
beaumont newhall the history of
photography
beaumont newhall the history of photography stands as a cornerstone in the study and
appreciation of photographic art and its evolution. Beaumont Newhall, a distinguished historian and
curator, profoundly influenced how photography is understood as both an art form and a documentary
medium. His seminal work, *The History of Photography*, published in 1937, remains one of the most
comprehensive and authoritative texts exploring the technological advancements, artistic
developments, and cultural impacts of photography. This article delves into Newhall's contributions,
the scope of his historic survey, and his lasting legacy within the photographic community. Through
an exploration of his methodologies and key themes, readers gain insight into how photography’s
narrative was shaped under his meticulous scholarship. The following sections will outline his
biography, the contents and significance of his magnum opus, and the broader implications of his
work in photographic historiography.
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Beaumont Newhall: Life and Career
Beaumont Newhall was an American curator, historian, and writer who dedicated much of his life to
the study and promotion of photography. Born in 1908, Newhall developed an early passion for
photography, which eventually evolved into a career that bridged both academic research and
museum curation. He served as the curator of the Department of Photography at the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA) in New York, a position through which he helped legitimize photography as a form
of fine art. His academic background combined with his practical experience in photography
positioned him as a key figure capable of chronicling the medium’s development.

Early Interest and Education
Newhall’s initial fascination with photography began in his youth, cultivating skills behind the camera
and studying photographic techniques. He pursued formal education that reinforced his
understanding of art history and photographic technology. This foundation allowed him to approach
photography not merely as a technical process but as an evolving artistic discipline embedded in
cultural contexts.



Curatorial and Scholarly Achievements
During his tenure at MoMA, Newhall curated influential exhibitions that showcased photography’s
artistic potential. His scholarly contributions extended beyond curation to writing extensively on
photographic history, technique, and criticism. His role in assembling collections and producing
exhibitions helped elevate photography’s status within museums and the art world.

The History of Photography: Overview and Impact
Newhall’s book, The History of Photography, first published in 1937, is widely regarded as the
definitive text tracing the development of photography from its earliest experiments to the modern
era. The book meticulously documents technological innovations, key practitioners, and stylistic
trends, providing readers with a comprehensive understanding of photography’s evolution. It was
among the first scholarly works to treat photography with the seriousness accorded to traditional fine
arts.

Content and Structure
The book is structured chronologically, covering major milestones such as the invention of the
daguerreotype, the emergence of photographic processes like calotype and albumen prints, and the
progression into 20th-century photographic movements. Newhall details the contributions of pioneers
including Nicéphore Niépce, Louis Daguerre, and William Henry Fox Talbot, alongside later artists who
expanded photography’s expressive capabilities.

Critical Reception and Influence
Upon publication, The History of Photography was praised for its thorough research and balanced
analysis. It became a standard reference for students, historians, and practitioners, influencing both
academic study and curatorial practice. The book’s repeated editions and updates over decades
underscore its enduring importance within the field.

Key Themes in Newhall’s Historical Narrative
Newhall’s historical narrative is distinguished by several recurring themes that illuminate the
multifaceted nature of photography. His approach integrates technical, aesthetic, and cultural
perspectives, providing a holistic view of the medium’s development.

Technological Innovation as a Driver
One central theme is the role of technological progress in shaping photography’s possibilities. Newhall
emphasizes how advancements in chemical processes, camera design, and printing techniques
expanded the medium’s reach and artistic potential. This theme highlights the interplay between
science and art throughout photographic history.



Photography as Artistic Expression
Another key focus is photography’s transition from a purely mechanical reproduction method to a
recognized art form. Newhall traces how photographers began to experiment with composition,
lighting, and subject matter to create images with aesthetic significance. This exploration underlines
photography’s capacity to convey emotion, narrative, and conceptual depth.

Cultural and Social Contexts
Newhall also situates photographic developments within broader cultural and social frameworks. He
discusses how photography influenced and reflected changes in society, including shifts in visual
culture, documentation practices, and mass communication. This contextualization enriches the
understanding of photography’s historical role.

Newhall’s Influence on Photography as Art
Beaumont Newhall’s work played a pivotal role in elevating photography’s status within the art world.
His scholarship and curatorial efforts helped redefine photography as a legitimate artistic discipline
deserving of critical study and museum representation.

Curatorial Innovations
At MoMA, Newhall organized groundbreaking exhibitions that presented photography alongside
traditional art forms, challenging prevailing biases that relegated photographic works to mere
documentation. His curatorial philosophy advocated for recognizing photographers as creative artists,
which influenced museum practices globally.

