
Photography
And the 19th Century



The Emergence of Visual Media



How did media become 
visual? 



Context: 19th century changes

Telegraphy split communication from transportation

Industrialization, urbanization 



Space expanded through railroad

Idea of “standard time,” time zones, emerged, in part, from need 
for trains to run on time



Early print media had few pictures



Early photography
“Camera obscura”: image through pinhole projected onto wall

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce



18th and early 19th centuries: experiments with 
chemicals and sunlight to fix images



Louis Daguerre

1837: Daguerre creates 
daguerreotype. 

1850s: First photo studio opens 
in Paris



The Daguerreotype created an image on silver-plated copper and 
required about 15 minutes of exposure time.  

The image was one-of-a-kind, which meant that no reproductions 
could be made.

Although less expensive to have made than a portrait, 
daguerreotypes were not affordable for all Americans.



The Camera was Simple

But it was constantly improved



The Process was complex



The earliest daguerreotypes



Daguerreotypes were stored in a case like this one because they were very 
thin and delicate. 



Famous people became popular subjects

William Henry Harrison 1841 John Quincy Adams 1843



The earliest known portraits of Abraham and Mary Lincoln were 
daguerreotypes taken in 1846 or 1847. 



But they weren’t the only ones once 
photo studios became common

What change do you imagine the advent of the photo studio 
brought to ordinary people? 

Who might have had their photos taken? 

Why? 



Illustrating the News



A new era in American journalism dawned in 
the 1850s with the advent of magazines 

and newspapers that combined general-interest 
content, and lavish illustrations.

Photography had been commonplace for a decade. 

However, even though the American Civil War, which began in 
1861, was recorded by thousands of photographs, not a single one 
was ever published in a newspaper.



Prior to and following the Civil War, illustrated 
newspapers were the rage.



Both sides published Illustrated Newspapers



Since the technology was not available yet to print photographs in 
newspapers, a few newspapers used wood, and later steel 
engravings, to illustrate their news. 

Harper’s artist Alfred Waud at Gettysburg

Instead of sending a photographer to 
the scene of the event, the editors 
would send an artist to sketch what 
they saw.



In turn, these sketches would be taken back to the newspaper 
offices and other skilled engravers would labor to produce an 
engraving representation. 

Most of the illustrated newspapers were monthly but some were 
weekly. 

Of the weeklies, a typical issue might contain twenty or more such 
engravings. 



This

Became this



The most famous of 
these publications was

Harper’s Weekly



Harper’s Weekly, A Journal of Civilization 
began publication in 1857 

The Weekly was among a group of new magazines that benefited 
from lower postal rates and provisions that publishers instead of 
subscribers paid the postage. 

It was soon popular thanks to its use of illustrations, the relatively 
high quality of its printing, and its editorial content. 

By the end of 1861, the magazine had a circulation of 120,000 and 
stood, in terms of readership, among the leading magazines of the 
Civil War period. 



Most magazines suffered circulation losses 
when the southern states seceded. 

The popularity of Harper’s Weekly, however, 
grew because of its coverage of the Civil War. 

It was widely read by the soldiers of the 
Union Army, and the magazine hired artists, 
including Thomas Nast, to follow the army in 
its campaign. Thomas Nast



Although editorially the magazine supported the Lincoln 
administration and the Union cause, it was less strident in tone 
than Nast’s work. 

“Compromise with the South,” described by many as Nast’s first 
great political cartoon, was published in the September 3, 1864 
issue. 

The Republicans distributed reprints of this cartoon widely in 
campaigning for Lincoln’s reelection.





In 1863 George William Curtis became 
editor of Harper’s Weekly and under him 

the magazine’s influence grew.

Curtis and Nast worked well together for a time. 

During the 1870s Nast’s cartoons attacking 
William Tweed and his political cronies in New 
York City gained national attention, and 
boosted the magazine’s circulation. 

William Curtis



“I don't care a straw for your newspaper articles; 
my constituents don’t know how to read, but they 
can’t help seeing them damned pictures!” 



But, Harper’s Weekly began to lose favor in 
1884 as a result of Curtis’ and Nast’s 
opposition to the Republican presidential 

nominee, James G. Blaine.
 Curtis and the magazine’s publisher consciously spoke out against 
Blaine knowing that it would cost circulation. 

What they did not count on was the widespread attacks on the 
magazine, especially those directed towards Nast, leveled by Republican 
publications. 

Harper’s Weekly never recovered fully from this episode. 



Nast left the magazine in 1887 as 
the result of on-going conflicts 
with its editor and publisher. 
Harper’s Weekly ceased 
publishing in 1916.



Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, later renamed Leslie’s 
Weekly, was an American illustrated literary and news magazine 
founded in 1852 and published until 1922. 

It was one of several magazines started by publisher and 
illustrator Frank Leslie.



It frequently featured cover pictures of soldiers and heroic battle stories. 

It also gave extensive coverage to less martial events such as President Lincoln’s 
Inaugural ball.



Throughout its decades of existence, the 
weekly provided illustrations and reports of 
wars from John Brown's raid at Harpers 
Ferry and the Civil War until the Spanish-
American War and the First World War.

But that wasn’t the most 
interesting aspect of this 

publication...



After Leslie's death 
in 1880

The magazine was continued by 
his widow, the women's suffrage 
campaigner Miriam Florence 
Leslie. 

She legally changed her name to 
Frank Leslie and successfully ran 
the publication for 20 more years.

The name, by then a well-
established trademark, also 
remained after 1902, when it no 
longer had a connection with the 
Leslie family. It continued until 
1922.



Meanwhile, photographic technology was 
advancing.



