “the artist has one thing to say – himself. If that self is not large 

or intense, he need not give up art. The camera and the techniques of observation will broaden 

him, deepen him immeasurably...”  (White, 1978 : 88)  

These ideas were in line with the ideas of theorist Langer, who wrote that ‘a work of art is an 

expressive form created for our perception through sense or imagination, and what it expresses is 

human feeling’ (1957 : 15) Adams had great admiration for the artistic creativity in Whites 

images, and states of White that ‘his greatest contribution (apart from his own photography) was 

to enhance the importance of craft in the practice of art’ (cited in White, 1978 : 87). His images 

around the mid 1940’s explored the ‘the critical aspect called "equivalency,"
6
 where an image 

serves as an idea or emotional state beyond the subject pictured’ (Martineau, 2014). (Fig. 17, 

Essence of Boat, 1967, seen below), is a fine example of this. (See also, the next image, Fig 18, 

Equivalent, 1929 by Stieglitz).   

                                                 
6
 Following his disillusionment in promoting photography alongside modern art  Stieglitz produced a series of work, 

Equivalent,  which emphasized the theory of equivalents, pure abstraction, representing emotions and ideas. 
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Fig. 16    Ansel Adams, Moonrise, Hernandez, 1941, gelatin silver print 

 

 

Fig. 17  Minor White, Essence of Boat, Lanesville, Massachusetts, 1967, gelatin silver print 
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Fig. 18   Alfred Stieglitz, Equivalent, 1929, Gelatin Silver Print 
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With the leading art galleries exhibiting the work of Strand and White over and above that of 

others, it gives further support to the idea that it is the essence of the work, rather than the 

process by which it is created, that is indicative of the recognition of photography as art.  

 

Whilst early American photographers such as Stieglitz and Steichen were, on the whole, 

concerned with the perception of photography by the world of art, European photographers in the 

mid 1900’s; like Bernd and Hilla Bechers and John Blakemore, were not so concerned. Their 

emulated the thoughts of Stieglitz in his later years, when he considered photographs were 

personal and as ‘a result of a deep inner experience’ (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 

2013); their images were frequently produced in series, having a linked narrative such as 

Stieglitz’ Equivalents.  

 

Towards the end of the Modernist period, two German painters, the Bechers, started to catalogue 

the industrial works of Germany and beyond. Though ‘scorned by curators of photography for 

being inartistic’ their dedication to producing ‘direct, descriptive’ images which were ‘devoted to 

the subject’, resulted in a body of work that would ‘restore photography to its rightful place as 

great art’ (Collins 2002).  Their images didn’t have the ‘soft focus, high contrast’ effects of so 

many 19
th

 century photographers who were trying to emulate art; they had the thoughtful, 

passionately driven content that resulted in an artistic body of work which would be exhibited 

worldwide. (Collins, 2002), (see Fig. 19).  Their work emulated the words of Tolstoy who said 

‘people will come to understand the meaning of art only when they cease to consider that the aim 

of that activity is beauty.’ (Tolstoy, 1896 : 1) 

 

The Becher’s work is a convincing signifier that the main criterion by which photography was 

recognised as art, in the early to mid 1900’s, was by the quality of the conceptual process of the 

photographer as opposed to the technical process by which the images were produced. Their 

work both questioned the effects of the industrial revolution and challenged the ideas of 

pictorialism.   
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Fig. 19  Bernd and Hilla Becher, Grube San Fernando, Herdorf (1961), Gelatin-silver print 
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British photographer Blakemore is primarily concerned with the making of artistic images, both 

still life and concept driven; he has little concern for neither how he, nor his work, is considered 

by others. When asked if there were ever a time when he considered himself as anything other 

than an artist he was quick to reply “I do not consider myself to be anything. Other people may 

consider me however they wish – it is of no interest to me.” (Blakemore, Appendix V) 

Furthermore, when asked if he had been faced with negative reactions from curators, due to the 

medium of his work being photography, he replied “On occasions, but those people are bigots; 

not concerned with the true meaning of art.” (Blakemore, Appendix V). The following day he 

told me “I am an image maker, that’s what I am, a maker of images.”(Blakemore, Appendix V)   

 

The works of Blakemore are recognised as some of the finest photographic prints in the United 

Kingdom (Library of Birmingham, 2014); certainly each one is original even to the point of his 

perfectly executed hand touching up of dust flaws, with a paintbrush (See figs. 20 & 21).  

