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• Reading: Susan Sontag, “In Plato’s Cave,” On Photography (New York: Picador, 2001) 3-26. 
• Questions and Discussion



Module 3 Photograph: The Construction of Vision 09/01/2020-09/09/2020
Tuesday September 1 4 pm
• Professor Lecture
• Reading: Susan Sontag, “In Plato’s Cave,” On Photography (New York: 

Picador, 2001) 3-26. 
• Questions and Discussion
Friday September 4 10 am
• Submit first draft of 500-word essay to peer-editor
Monday September 7 10 am 
• Peer-editor returns 500-word essay
Wednesday September 9 10 am
• Final polished 500-word essay due to professor



Photograph: The Construction of Vision

Evidence of the Truth

Constructions of the Truth 



From the studio of Mathew 
Brady, Daguerreotype of 
Samuel FB Morse, made 
between 1844 and 1860 Gillespie, pp 101-102



Nicéphore Niépce, View from Niépce’s Window at Gras, 1826
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ZEITGEIST

‘spirit of the time’



CAMERA OBSCURA
“dark room” or “veiled chamber”

Bending or refracting light rays to create an image



Zoe Leonard, 945 Madison Avenue, 2014 (installation view, Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York)





Nicéphore Niépce, View from Niépce’s Window at Gras, 1826
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Nicéphore Niépce, View from Niépce’s Window at Gras, 1826

He experimented with silver chloride, which darkens when exposed to 
light, and then used bitumen and lavender oil more successfully in his 

quest to capture the image of nature on a pewter surface.

In the window of his upper-story workroom 
at his Saint-Loup-de-Varennes country 

house, Le Gras, he set up a camera obscura, 
placed within it a polished pewter plate 

coated with bitumen of Judea (an asphalt 
derivative of petroleum), and uncapped the 

lens. After at least a day-long exposure of 
eight hours, the plate was removed and the 
latent image of the view from the window 
was rendered visible by washing it with a 

mixture of oil of lavender and white 
petroleum which dissolved away the parts 

of the bitumen which had not been 
hardened by light. The result was the 

permanent direct positive picture you see 
here—a one-of-a-kind photograph on 

pewter. It renders a view of the 
outbuildings, courtyard, trees and landscape 

as seen from that upstairs window.  An 
ultimately doomed attempt to interest the 

Royal Society in his process—which he 
called "Heliography"—brought Niépce and 

the first photograph to England in 1827. 



Nicéphore Niépce, View from Niépce’s Window at Gras, 1826
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‘spirit of the time’



tinkerer - 1. A traveling mender of metal household utensils.
2. Chiefly British A member of any of various traditionally itinerant groups of
people living especially inScotland and Ireland; a traveler.

3. One who enjoys experimenting with and repairing machine parts.
4. A clumsy repairer or worker; a meddler.
5. A person who regularly or occasionally engages in an activity as a pastime 
rather than as a profession

bricoleur – A person who engages in bricolage

trial and error

DIY



bricolage

• novel solutions that make use of previously unrelated types of 
knowledge – bringing these hybrid and new types of knowledge to 
bear on problems

• novel solutions that make use of resources already existing in the 
social consciousness – solutions arrived at by using tools and or 
knowledge ‘hidden in plain sight’



Drawing by Helmut Gernsheim, 
February 20, 1952 



Formalism

Formalism is the study of art based solely on an analysis of its form –
the way it is made and what it looks like.

What are other ways of understanding a work of art?



How do we explore and explain art?

• Socio-historical context
• Socio-cultural context
•Political economy
• Theory and philosophy
• Formalism and connoisseurship



William Henry Fox Talbot, The Oriel Window, South 
Gallery, Lacock Abbey, 1835 or 1839



A camera lucida is an optical device used as a drawing aid by artists.  
The camera lucida performs an optical superimposition of the subject 
being viewed upon the surface upon which the artist is drawing. The 

artist sees both scene and drawing surface simultaneously, as in a 
photographic double exposure. This allows the artist to duplicate key 

points of the scene on the drawing surface, thus aiding in the 
accurate rendering of perspective. At times, the artist can even trace 

the outlines of objects. 

The camera lucida was patented in 1807 by the 
English chemist William Hyde Wollaston. 

