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On Friday 12 June 2015, Daniel Wolf was invited by the students of INHA (Salle Grodecki,
chantier Import/Export, en parallèle au cycle 1960-1990, Les voix de la photographie).
Among many sharp comments, Daniel Wolf quoted Lady Elizabeth Eastlake who published anonismously a long article on photography in the London Quaterly Review, in 1857,
starting without title on page 442. This fundamental article written in elegant prose precedes Charles Baudelaire’s essay by two years. Here are some chosen excerpts illustrated
with some selected photographs from the June 19-20 auction.

Lady Eastlake, On Photography, April 1857
“It is now more than fifteen years ago that specimens of a new and mysterious art were first
exhibited to our wondering gaze...
Since then photography has become a household word and a household want; is used alike
by art and science, by love, business, and justice; is found in the most sumptuous saloon, and
in the dingiest attic--in the solitude of the Highland cottage, and in the glare of the London
gin-palace in the pocket of the detective, in the cell of the convict, in the folio of the painter
and architect, among the papers and patterns of the millowner and manufacturer, and on the
cold brave breast on the battle-field.
As early as 1842 one individual, of the name of Beard, assumed the calling of a daguerreotype
artist. In 1843 he set up establishments in four different quarters of London, reaching even to
Wharf Road, City Road, and thus alone supplied the metropolis until 1847. In 1848 Claudet
and a few more appear on the scene, but, owing to then existing impediments, their numbers
even in 1852 did not amount to more than seven. In 1855 the expiration of the patent and
the influence of the Photographic Society swelled them to sixty-six — in 1857 photographers
have a heading to themselves and stand at 147.
These are the higher representatives of art. But who can number the legion of petty dabblers,
who display their trays of specimens along every great thoroughfare in London, executing for
our lowest servants, for one shilling, that which no money could have commanded for the
Rothschild bride of twenty years ago? Thus, where not half a generation ago the existence of
such a vocation was not dreamt of, tens of thousands (especially if we reckon the purveyors
of photographic materials) are now following a new business, practising a new pleasure,
speaking a new language, and bound together by a new sympathy...
When before did any motive short of the stimulus of chance or the greed of gain unite in one
uncertain and laborious quest the nobleman, the tradesman, the prince of blood royal, the
innkeeper, the artist, the manservant, the general officer, the private soldier, the hard-worked
member of every learned profession, the gentleman of leisure, the Cambridge wrangler, the
man who bears some of the weightiest responsibilities of this country on his shoulder, and,
though last, not least, the fair woman whom nothing but her own choice obliges to be more
than the fine lady?
The records of the Photographic Society, established in 1853, are curiously illustrative of these
incongruities. Its first chairman, was chosen expressly from the realms of art. Sir Charles Eastlake therefore occupied the chair for two years; at the end of which the society selected a
successor Sir Frederick Pollock the Chief Baron of England...
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The photographic and political alliance with France and this country was concluded at about
the same period, and we can wish nothing more than that they may be maintained with equal
cordiality. The Duke de Luynes, a French nobleman of high scientific repute, has placed the
sum of 10,000 francs at the disposal of the Paris Photographic Society, to be divided into two
prizes for objects connected with the advance of the art,--the prizes open to the whole world.
The best landscape photographs at the Exposition des Beaux Art were English, the best architectural specimens in the London Exhibition are French. The Exhibition at Brussels last October
was more cosmopolitan than Belgian.
... the art of Heliography, as it was called by its author, was at that early period as great a wonder as any that have followed it, yet it was deficient in those qualities which recommend a
discovery to an impatient world. The process was difficult, capricious, and tedious. It does
not appear that M. Niépce ever obtained an image from nature in less than between seven to
twelve hours, so that the change in lights and shadows necessarily rendered it imperfect; and
in a specimen we have seen, the sun is shining on opposite walls... Thus the comparative obscurity in which his merits have remained is not difficult to comprehend; for while he conquered many of the greater difficulties of the art, he left too many lesser ones for the world to
follow in his steps. To these reasons may be partially attributed the little sensation which the
efforts of this truly modest and ingenious gentleman created in this country, which he visited
in 1827, for the purpose, he states, of exhibiting his results to the Royal Society, and of rendering homage of his discovery to his Britannic Majesty...
In the mean time the indiscretion of an optician revealed to the philosopher of Châlon the
fact that M. Daguerre, a dioramic artist by profession, was pursuing researches analogous to
his own in Paris. This led to an acquaintance between the two, and finally to a legal partnership
in the present pains and possible profits of the new art. M. Niépce died in 1833 without, it
seems, contributing any further improvement to the now common stock; and M. Daguerre,
continuing his labours, introduced certain alterations which finally led to a complete change
in the process...
In 1839 the results of M. Daguerre's years of labour, called after himself the Daguerreotype,
came forth fully furnished for use; and in the June of that year gave rise to a remarkable scene
in the French Chambers. The question before the deputies was this: MM. Daguerre and Niépce
jun. (for the partnership gave all the advantages to the son of his late colleague) were possessed of a secret of the utmost utility, interest, and novelty to the civilised world — a secret for
which immense sacrifices of time, labour, and money had been made, but which, if restricted
by patent for their protection, would be comparatively lost to society.
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We unwillingly recall a fact which rather mars the moral beauty of this interesting proceeding,
viz. that by some chicanery a patent for the daguerreotype was actually taken out in England,
which for a time rendered this the only country which did not profit by the liberality of the
French Government. The early history of photography is not so generous in character as that
of its maturity.
We may now turn to England, [and the discoveries of M. Talbot] In his case it. may be strictly
said that he took up the ground to which Davy and Wedgwood had made their way. Paper
was the medium he adhered to from the beginning, and on which he finally gained the victory.
We have no account of the repeated essays and disappointments by which this gentleman
advanced step by step to the end in view. All we know is that the French success on metal
and the English success on paper were, strange to say, perfectly coincident in date.
This announcement fell, like the pictures of light themselves, upon ground highly excited in
every way to receive and carry it forward. It was immediately taken up by Sir John Herschel,
who commenced a series of experiments of the utmost practical importance to photography
and science in general, one of the first results of which was the discovery of the hyposulphate
of soda as the best agent for dissolving the superfluous salts, or, in other words, of fixing the
picture. Mr. Fox Talbot, continuing to improve on his original discovery, thought fit in 1842 to
make it the subject for a patent, under the name of the calotype process. In this he is accused
of having incorporated the improvements of others as well as his own, a question on which
we have nothing to say, except that at this stage of the invention the tracks of the numerous
exploring parties run too close to each other to be clearly identified.
As to the propriety of the patent itself, no one can doubt Mr. Fox Talbot's right to avail himself
of it, though the results show that the policy may be questioned. For this gentleman reaped a
most inadequate return, and the development of the art was materially retarded. In the execution of a process so delicate and at the best so capricious as that of photography, the experience of numbers, such as only free-trade can secure, is required to define the more or less
practical methods. Mr. F. Talbot's directions, though sufficient for his own pre-instructed hand,
were too vague for the tyro; and an enlistment into the ranks of the "Pilgrims of the Sun" seldom led to any result but that of disappointment.
Thus, with impediments of this serious nature, photography made but slow way in England;
and the first knowledge to many even of her existence came back to us from across the Border.
It was in Edinburgh where the first earnest, professional practice of the art began, and the calotypes of Messrs. Hill and Adamson remain to this day the most picturesque specimens of
the new discovery.