 

Blakemore’s series Wind and Wounds of Trees are perfect examples of expressive and concept 

driven, bodies of fine art photographic works. 

 

 In Wind, (Fig. 22 & 23), Blakemore was ‘exploring the idea of landscape as energy’ (2005 : 15).  

 

Wounds of Trees, (Fig. 24 & 25), however, are more personal. ‘The intention is metaphoric, and 

the reality of the tree is subverted to expressive ends. [...] the marks on the bark, [...] indicating a 

process of wounding that I came to see as a metaphor for human experience.’ ( Blakemore, 2005 

: 15 ). Later, Blakemore realised he ‘made a connection between his own precarious emotional 

state at the time and the marks, redefined as ‘wounds’’. (2005 : 15 ). Wounds of Trees was also 

an example of extensive darkroom development.  
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Figs. 20 & 21      John Blakemore, Touching-up, Black & White Photography Workshop, 2014. 
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Fig. 22    John Blakemore, Wind Series II, No. 1, 1981, Silver Gelatin Print  

 

 

Fig. 23   John Blakemore, Wind Series II, No. 3, 1981, Silver Gelatin  
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Fig. 24   John Blakemore, Wounds of Trees Series II, No. 3, 1981, Contact Print 

 

 

 

Fig. 25   John Blakemore, Wind Series II, No. 3, 1981, Silver Gelatin  
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His tulip works identify alternative photographic genres. By comparing Blakemore’s Tulipa, a 

‘Botanical Illustration’ (Blakemore, 2005 : 41), (Fig. 26) with Mutations no. 5 (Fig 27), a 

conceptual piece and After Jan van Os, (Fig 28b) a still life appropriation, we can clearly see 

how photography can be aligned with painting.  

 

Tulipa is representation for scientific purposes, with simple composition and little elaboration, 

dissected tulips in an empty space, a scientific use of the camera. It bears no resemblance to 

Mutations no. 5, a conceptual image which ‘explores the natural and inevitable processes of 

ageing, decay, death and renewal’ (Blakemore, 2005 : 44); the image beautifully characterises 

the fine art potential of the camera, utilising and accentuating the natural light through use of a 

mirror, following the ‘traditions of Dutch still-life painting’ (Blakemore, 2005 : 46) and building 

the image through double exposure; making a statement about life using tulips. Blakemore says, 

‘I used flowers not for themselves but as potent metaphors in an exploration of ideas. That the 

flowers were tulips is incidental: the subject and intended content diverge’ (2005 : 44). This is 

surely representative of White’s artistic approach when he states, ‘While rocks were 

photographed, the subject of the sequence is not rocks; while symbols seem to appear, they are 

pointers to the significance’ (White, 1978 : 12). There can be no doubt that Mutations are the 

creations of an artist.  The medium of photography is secondary to the art.  

 

However, Blakemore’s final piece in these comparisons, After Jan van Os,  explored the idea of 

appropriation and might not be so easily recognised as an original work of art; more of a 

technical achievement. However, it’s composition and content is expertly created and it relates to 

Blakemore’s own obsession with tulips, his knowledge of painting and art history, reflecting on 

the tulipomania period of the seventeenth century which inspired many still-life ‘bouquet 

paintings’ (Blakemore, 2005 : 56). Blakemore is undoubtedly an artist of a high calibre, using 

the medium of the analogue camera to produce his art. 
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Fig. 26    John Blakemore, Tulipa ~‘Dissections’ no. 8, 1990. Silver Gelatin Print  
 

 

Fig. 27   John Blakemore, Tulips ~ ‘Mutations’ no. 5, 1992. Silver Gelatin Print  
 

                                 
 

Fig. 28a Jan van Os, Still Life, Flowers & Fruit,                Fig. 28b   John Blakemore, After Jan van Os,  

             circa 1780, Oil on Panel                                                      1994, Silver Gelatin Print 
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The Digital Camera 