William Henry Fox Talbot used a camera lucida
in 1833 while on honeymoon. His 

disappointment with it drove him to creating 
photographic technology.



William Henry Fox Talbot, The Oriel Window, South Gallery, Lacock Abbey, 1835 or 1839; Talbot 
was the inventor of the negative / positive photographic process, the precursor to most 
photographic processes of the 19th and 20th centuries.  The earliest surviving paper negative is 
of the now famous Oriel window in the South Gallery at Lacock Abbey, Wiltshire, where he lived. 



William Henry Fox Talbot, The Oriel Window, South Gallery, Lacock Abbey, 
1835 or 1839; Talbot was the inventor of the negative / positive 
photographic process, the precursor to most photographic processes of 
the 19th and 20th centuries.  The earliest surviving paper negative is of 
the now famous Oriel window in the South Gallery at Lacock Abbey, 
Wiltshire, where he lived. 



William Henry Fox Talbot, The Oriel Window, South Gallery, Lacock Abbey, 1835 or 1839

"Not having with me... a camera 
obscura of any considerable size, I 

constructed one out of a large box, the 
image being thrown upon one end of it 

by a good object-glass fixed at the 
opposite end. The apparatus being 
armed with a sensitive paper, was 

taken out in a summer afternoon, and 
placed about one hundred yards from a 
building favourably illuminated by the 
sun. An or so afterwards I opened the 

box and I found depicted upon the 
paper a very distinct representation of 

the building, with the exception of
those parts of it which lay in the shade. 
A little experience in this branch of the 

art showed me that with a smaller 
camera obscura the effect would be 

produced in a smaller time. Accordingly 
I had several small boxes made, in 

which I fixed lenses of shorter focus, 
and with these I obtained very perfect, 

but extremely small pictures..."



boxes = mouse 
traps

"Mouse trap" 
camera developed 
by William Henry 

Fox Talbot, ca. 
1834



The art of “photogenic drawing.”

Calotype or talbotype is an early photographic process introduced in 
1841 by William Henry Fox Talbot, using paper coated with silver 
iodide. The term calotype comes from the Greek καλός (kalos), 
"beautiful", and τύπος (tupos), "impression". This process lowered 
exposure times, from one hour or so to 1-3 minutes.

“Some account of the Art of Photogenic drawing, or the process by 
which natural objects may be made to delineate themselves without 
the aid of the artist’s pencil,” Henry Fox Talbot, paper given January 
31, 1839 at the Royal Society of London

- deskilling
- automation



William Henry Fox Talbot, Articles of Glass, 1843

William Henry Fox Talbot, The Oriel Window, South Gallery, 
Lacock Abbey, 1835 or 1839



The plates of the present work are impressed by 
the agency of Light alone, without any aid 
whatever from the artist's pencil. They are the 
sun-pictures themselves, and not, as some 
persons have imagined, engravings in imitation.

William Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of 
Nature, published in six installments 
between 1844 and 1846, was the first 
photographically illustrated book to be 
commercially published…



The Reading Establishment,1846
Attributed to Fox Talbot – located in Reading

The widespread distribution of large editions of 
photographic prints was the promise of Talbot's 

negative-positive process and its principal 
advantage over the contemporaneous French 
daguerreotype. In early 1844, in an effort to

encourage the mass production of paper 
photographs, Talbot supported Nicolaas

Henneman, his former valet, in the creation of 
the first photographic printing firm, situated in 

the town of Reading. It was there that prints for 
The Pencil of Nature were produced.

The activities of the Reading establishment are 
shown here: Talbot, operating the camera at the 

center, makes a portrait, while at the right 
Henneman photographs a sculpture of the Three 

Graces. Other employees copy an engraving, 
stand attentively with a second camera back-

loaded with sensitized paper, attend the racks of 
glass frames in which negatives and 

photographic paper are sandwiched for printing 
in sunlight, and adjust a device likely intended to 

aid focusing.