Educational Contributions
Newhall’s publications and lectures educated generations of artists, historians, and collectors about
photography’s artistic merits. His clear, authoritative writing style made complex historical and
technical information accessible, fostering greater appreciation for the medium’s depth and diversity.

Legacy and Continuing Relevance
The legacy of Beaumont Newhall and his book The History of Photography extends deeply into
contemporary photographic scholarship and practice. His comprehensive approach remains a
foundational resource in the study of photographic history.

Enduring Scholarly Resource
Decades after its initial release, Newhall’s historical survey continues to be cited and used as a
reference in academic courses and exhibitions worldwide. Its detailed documentation and critical



insights provide an essential framework for understanding photography’s trajectory.

Inspiration for Future Historians and Curators
Newhall’s methodology and dedication inspire ongoing research and curatorial innovation. His work
exemplifies the importance of interdisciplinary study, combining art history, technology, and cultural
analysis to capture the full story of photography.

Summary of Key Contributions

Established photography as a serious subject of art historical inquiry

Documented the technological and artistic evolution of photography comprehensively

Advanced curatorial practices that integrated photography into major art institutions

Influenced generations of photographers, historians, and educators

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Beaumont Newhall in the context of photography?
Beaumont Newhall was a prominent historian, curator, and writer who significantly contributed to the
study and appreciation of the history of photography.

What is 'The History of Photography' by Beaumont Newhall?
'The History of Photography' is a seminal book authored by Beaumont Newhall that provides a
comprehensive overview of the development and evolution of photography from its inception to
modern times.

Why is Beaumont Newhall's 'The History of Photography'
considered important?
Newhall's book is considered important because it was one of the first scholarly works to
systematically document photographic history, influencing both academic study and public
appreciation of photography as an art form.

When was Beaumont Newhall's 'The History of Photography'
first published?
The first edition of 'The History of Photography' by Beaumont Newhall was published in 1937.



How did Beaumont Newhall contribute to the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA)?
Beaumont Newhall served as the first curator of photography at the Museum of Modern Art in New
York, helping to establish photography as a major artistic discipline through exhibitions and
acquisitions.

What topics are covered in Beaumont Newhall's 'The History
of Photography'?
'The History of Photography' covers the invention of photography, key photographers and
movements, technological advancements, and the cultural and artistic impact of photography
throughout history.

Additional Resources
1. The History of Photography: From 1839 to the Present
This book by Beaumont Newhall is a seminal work that chronicles the development of photography
from its invention through the 20th century. It covers the technical, artistic, and cultural aspects of
photography, offering insights into the evolution of photographic techniques and styles. The book is
richly illustrated with images from key photographers and movements, making it an essential
reference for students and enthusiasts alike.

2. Photography: A Cultural History by Mary Warner Marien
This comprehensive text explores photography as a cultural phenomenon, tracing its history
alongside societal changes. While not by Newhall, it complements his work by providing broader
context and analysis of photography’s impact on culture, art, and communication. The book includes
numerous illustrations and case studies, bridging historical facts with contemporary perspectives.

3. Camera Work: A Photographic Quarterly edited by Alfred Stieglitz
Though not a book, this influential periodical edited by Stieglitz was instrumental in shaping modern
photography’s history, a subject central to Newhall’s studies. The collection of essays, photographs,
and critiques within Camera Work documents key developments in pictorialism and modernist
photography during the early 20th century. Newhall often referenced this publication in his historical
analysis.

4. The Photographer’s Eye by John Szarkowski
Szarkowski’s work examines the aesthetics and visual language of photography, a topic that aligns
with Newhall’s historical approach. This book analyzes how photographers compose images, focusing
on form, perspective, and content. It is a valuable companion to Newhall’s historical narrative,
offering a deeper understanding of photographic artistry.

5. Photography: A World History by Helmut Gernsheim and Alison Gernsheim
The Gernsheims’ book is a richly illustrated history of photography that complements Newhall’s
scholarship. It covers global photographic traditions and innovations, documenting key figures and
technological advances. This text is notable for its extensive visual documentation and accessible
narrative style.



6. On Photography by Susan Sontag
Sontag’s influential essays explore the philosophical and cultural implications of photography,
providing critical perspectives that enhance the understanding of Newhall’s historical framework. Her
reflections on the power and ethics of images offer a thought-provoking counterpoint to traditional
historical accounts.