Machin stated that “the digital camera has killed the art of photography” (Appendix III).  The 

digital camera arrived in the 70’s; the automatic camera which, with the press of a button, took 

the shot and developed it according to the manufacturer’s internal software. The serious 

photographer would take the shot manually, using techniques of the analogue world to create a 

digital image of quality. The difference between the processes of analogue and digital, the 

development of film and print of negative compared to computer aided digital development of a 

shot, is superficial. If digital negatives are RAW
7
 and digitally developed, truthfully, by the 

photographer, then the technical process of developing is little different in its outcome to the 

analogue method. Both are hands-on, one is wet; a chemical process and the other is dry; a 

digital process. The potential for manipulation is there but it could be just as practically argued 

that the painter can paint what he wishes into the picture; the artist in every medium can create 

what they desire. However, the artist is relied upon to use artistic licence with integrity, as in 

Trumbull’s, The Declaration of Independence. (see fig 29)Trumbull included ‘all of that 

document's authors, and all but 15 of its signers, [...] present in the same room at the same time. 

Such an occasion never actually occurred. However, by combining a series of meetings, 

Trumbull painted a composition full of historic likenesses’. (Esaak, 2014) Sontag theorises that 

‘The consequences of lying have to be more central for photography than they ever can be for 

painting, [...] a fake painting falsifies the history of art. A fake photograph falsifies reality’ 

Nevertheless, Trumbull misrepresented the reality of history. 

 

This chapter has highlighted the depth of thought and expression that is the necessary 

requirement for a work in any medium, to be regarded as a work of art. That is not to say that a 

high standard of technical acumen isn’t also required. It is and can be seen in the dedication of 

photographic artists such as Stieglitz, the Bechers and Blakemore. However, an artistic work, 

regardless of medium, will be judged by where it sits in the world of art. A photo album of  

 

 

                                                 
7
 A process by which the camera takes what is sees with no adjustment to exposure or light balance 
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holiday snaps would not be classified as art; or would it? Sontag theorises ‘Time eventually 

positions most photographs, even the most amateurish, at the level of art. (Sontag, 1979 : 21)  

 

Furthermore, if a piece is stated to be art by the right authority and exhibited as such, is there any 

reason, in this contemporary world, why it should not be recognised as such? The next chapter 

will address the question of Recognition.  
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Fig. 29  John Trumbull, Declaration of Independance, 1818; placed 1826, Oil on Canvas 
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CHAPTER THREE – A Question of Recognition 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Postmodernism and the Contemporary World of Art 

 

Integrity and Mass Production 

Postmodernism ‘refuses to recognise the authority of any single style or definition of what art 

may be.’(Wilson et al, 2008) Nevertheless, there is still a question regarding the artist’s integrity. 

Controversial artist Emin said that ‘the bed was a recreation of the bed she was in when she 

nearly decided to kill herself.’ (Lezard, N, 2006). However, she later contradicted herself, stating 

“Every single time I install it is different from the last time. It’s never going to be the same.” 

(Emin, 2014). Nevertheless, as an installation, it has “a dossier of photographs of every object, 

and a list of where exactly everything needs to go” (Barnett, 2014) Letts states Emin ‘displays 

contempt for anything which is pleasing to the eye. [...] That is not the behaviour of one devoted 

to artistic truth. It is the behaviour of a hypocrite.’ (Letts, 2014) One might well reflect on the 

fact that the truth in Emin’s work will never be known by anyone other than herself.  

 

Further to the question of integrity, as in the Arts & Crafts of the 1800’s, the potential for mass 

production questions the legitimacy of photography as art. However, the contemporary world 

accepts mass-production in other mediums. Hirst’s most recent work , Schizophrenogenesis, is an 

example ,  ‘flogging each one as a separate limited edition, ensure that the cash flow remains 

swift and regular? How much genuine art is there in the mass production of Damien's pill art?’ 