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/sea
rch/283065





The complete list of plates is as follows:
Part 1
I. Part of Queen's College, Oxford
II. View of the Boulevards at Paris
III. Articles of China
IV. Articles of Glass
V. Bust of Patroclus
Part 2
VI. The Open Door
VII. Leaf of a Plant
VIII. A Scene in a Library
IX. Fac-simile of an Old Printed Page
X. The Haystack
XI. Copy of a Lithographic Print
XII. The Bridge of Orléans
Part 3
XIII. Queen's College, Oxford: Entrance Gateway
XIV. The Ladder
XV. Lacock Abbey in Wiltshire
Part 4
XVI. Cloisters of Lacock Abbey
XVII. Bust of Patroclus
XVIII. Gate of Christchurch
Part 5
XIX. The Tower of Lacock Abbey
XX. Lace
XXI. The Martyrs' Monument
Part 6
XXII. Westminster Abbey
XXIII. Hagar in the Desert
XXIV. A Fruit Piece



William Henry Fox Talbot, The 
Open Door, 1844



Above Left: Lord George Byron contemplating 
the Colosseum in Rome' by James Tibbets 
Willmore, after the original composition by 
William Westall, c. 1830

Below Right: Italian Photo Album, Grand Tour, 
19th Century

Grand Tour



Left: Louis Daguerre (1787-1851)
Right: Daguerre, Still Life with Jupiter, 1839 



Louis Daguerre, View of Paris, 1839 Louis Daguerre, Boulevard du Temple, 1838



Daguerre, Still Life with Jupiter, 1839 Cornelis Vermeulen, A vanitas still life of a 
skull, a guttering candle, a tortoiseshell mirror, 

a book, a statue and a pack of cards, 1688



Nicolaes Gillis, Laid Table , 1611





In Plato’s Cave
Susan Sontag

Susan Sontag 
(1933-2004)







Plato’s Theory of Forms

The Allegory of the Cave is related to Plato's Theory of 
Forms, wherein Plato asserts that "Forms" (or 
"Ideas"), and not the material world of change known 
to us through sensation, possess the highest and most 
fundamental kind of reality. Only knowledge of the 
Forms constitutes real knowledge.



This very insatiability of the photographing 
eye changes the terms of confinement in 
the cave, our world.  In teaching us a new 
visual code,  photographs alter and enlarge 
our notions of what is worth looking at and 
what we have a right to observe.  They are 
a grammar and, even more importantly, an 
ethics of seeing.

Susan Sontag



Mathew Brady’s Daguerreotype Gallery and Storefront, New York City,  c. 1865-66



Mathew Brady, Abraham Lincoln, c. 1863Mathew Brady, Walt Whitman, c. 1863 Mathew Brady, Frederick Douglass, 1880Mathew Brady, Edgar Allan Poe, c. 1850

From one-of-a-kind daguerreotype to albumen print on paper

Invented in 1850, and commonly used in the late nineteenth century, the albumen print is a type of photographic print made from paper 
coated with albumen (egg white). The albumen print became popular because it produced a rich sharp image. The process involves coating a 
sheet of paper with albumen (egg white), making the paper’s surface glossy and smooth. It is then coated in a solution of silver nitrate. The 
albumen and the silver nitrate form light-sensitive silver salts on the paper. When a glass negative is placed directly on the paper and 
exposed to light, it forms an image on the paper.



Carte de visite invented by André Disderi in 1854

L: Six original Carte-de-visite bust-length portraits of 
different women from Mathew Brady’s DC and NY 
studios

R: Box with cartes de visite of members of the 
Regout family, Netherlands, c. 1865



Gordon, or "Whipped Peter”, c. 1863, carte de visite
reproduced by M. Brady

Original caption: "Overseer Artayou Carrier whipped 
me. I was two months in bed sore from the whipping. 
My master come after I was whipped; he discharged 
the overseer. The very words of poor Peter, taken as he 
sat for his picture."



Mathew Brady, Havoc, Effect of a 32lb. shell from 
the 2nd. Mass. Heavy Artillery, Fredericksburg, 
Virginia, c. 1862-3

The most well-known Civil War 
photographer is Matthew Brady. Brady hired 
many photographers for his studio, including 
James and Alexander Gardener, Timothy 
O’Sullivan and Egbert Guy Fox, to make most 
of the Civil War shots.