Lot 23. DAVID OCTAVIUS HILL & ROBERT ADAMSON
Portrait of a Young Man, possibly Adamson, Edinburgh, c. 1845
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It was at this crisis that a paper published in the "Philosophical Transactions" of May, 1844,
by Mr. George Cundell, gave in great measure the fresh stimulus that was needed.
With the increasing band of experimentalists who arose--for all photographers are such now
ensued the demand for some material on which to receive their pictures less expensive than
the silver plate, and less capricious than paper. However convenient as a medium, this latter,
from the miscellaneous nature of its antecedents, was the prolific parent of disappointment.
Numerous expedients were resorted to render it more available--it was rubbed, polished, and
waxed, but, nevertheless, blotches and discolorations would perpetually appear, and that at
the very moment of success, which sorely tried the photographic heart.
Under these circumstances many a longing eye was fixed upon glass as a substitute; and numerous experiments, among which those by Sir John Herschel were the earliest and most successful, were tried to render this material available. But glass itself was found to be an
intractable material; it has no powers of absorption, and scarcely any affinities. The one thing
evidently needed was to attach some transparent neutral coating of extreme tenuity to its surface, and in due time the name of Niépce again appears supplying the intermediate step between failure and success.

Lot 44. VICTOR PLUMIER (1819-1877)
Portrait of Abel Niépce de Saint-Victor (1805-1870), Paris, 1852
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M. Niépce de St. Victor, nephew to the inventor of heliography, is known as the author of the
albumen process, which transparent and adhesive substance being applied to glass, and excited with the same chemical agents as in the calotype process, is found to produce pictures
of great beauty and finish.
On the prepared plate of Daguerre and on the sensitive paper of Fox Talbot the great luminary
concentrates his gaze for a few earnest minutes; with the albumen-sheathed glass he takes
his time more leisurely still; but at the delicate film of collodion which hangs before him finer
than any fairy's robe, and potent only with invisible spells-- he literally does no more than
wink his eye, tracing in that moment, with a detail and precision beyond all human power,
the glory of the heavens, the wonders of the deep, the fall, not of the avalanche, but of the
apple, the most fleeting smile of the babe, and the most vehement action of the man.Further
than this the powers of photography can never go; they are already more nimble than we
need. Light is made to portray with a celerity only second to that with which it travels...
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It is difficult now to believe that the foundations of all this were laid within the memory of a
middle- aged gentleman, by a few lonely philosophers, incognizant of each other, each following a glimmer of light through years of toil, and looking upward to that Land of Promise to
which beaten tracks and legible handposts now conduct an army of devotees. Nevertheless,
there is no royal road thrown open yet. Photography is, after all, too profoundly interwoven
with the deep things of Nature to be entirely unlocked by any given method.