(Glover, 2014), (see Fig. 30). It would seem, therefore, that, contrary to the belief of Berger who 

states that ‘the meaning of the original work no longer lies in what it uniquely says but in what it 

uniquely is’,  (1972 : 21),  the world of contemporary art tolerates mass production and 

questionable integrity when it chooses to do so.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2006/oct/07/art
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2796506/tracey-emin-s-vulgar-proves-art-luvvies-dragging-civilisation-backwards-quentin-letts-finds-artist-s-latest-exhibition-embarrassing-infuriating.html
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Fig. 30    Damien Hirst, Bitter Pill, part of Damien Hirst’s Schizophrenogenesis exhibition,2014 . 
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Integrity and  the Digital Camera 

 

In the medium of digital photography, the truth of an image can be more easily proven; integrity 

is paramount. Rudolf Kicken, owner of the Kicken Gallery in Berlin, states that “As long as the 

image is not too manipulated, unless it is done intentionally so, I don’t care what system is used. 

Technological development has always influenced the history of photography” (Jaeger 2010 : 

254).  Even though photographs have always been manipulated, (Metropolitan Museum of 

Modern Art, 2014), (See also Fig 31 & 32) (Zhang, 2013), analysis shows that ranking within the 

world of art is highly contested. The result is that when a few photographers discredit the name 

of photography, photography as a whole is discredited.   

 

 ‘World Press Photo of the Year 2012's winning image by Paul Hansen’ required ‘a panel of 

forensic analysts’ to verify its authenticity (Laurent, 2013). However, a number of award 

winning photographers have been found to have unethically manipulated or faked their work
8
 

(Zhang, 2010) and ‘The winner of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year award has been 

disqualified after judges ruled that the featured wolf was probably a "model"’, (Gill, 2010): (See 

Figs 33, 34, 35 & 36 respectively). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 See Also,  Introduction,  page 9 
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Fig. 31 & 32  Dennis Stock, James Dean, 1955 showing darkroom adjustment. 
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Fig.  33   Paul Hanson, World Press photo of the Year, 2012 
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Figs.  34 & 35   Stepan Rudik, Street fighting, Kiev, Ukraine. 2010 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 36    Jose Luis Rodriguez, Wildlife Photographer of the Year, Disqualified Winning Image, 

2009 
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Technology and the Contemporary World of Art 

 

Postmodernism has enabled all mediums to have the potential to be art. The galleries are 

recognising this and the success of artists like Hockney, iPad fingerpainting and drawings on 

iPhones (The Telegraph, 2014), (see Figs 37 & 38); and Kassan’s portraiture work on dibond and 

iPad fingerpaintings from life, are testament to this fact (Bossert J, 2011 cited in Davis H, 2013) 

& (The Telegraph, 2014), (see Figs. 39, 40 & 41) . Furthermore, as in photography, the results 

are able to be mass-produced. 

 

Benjamin (cited in Freeland, 2001 : 179), ‘believed that mass production contributed to human 

emancipation by promoting new modes of critical perception.’ However, it is notable that he 

considered there to be a missing quality, the aura, in reproduced works; ‘even the most perfect 

reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique 

existence at the place where it happens to be.’ (Benjamin, 1936 : II) Jones (2014), states of 

photographs: ‘Flat, soulless and stupid: why photographs don’t work in art galleries [...]A good 

painting is a rich and vigorous thing. A photograph, however well lit, however cleverly set it up, 

only has one layer of content. It is all there on the surface’ (Jones, 2014). However, unlike 

Benjamin, Jones does not consider it to be a good thing. 

 

It is arguable that were one to accept Benjamin’s theory, that aura can only be achieved through 

experience of the original work then the digital world will struggle in this requirement. There are 

always those who are ready to take advantage of technology, sometimes in a dishonest way. 

Burkholder (2008) states ‘our goal is to make inkjet negatives that produce prints 

indistinguishable from those printed with camera original negatives’. In this way, one could 

justifiably conclude that the digital camera, through its technology, has negatively affected the 

perception of photography as art.   
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Fig. 37      David Hockney, Yosemite I, 2011. iPad drawing printed on paper, mounted on Dibond  

 

  

Fig 38       The Telegraph Art Video, David Hockney unveils his iPad art, 2014, video 
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Fig 39      David Jon Kasson, Aurora (oil, 48x60), 2009 

 

 

Fig 40.     David Jon Kasson, Finger Painting on the Apple iPad from the live 

model, 2010 
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Fig 41    David Kassan, Portrait, 2010 
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However, according to Berger,  photography has earned its place as a recognised art form; ‘the 

bogus religiosity which surrounds original works of art, and which is ultimately dependent upon 

their market value, has become the substitute for what paintings lost when the camera made them 

reproducible’ (Berger, 1972 : 23).  