Dead Confederate artillerymen, photographed by 
Alexander Gardner in front of Dunker Church after the 

Battle of Antietam, September 1862
http://civilwarsaga.com/civil-war-photography/

Group of photographers standing next to wagons 
labeled “Sam A. Cooley U.S. Photographer 

Department of the South”, with their camera on the 
left, and two African American men employed as 

drivers, circa 1861-1865
http://civilwarsaga.com/civil-war-photography/



Stereo view of a group of dead Confederate soldiers after the battle 
of Antietam, photographed by Alexander Gardner, circa Sept 1862

http://civilwarsaga.com/civil-war-photography/



Mathew Brady, On the Antietam Battlefield, 1862



Mathew Brady, On the Antietam Battlefield, 1862

Documentary 
Photography

Photojournalism

Formalism

Art

Aesthetics of 
Violence



…images transfix.  Images anesthetize.

Susan Sontag



Jacob Riis, Tenement House Yard, from 
How the Other Half Lives, 1890





Images by Jacob Riis from How the Other Half 
Lives, 1890







Jacob Riis, Lodgers in a Bayard Street Tenement, from How the 
Other Half Lives, 1890



…a photograph can be treated as a 
narrowly selective transparency…the 
work that photographers do is no 
generic exception to the usually shady 
commerce between art and truth…  

Susan Sontag



Top: Interior view of the “Little Galleries” at 291. Photo by 
Gertrude Käsebier.
Bottom Left: Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, 1917
Bottom Right:  Poster for Photo Secession Organization 1902-
1917

Alfred Stieglitz [1864-1946] 
photographer, promoter of modernism in US, and 
impresario



Pictorialism

Stieglitz, The Net Mender, 1894 Jean-Francois Millet, The Sower, 1850



Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907



Man Ray, Rayograph, 1922

Man Ray, Rayograph, 1922



Walker Evans, Bud Fields and His Family, Hale County, Alabama, 1936



Evans, Melee with policemen and civilians, 1933 Evans, Breadline, Havana, 1933



Walker Evans, Bud Fields and His Family, Hale County, Alabama, 1936

From mid-July to mid-September 
1936, Evans took a leave from his 

position as an information 
specialist for the Historical Section 

of the Resettlement 
Administration to work with the 

writer James Agee on an 
assignment for Fortune magazine. 
They traveled to the Deep South 
to prepare an article on tenant 

cotton farming. In Alabama they 
documented the lives of farmers, 
including the Fields family. Evans 
found in this average American 

household the archetypal portrait 
of the everyman that he 

treasured.
www.getty.org



Walker Evans, Bud Fields and His Family, Hale County, Alabama, 1936

Documentary 
Photography

Photojournalism

Formalism

Art

Aesthetics of 
Poverty (?)



Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother of 6, Age 32, 1936



I saw and approached the hungry and desperate 
mother, as if drawn by a magnet. I do not remember 
how I explained my presence or my camera to her, but I 
do remember she asked me no questions. I made five 
exposures, working closer and closer from the same 
direction. I did not ask her name or her history. She 
told me her age, that she was thirty-two. She said that 
they had been living on frozen vegetables from the 
surrounding fields, and birds that the children killed. 
She had just sold the tires from her car to buy food. 
There she sat in that lean-to tent with her children 
huddled around her, and seemed to know that my 
pictures might help her, and so she helped me. There 
was a sort of equality about it.   

-- Dorothea Lange

Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother of 6, Age 32, 1936



Different versions of Migrant Mother by Dorothea Lange



The immensely gifted members of the Farm 
Security Administration photographic project of the 
late 1930s (among them Walker Evans, Dorothea 
Lange, Ben Shahn, Russell Lee) would take dozens 
of frontal pictures of one of their sharecropper 
subjects until satisfied that they had gotten just the 
right look on film – the precise expression on the 
subject’s face that supported their own notions 
about poverty, light, dignity, texture, exploitation 
and geometry.