News photography



There were further developments in photography in 
1851 with the invention of the collodion process, also 

known as wet-plate photography.

Collodion is a chemical mixture used to coat a plate of glass or 
iron, sensitizing it to light.  Once coated with collodion, the plate 
could then be used to create an image. 

The wet plate process remained the most advanced photographic 
technology until after the Civil War and was used by Civil War 
photographers.



The most significant aspect of the 
invention of the collodion 
processes was the fact that it 
could produce a negative image 
capable of reproduction. 

Now images could be copied and 
sold nationwide.   



The Crimean War (October 1853 – February 1856) was a conflict fought 
between the Russian Empire and an alliance of the French Empire, the 
British Empire, the Ottoman Empire, and the Kingdom of Sardinia. 

The war was part of a long-running contest between the major 
European powers for influence over territories of the declining Ottoman 
Empire. 

Most of the conflict took place on the Crimean Peninsula

The Civil War wasn’t the first conflict to 
be photographed...





The Advent of Photojouralism
Images taken during the American Civil War were the 
first to be distributed to a large public audience and 
many graphically depicted dead soldiers following 
battle.  

Dozens of photographers and assistants followed each 
army during the Civil War, and several of these 
professionals, including Matthew Brady, attempted to 
completely document the war in images,                         
beginning a new genre of documentation: 
photojournalism.

TBivins ’15



Since the technology was not available yet 
to print photographs in newspapers, 
Photographs were typically hung in 

galleries, similar to the way paintings 
were displayed—as a form of “fine art.”

However, there was a big difference...



Matthew Brady’s photography gallery on Broadway in New York City 



 Advancements in photography, including the ability to reproduce images, allowed 
for distribution to a wide audience, bringing the horrors of war to the home front. 

These realistic images of war, brought directly into American households for the 
first time, forever altered society’s view of war. 



The best example of this can be found in a New 
York Times article from October 20, 1862, one 

month after the battle of Antietam, in which nearly 
23,000 were killed or wounded. 

An unknown author addresses society’s experience with war both 
before and after the introduction of photographs.



“The living that throng Broadway care little perhaps for the 
Dead at Antietam, but we fancy they would jostle less carelessly 
down the great thoroughfare, saunter less at their ease, were a 
few dripping bodies, fresh from the field, laid along the 
pavement…. As it is, the dead of the battle-field come up to us 
very rarely, even in dreams.  We see the list in the morning 
paper at breakfast, but dismiss its recollection with the 
coffee….There is nothing very terrible to us, however, in the list, 
though our sensations might be different if the newspaper 
carrier left the names on the battle-field and the bodies at our 
doors instead….  

Mr. Brady has done something to bring home to us the terrible 
reality and earnestness of war.  If he has not brought bodies and 
laid them in our door-yards and along the streets, he has done 
something very like it.” 



A group of reporters covering the war for the New York Herald 

Covering the Civil War 



How Civil War photographers worked

Two photographers

One mixes chemicals on glass plate

The other sets up camera and subjects

Glass plate, chemicals inserted in 
camera, exposed to light

Return to “darkroom” on wagon to 
develop. 



It wasn’t until after the Civil War that it 
became possible to print photographs

The process of “half-toning” allowed a photographic negative to 
be exposed through a screen that broke the image into a series of 
black and white dots of different sizes.

The resulting image fooled the human eye into seeing a 
continuous tone from white, through grey, to black.



First photograph printed 
in a newspaper, 1873

This what it 
actually is

This is what it 
looks like to the 

human eye



Advances



Dry Plate Negatives & Hand-held Cameras
In 1879, the dry plate was invented, a glass 
negative plate with a dried gelatin emulsion. 
Dry plates could be stored for a period of time. 

Photographers no longer needed portable 
darkrooms and could now hire technicians to 
develop their photographs. 

Dry processes absorbed light quickly so 
rapidly that the hand-held camera was now 
possible.

The first cameras only allowed a single copy 

of the photo to be taken and were extremely 
expensive as well.



Flexible Roll Film
The use of photographic film was pioneered 
by George Eastman, who started 
manufacturing paper film in 1885 before 
switching to celluloid in 1889. 

His first camera, which he called the “Kodak,” 
was first offered for sale in 1888. 

It was a very simple box camera with a fixed-
focus lens and single shutter speed, which 
along with its relatively low price appealed to 
the average consumer. 

George Eastman

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celluloid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celluloid


The Kodak came pre-loaded with enough film for 100 exposures and needed to be sent 
back to the factory for processing and reloading when the roll was finished. 

Eastman’s Kodak camera went on the market with the slogan “You press the button, we 
do the rest.” 

Now anyone could take a photograph 
and leave the complex parts of the 
process to others, and photography 
became available for the mass-
market in 1901 with the introduction 
of the Kodak Brownie.



In 1921, the wirephoto made it possible to transmit pictures almost as quickly as news itself 
could travel. 

However, it was not until development of the 
commercial 35mm Leica camera in 1925, and the 
first flash bulbs between 1927 and 1930 that all 
the elements were in place for a “golden age” of 
photojournalism.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wirephoto
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wirephoto
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leica_Camera
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leica_Camera


The advent of photography, and later color photography, marked 
the end of the “golden age” of illustrated newspapers and 
magazines.

Illustrators still found work as cover artists and enjoyed 
something of a Renaissance during the 20s, and 30s, especially in 
magazines.

And  in advertising. 

The age of the illustrated newspaper came to 
an end in the early 20th century.











Ultimately it was the photograph that 
changed print media in the 20th century, 
and gradually replaced the illustrator as 
the primary visual source for news.





SMILE!