 

Influenced by the Bechers, ‘German photographer Gursky's work, is characterised by the tension 

between the clarity and formal nature of his photographs and the ambiguous intent and meaning 

they present, occasioned by their insertion into a ‘high-art' environment.’ (Stonard, 2001) 

 ‘Not six months after the last photography record was set; Cindy Sherman’s Untitled #97 was 

sold [...] for £2.4m. [...] in May, [...] Gursky’s three metre-wide print sold for $4.3m’ (Waters, 

2011) (see Figs 42 & 43 respectively)  

 

Although, as in the works of Hirst and Emin, ‘shock-art’ (O’Hagan, 2012) can sometimes be 

sufficient to gain a painter, sculptor or installation artist the recognition he or she desires, the 

mass availability and ease of the camera has meant that photography has become so profuse that 

work has to offer more than just shock value or beauty. It has to have a significance that rises 

above the medium. But who makes that judgement? Based on both exhibition status and 

monetary value, it would appear that the critics are in contention with the collectors and the 

gallerists. Jones states, of Lik’s Phantom. ‘In our world where money talks, the absurd inflated 

price that has been paid by some fool for this “fine art photograph” will be hailed as proof that 

photography has arrived as art’ (Jones, 2014), ( Refer to Fig. 44) 

 

Nevertheless some works are recognised on merit. ‘The artist Richard Mosse, best known for his 

large scale infrared photographs of the conflict in the eastern Congo, has been selected to 

represent Ireland in next year's Venice Biennale (O’Hagan, 2012). (see Fig. 45) 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/p/photograph
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2012/mar/11/damien-hirst-tate-retrospective-interview
http://www.richardmosse.com/
http://www.iamthenublack.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/15.jpg
http://www.labiennale.org/en/art/
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Fig. 42     Cindy Sherman, Untitled #97, Photograph, colour, on paper 

 

 

 

Fig 43.    Andreas Gursky, The Rhine II, 1999, Photograph, colour, Chromogenic print on paper 
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Fig. 44    Peter Lik, Phantom. 2014, Photograph  

 
 

 

 

Fig. 45      Richard Mosse, Vintage Violence, North Kivu, Eastern Congo, 2011. 

Image courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman 
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The Galleries and the Contemporary World of Art 

 

Kicken, states that it “is the way in which a theme is approached that is exciting” Jaeger (2010 : 

254). Furthermore, when Jaeger addresses the question of photography as art with other 

recognised curators and gallerists, agency directors, editors and publishers, there is a common 

theme running throughout; it is the ‘vision’ and depth of the work that is their priority, over and 

above the medium Jaeger (2010 : 220-282).  

 

The advent of the digital camera is too new for there to be many successful contemporary 

photographers who have not first of all embraced the world of analogue photography. However, 

as has been shown, it is the message not the medium which is prevalent in contemporary 

evaluation. This, however, is not the case in The National Portrait Gallery exhibition, Seduced by 

Art: Photography Past and Present, which 

‘explores early photography from the mid-19
th

 century and the most exciting 

contemporary photographs alongside historical paintings. It takes a provocative 

look at how photographers use fine art traditions, including Old Master painting, 

to explore and justify the possibilities of their art.’ (The National Gallery, 2013) 

 

Some might argue that this exhibition endorsed photography as an art form; however, it is also 

questionable as to whether or not the underlying motive of the exhibition was to make awareness 

of the fact that painters have long used the photograph as a tool to aid their art and photographers 

are technicians who use paintings for inspiration. It would be unrealistic, as evidenced 

throughout this essay, not to raise the possibility that the ‘high art’ critics and curators have 

seized an opportunity to highlight the differences between art and photography. Once again, the 

art critics have a strong view, some on the side of photography. ‘From the off, photographers are 

cast as parasites feeding on the meatily substantial body of Old Master painting – a little 

mystifying, given that the strident rhetoric of the exhibition frames photographs as works of art 

in their own right.’ (Graham-Dixon, 2012) 
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So, is the exhibited Billingham photograph, Hedgerow (New Forest), a work of art? (ref Fig. 46).  