Lot 423. ANTOINE CLAUDET (1797-1867)
Adelaide, London, 1853

If the photograph in its early and imperfect scientific state was more consonant to our feelings
for art, it is because, as far as it went, it was more true to our experience of Nature. Mere
broad light and shade, with the correctness of general forms and absence of all convention,
which are the beautiful conditions of photography, will, when nothing further is attempted,
give artistic pleasure of a very high kind; it is only when greater precision and detail are superadded that the eye misses the further truths which should accompany the further finish...
we sympathise cordially with Sir William Newton, who at one time created no little scandal
in the Photographic Society by propounding the heresy that pictures taken slightly out of
focus, that is, with slightly uncertain and undefined forms, "though less chemically would be
found more artistically beautiful." Much as photography is supposed to inspire its votaries
with aesthetic instincts, this excellent artist could hardly have chosen an audience less fitted
to endure such a proposition.

Without referring to M. Claudet's well-known experiment of a falsely coloured female face, it
may be averred that, of all the surfaces of a few inches square the sun looks upon, none offers
more difficulty, artistically speaking, to the photographer, than a smooth, blooming, clean washed, and carefully combed human head.

Lot 65. GUSTAVE LE GRAY (1820-1884)
The Road to Chailly, Cloudy Sky, 1852-1856
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There is no doubt that the forte of the camera lies in the imitation of one surface only, and
that of a rough and broken kind. Minute light and shade, cognisant to the eye, but unattainable
by hand, is its greatest and easiest triumph--the mere texture of stone, whether rough in the
quarry or hewn on the wall, its especial delight. Thus a face of rugged rock, and the front of
a carved and fretted building, are alike treated with a perfection which no human skill can
approach; and if asked to say what photography has hitherto best succeeded in rendering,
we should point to everything near and rough--from the texture of the sea-worn shell, of the
rusted armour, and the fustian jacket, to those glorious architectural pictures of French, English,
and Italian subjects, which, whether in quality, tone, detail, or drawing, leave nothing to be
desired.
For everything for which Art, so-called, has hitherto been the means but not the end, photography is the allotted agent-- for all that requires mere manual correctness, and mere manual
slavery, without any employment of the artistic feeling, she is the proper and therefore the
perfect medium.

Lady Eastlake, On Photography, April 1857
She is made for the present age, in which the desire for art resides in a small minority, but the
craving, or rather necessity for cheap, prompt, and torrent facts in the public at large. Photography is the purveyor of such knowledge to the world. She is the sworn witness of everything
presented to her view.
What are her unerring records in the service of mechanics, engineering, geology, and natural
history, but facts of the most sterling and stubborn kind ? What are her studies of the various
stages of insanity-- pictures of life unsurpassable in pathetic truth--but facts as well as lessons
of the deepest physiological interest?
No photographic picture that ever was taken, in heaven, or earth, or in the waters underneath
the earth, of any thing, or scene, however defective when measured by an artistic scale, is
destitute of a special, and what we may call an historic interest. Every form which is traced by
light is the impress of one moment, or one hour, or one age in the great passage of time.
When people, therefore, talk of photography, as being intended to supersede art, they utter
what, if true, is not so in the sense they mean. Photography is intended to supersede much
that art has hitherto done, but only that which it was both a misappropriation and a deterioration of Art to do...
Correctness of drawing, truth of detail, and absence of convention, the best artistic characteristics of photography, are qualities of no common kind, but the student who issues from the
academy with these in his grasp stands, nevertheless, but on the threshold of art. The power
of selection and rejection, the living application of that language which lies dead in his paintbox, the marriage of his own mind with the object before him, and the offspring, half stamped
with his own features, half with those of Nature, which is born of the union--whatever appertains to the free-will of the intelligent being, as opposed to the obedience of the machine,-this, and much more than this, constitutes that mystery called Art, in the elucidation of which
photography can give valuable help, simply by showing what it is not. There is, in truth, nothing
in that power of literal, unreasoning imitation, which she claims as her own, in which, rightly
viewed, she does not relieve the artist of a burden rather than supplant him in an office.
If, therefore, the time should ever come when art is sought, as it ought to be, mainly for its
own sake, our artists and our patrons will be of a far more elevated order than now: and if
anything can bring about so desirable a climax, it will be the introduction of Photography.”
[Elizabeth, Lady Eastlake (1809-1893)]
Photography, London Quarterly Review, April 1857, pp. 442-68