Susan Sontag



POSTMODERN APPROPRIATION

Sherrie Levine after Walker Evans, Metro 
Pictures Gallery, NY, 1981

Walker Evans, Bud Fields and His Family, Hale 
County, Alabama, 1936

Walker Evans and James Agee, Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Men (1941)



Above: Robert Frank, Santa Fe, 1955
Above Left: Les Américains, by Robert Frank, published by 

Robert Delpire, Paris, 1958  (1st Edition) 
Below Left: The Americans by Robert Frank, published 

Grove Press, 1959 (1st Edition IN ENGLISH)

"Frank set out with his 
Guggenheim Grant to do 

something new and unconstrained 
by commercial diktats" and made 
"a now classic photography book 

in the iconoclastic spirit of the 
Beats.”  -- Sean O’Hagan



Walker Evans, Interior View of Robert 
Frank’s House, Nova Scotia, 1969-71 Walker Evans, Robert Frank, Nova Scotia, 

1969-71



Robert Frank, U.S. 285, New 
Mexico, 1955

Robert Frank, Butte, Montana, 1955
Frank took 28,000 shots. Only 83 of those were finally 

selected by him for publication in The Americans.



Above: Robert Frank, Ranch Market, Hollywood, 1955-56
Left Above: Robert Frank, Rodeo Cowboy, Madison Square 
Gardens, 1955-56



Robert Frank, Florida, 1958

Parade - Hoboken, New Jersey, 1955



Above: Robert Frank, Contact Sheet for “Elevator Girl,” from The 
Americans, 1955-56

Left: Robert Frank, Elevator Girl, 1955-56



Robert Frank, Trolley, New Orleans, 1955, from The Americans



Robert Frank, 
Charleston South 
Carolina, 1955-56



Robert Frank, New York City, 1955



…images transfix.  Images anesthetize.

Susan Sontag



William Eggleston, Los Alamos, 1966-74



William Eggleston, Red Ceiling, Greenwood, Mississippi, 1973  
SATURATED COLOR



Dye transfer dyes are much closer to 'ideal' 
than other photographic dyes. The colors 
are purer. 

Dye transfer printing resembles the 
mechanical printing process that 
magazines use to make color pictures. A 
color printing press uses four separate 
printing plates, one each for the three 
primaries (magenta, yellow, cyan) and one 
for black. Each plate is engraved with a 
halftone image for one of the colors, which 
is coated with a thin layer of oil-based ink. 
The four plates then transfer their ink to 
the surface of a sheet of blank white paper 
to make the color pictures. The final 
picture is not 'created' chemically in the 
paper; it is assembled on its surface from 
four separate screened color images. 
Dye transfer uses three continuous-tone 
sheet film plates called matrices. The 
matrices are soaked in water-based cyan, 
magenta and yellow dyes. The matrices are 
rinsed clean of excess dye and squeegeed 
against a sheet of gelatin-coated paper, 
much like regular photographic paper but 
without the silver compounds. The gelatin 
absorbs the dye from the matrix. The 
result is a continuous-tone dye image on 
paper. 
http://ctein.com/dyetrans.htm

William Eggleston, Untitled (Lights), c. 1971



Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual, 1969

Photoconceptualism



Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, 1917

Bruce Nauman, Self Portrait as a 
Fountain, 1966-70



Jeff Wall, The Storyteller, 1986
Jeff Wall, Tattoos and Shadows, 2000



Jeff Wall, The Storyteller, 1986

Jeff Wall, Tattoos and Shadows, 2000

Manet, Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe/Luncheon on the Grass, 1863



Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual, 1969







John Baldessari, National City Series, 1966-68



Robert Frank,  U.S. 285, New Mexico 1956 John Baldessari, Econ-O-Wash, 14th and 
Highland, National City Calif, 1964-66



Martha Rosler, Rights of Passage, 1995-97



Martha Rosler, Cleaning the Drapes, from the series House Beautiful: Bringing the 
War Home, 1967–72, Cut-and-pasted printed paper on board.



An event known through photographs certainly becomes more real 
than it would have been if one had never seen the photographs – think 
of the Vietnam War. But after repeated exposure to images it also 
becomes less real.

-- Susan Sontag 



Martha, Rosler, Bringing the War Home: 
House Beautiful, 1970-71



Martha Rosler, Photo Op, 2004
from the "Bringing the War Home: 
House Beautiful" series



L: Martha Rosler, Gladiators, 2004  
R: Martha Rosler, Lounging Woman, 2004

from the "Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful" series