It ‘strikes up a sombre, sensitive conversation with Constable's The Cornfield: the result is a 

comparison of the English countryside in the early 1800s and early 2000s, proving, as the show 

claims, that photography can have a meaningful relationship with great painting’, (Jones, 2012). 

However, Billingham states, ‘it is about giving insights, about emotional associations. It’s not 

just what it’s of’.(Appendix VI).  It is notable that, once again, it is the artist himself who 

indicates a depth to the message within his work, giving it credibility as a work of art. 

Nevertheless, there is no question as to the depth within Billingham’s earlier work. When 

he took photographs of his dysfunctional alcoholic father, he intended them as studies for 

paintings. On the surface, the images are almost just snapshots but Billingham constructed them 

painstakingly to artistically include the symbolism he felt would represent the complexity of his 

subject (Coleg Sir Gar Visiting Lecture Programme, 2014). The viewer is drawn into them; he 

feels the pain and compassion that Billingham, as a son and artist, must have been inwardly 

feeling when he pressed the shutter. Few of these shots ever became paintings, they didn't need 

to. They were ‘taken on film and wet processed, the technique, adding to their atmospheric 

deliverance’ (Coleg Sir Gar Visiting Lecture Programme, 2014). It is clear however, that 

whatever medium Billingham might have used to recreate what he felt and saw, the resulting 

pictures would have been equally powerful in their portrayal. They are art, pure and truthful; the 

medium became irrelevant as the artistic message took shape, (refer to Figs. 47 & 48 

respectively). Moreover, Billingham does not proclaim that all photography is art. He has the 

considered view that 

‘Most photographs aren’t art. Only a few photographs are art. It’s like – I’ll give 

you an analogy. Most writing is not art; a lot of writing is journalism; a lot of it 

is rubbish. But some writing is good art and it’s the same with photography. It’s 

how you order your metaphors, whatever. So, what defines a fine art photograph 

from a normal photograph? [...] When a photograph is ‘about’ something and not 

just ‘of’ something’ (Appendix VI)  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Constable_-_The_Cornfield.jpg
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Fig. 46       Richard Billingham, Hedgerow (New Forest), 2003. LightJet print mounted on 

aluminium, Southampton City Art Gallery 
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Figs. 47   Richard Billingham, Ray’s a laugh, Painting circa 2000 

 

 

 

Figs. 48 Richard Billingham, Ray’s a laugh, Photograph. circa 2000 
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Chapter three has highlighted the relevance of recognition; the relevance of a piece’s monetary 

value and its acceptance into galleries.  

 

Having now analysed the three questions, hierarchy, process and recognition it is time, therefore, 

to assess the analysis and make a qualified interpretation of the facts. The essay shall then 

conclude with a valued judgement on the legitimacy of the title statement “The digital camera 

has killed the art of photography”. 
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Conclusion  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

A question of hierarchy 

It would be cynical to suggest that the real art in art is in the promotion of self. However, as this 

essay has highlighted and is evident throughout this history, it is frequently the case. It is further 

evident that though the medium in which an artist worked was historically relevant, the 

contemporary world of art fully recognises works of installation and embroidery when relevant. 

The evidence regarding photography as art is scarcer; its promotion to an art form relies heavily 

on its monetary value as opposed to its promotion through exhibition. Nevertheless, as has been 

shown, it is becoming more prominent and is not reliant on genre; Sherman is a dominant 

conceptual artist, Gursky’s work is fine art documentary. Computer aided art has joined the 

ranking through Hockney’s recent works. The critics are noticeably amongst those who are using 

the question of photography as art to make discussion; however, it is clear that the contemporary 

art world is beginning to judge artistic works without bias as to the medium.  

A question of process 

This essay has identified the similarities in the process of analogue and digital photography. Of 

more relevance, it has established the fact that, when it comes to the contemporary art world, it is 

the content that is of more relevance than the medium through which it is created. One might 

look to the words of Cezanne to establish quality of content; ‘A work of art which did not begin 

in emotion is not art’ (Cezanne Org, 2010)  

 

A contemporary Welsh artist, Evans, was asked as to where he considered his drawings sat in the 

context of the art world and of what importance did he consider the medium of an artist’s work 

to be with relevance to their position as a successful artist (Evans, Appendix VIII, 2014). His 

considered reply gives a firm insight into the views of young contemporary artists. He stated, 

“quality transcends the medium’. When pressed further to explain he continued “If a piece has 

quality then the medium is secondary, regardless of whether it be embroidery, painting, 

photography, sculpture or installation and on. It is the quality that first impacts and creates the 

impression. It is the quality that defines the ‘art’.” (Evans, Appendix VIII, 2014)  
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A question of recognition 

Evidence throughout this essay has shown that, with regard to creative pieces as works of art, it 

is the recognition by relevant bodies, be it the collectors or the galleries that is relevant to their 

acceptance. Furthermore, there is much to suggest that in the world of fine art painting, possibly 

as high as The National Gallery, there are those who are still attempting to discredit photography 

as a pure art form. However, when the critics acknowledge that the ‘exhibition lays out what 

photography's founding father could never know: how the camera has also always been the 

pencil of art’ (Prodger, 2012), then, regardless of its dubious intent, photography has ascended 

another step on the ladder to being accepted as an art form. 

 

Moreover, as can be seen in the many successful exhibitions of digitally led art, the digital 

camera has not ‘killed the art of photography’ (Machin 2014), it has expanded the opportunities 

for art through photography. Furthermore, it is clear that the advent of the digital camera has 

created an opportunity by which painters and photographers alike can advance their practice 

through constructive application, using shared practices in order to produce quality works of art.  

 

“The digital camera has killed the art of photography” (Machin 2014) 

 

With regard to the holistic view of digital photography as art, it is evident that the digital camera, 

through its ability, at the hands of the artist, to compete with painting on a large scale is enough 

in itself to fuel the painter’s need for self preservation.  However, when used with integrity the 

digital camera has opened up possibilities of artistic creativity that not only sit side by side with 

the analogue camera but have significant individual artistic potential. “The digital camera has 

‘not’ killed the art of photography”, it has given artists a new tool with which to advance their 

creativity. 
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APPENDICES 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Appendix I 

Late September,  2013. 

Visit to the Waterfront Gallery Milford Haven, late September 

 

On discovering that my ‘Picturing Time’, Sotherby’s exhibition picture was no longer hanging 

on show, I queried its whereabouts with the curator, David Randell. 

 

Dixon : “ I see that my picture is no longer on show. I’m just wondering is this temporary or 

would you like me to take it away?” 

 

Randell : “ Ah, well you see, I’m afraid we have far too many photographs. We really needed to 

take some down in order to make more space for real art. We are expecting an exhibition of 

paintings next month.”  
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Appendix II 

February 2014 

BA3 Enterprise Symposium - Lecture by Cat Gardener of Gallery Ten in Cardiff 

 

Gardener:  “We represent Welsh or Wales based artists. We don’t have any photographers”.  

 

Question from audience: “Could you tell me why not please.” 

 

Gardener: “Two points. One is the grey area with selling photography, the issue of who actually 

owns the image, and also........I can’t command a huge price for a photograph if it’s just a print 

that’s being sold and if there’s another hundred, two hundred, thousand of the same image being 

produced, erm and then there’s that grey area then of who actually owns the image”  

 

Further question from audience: “What about if the photographer were an original print from a 

film negative?” 

 

Gardener: “If you give the negative as well, I don’t see why not.”  
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Appendix III 

September, 2014 

Visit to P J Camera Repairs Ltd 

 

On visiting P J Camera Repairs Ltd., in Newcastle upon Tyne, to personally collect my treasured 

Hasselbald analogue camera, during discussions with John Machin, the director, Machin 

commented: 

“there is no doubt that the digital camera has killed the art of photography ” 

He did not elaborate but the thought stayed with me and became the basis for this essay. 
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Appendix IV 

July, 2012 

Artes Mundi 5 

 

 On a visit to the National Museum of Cardiff, where I saw: 

‘an exhibition exploring social themes from across the globe with insight, compassion and 

humour. From popular culture to politics, from death to displacement, the use of painting, 

sculpture installation, photography, film and performance, offering an artistic platform for 

commentary on the world we live in today’.  

 

This prompted me to telephone Artes Mundi directly and ask the question,  

September, 2014 

Telephone call to Artes Mundi offices 

 

Dixon: “Are all mediums treated the same with regard to consideration for exhibition and 

placement?”  

Martins: “Absolutely. No forms of art are excluded. In fact we have had many diverse exhibits 

within our shortlisted artists.”  
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Appendix V  

Royal Society of Photographers (1853) Clips from Journal Articles 
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Appendix VI  

September, 2014. 

The Photo Parlour Derby 

 

During a weekend, black and white print workshop with John Blakemore, I had the chance to ask 

his experiences and opinion on photography as art.  

 

Dixon: “was there a time when, as a photographer, you considered yourself to be anything other 

than an artist? 

Blakemore: “I do not consider myself to be anything. Other people may consider me however 

they wish – it is of no interest to me.”  

Dixon: “Have you ever been faced with negative reactions from curators, due to the medium of 

your work being photographs and opposed to paintings?” 

 

Blakemore: “On occasions, but those people are bigots; not concerned with the true meaning of 

art.”  

 

The following day Blakemore approached me and said,  

Blakemore: “I do consider myself to be something you know. I am an image maker, that’s what I 

am, a maker of images.”  
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Appendix VII  

December,  2014, Coleg Sir Gar 

Richard Billingham, Visiting Lecture Programme 

Prepared question from Jane Dixon 

 

Dixon: “When I look at your images, and I have, a lot over the weekend, of your family, I can 

feel the intensity that is there, I feel the artist in you and I can see how they are easily 

accepted as art and can go into galleries. My dissertation is regarding photography and art 

and I wondered how you felt about the rest of your photographs and your photography. 

Do you feel that all photographs are art and if so why? Or do you feel that maybe some of 

them aren’t and if so what criteria do you go by?” 

Billingham:“Most photographs aren’t art. Only a few photographs are art. It’s like – I’ll give you 

an analogy. Most writing is not art; a lot of writing is journalism; a lot of it is rubbish. 

But some writing is good art and it’s the same with photography. It’s how you order your 

metaphors, whatever. So, what defines a fine art photograph from a normal photograph?” 

Dixon: “What really... when you think, oh yes, this photography is art, what makes you feel 

that?” 

Billingham:“When a photograph is ‘about’ something and not just ‘of’ something. You know, 

you can photograph something interesting and depict it, but it’s only interesting because 

of that subject. It’s what you bring to it that matters and how you make it about 

something. You know, when I talked about, ‘how do you make a photograph about 

pregnancy’, you don’t just show the bump, do you. How do you make it? So I tried to do 

it in a different way.” 

Dixon:  “So would I be right in assuming that in your landscape, you’re making it about the way 

Constable saw the land and the way you see the land and the space.”  

Billingham:“Maybe, yes, although I still can’t really articulate that yet, properly. But yes, it is 

about giving insights, about emotional associations. It’s not just what it’s of.” 

Dixon: “It’s what’s behind it?” 

Billingham:“Maybe. About my relationship to it.” 

Dixon: “OK. Thank you.” 

Billingham:“I don’t know. I still can’t ... . In a few years time I’ll be able to tell you.” 
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Dixon: “Can I have an extension?”  (ref to dissertation deadline) 

Billingham: “You see. It’s like that the Cradly Heath work; that night-time work. It’s only a few 

years after that I can look back and articulate it and why I did it.” 

Dixon: “That make sense, Thank you” 
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Appendix VIII  

March 2014, Oriel Q, Queens Hall Gallery, Narbeth 

Geraint Evans : Landscape of First World Problems 

During an artist’s talk which I attended earlier this year, a local artist, Martin White asked the 

resident artist the following question: 

 

White: “Do you consider the medium of an artist’s work to be relevant to their position as a 

successful artist?”  

 

Evans: “I believe that quality transcends the medium” 

 

White: “Would you care to elaborate. In layman’s talk if you don’t mind” 

 

Evans: “I see it like this. If a piece has that special quality you feel it instantly. Then the medium 

is secondary, regardless of whether it be embroidery, painting, photography, sculpture or 

installation and on. It is the quality that first impacts and creates the impression. It is the quality 

that defines the ‘art’.”  
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