7. The History of Photography: An Overview by Helmut Gernsheim
This concise overview by Helmut Gernsheim offers a focused summary of photographic history that
complements Newhall’s more detailed studies. It emphasizes key developments and figures, serving
as a useful introduction for readers new to the subject. The book is well-regarded for its clarity and
authoritative insight.

8. Photography and the Art of Seeing by Freeman Patterson
Patterson’s book focuses on the creative and perceptual aspects of photography, linking technical
history with artistic practice. While different in scope, it enriches the understanding of photography’s
evolution by emphasizing how photographers develop their vision. This approach pairs well with
Newhall’s historical context.

9. Magnum Photos: 70 Years of Photography by Chris Boot
This book documents the history of the Magnum Photos cooperative, a major force in documentary
and artistic photography. It covers influential photographers and iconic images, reflecting
developments in the field that Newhall discusses. The collection showcases the continued evolution of
photography into the contemporary era.
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being ‘a solution in search of a problem’ when first invented, to the essential communication tool,
creative medium, and recorder of everyday life which it had become by the dawn of the twentieth
century. The sheer breadth of coverage in the 1200 essays makes the Encyclopedia of
Nineteenth-Century Photography an essential reference source for academics, students, researchers
and libraries worldwide.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: The History of Photography, from 1839
to the Present Day Beaumont Newhall, Museum of Modern Art (Nova York, Nova York), 2006
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography Liz Wells, 2004 This seminal
text for photography students identifies key debates in photographic theory, stimulates discussion
and evaluation of the critical use of photographic images and ways of seeing. This new edition
retains the thematic structure and text features of its predecessors but also expands coverage on
photojournalism, digital imaging techniques, race and colonialism. The content is updated with
additional international and contemporary examples and images throughout and the inclusion of
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developed the art and science of photography.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: The Contest of Meaning Richard Bolton,
1992-02-25 Photography's great success gives the impression that the major questions that have
haunted the medium are now resolved. On the contrary, the most important questions about
photography are just beginning to be asked. These fourteen essays, with over 200 illustrations,
critically examine prevailing beliefs about the medium and suggest new ways to explain the history
of photography. They are organized around the questions: What are the social consequences of
aesthetic practice? How does photography construct sexual difference? How is photography used to
promote class and national interests? What are the politics of photographic truth? The Contest of
Meaning summarizes the challenges to traditional photographic history that have developed in the
last decade out of a consciously political critique of photographic production. Contributions by a
wide range of important Americans critics reexamine the complex—and often contradictory—roles of
photography within society. Douglas Crimp, Christopher Phillips, Benjamin Buchloh, and Abigail
Solomon Godeau examine the gradually developed exclusivity of art photography and describe the
politics of canon formation throughout modernism. Catherine Lord, Deborah Bright, Sally Stein, and
Jan Zita Grover examine the ways in which the female is configured as a subject, and explain how
sexual difference is constructed across various registers of photographic representation. Carol
Squiers, Esther Parada, and Richard Bolton clarify the ways in which photography serves as a form
of mass communication, demonstrating in particular how photographic production is affected by the
interests of the powerful patrons of communications. The three concluding essays, by Rosalind
Krauss, Martha Rosler, and Allan Sekula, critically examine the concept of photographic truth by
exploring the intentions informing various uses of objective images within society.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Perspectives on Photography Peter Walch,
Thomas F. Barrow, 1986
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography, a Short Critical History
Beaumont Newhall, 1938
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography Mary Warner Marien, 2006
Each of the eight chapters takes a period of up to forty years and examines the medium through the
lenses of art, science, social science, travel, war, fashion, the mass media and individual
practitioners.-Back Cover.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: One Hundred Years of Photographic
History Van Deren Coke, 1975



  beaumont newhall the history of photography: One Hundred Years of Photographic
History Van Deren Coke, 1975 A compilation of essays about photography, its history, and the
evolution of the art.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: In Plain Sight Beaumont Newhall, 1983
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography and Its Origins Tanya
Sheehan, Andres Zervigon, 2014-11-20 Recent decades have seen a flourishing interest in and
speculation about the origins of photography. Spurred by rediscoveries of ‘first’ photographs and
proclamations of photography’s death in the digital age, scholars have been rethinking who and
what invented the medium. Photography and Its Origins reflects on this interest in photography’s
beginnings by reframing it in critical and specifically historiographical terms. How and why do we
write about the origins of the medium? Whom or what do we rely on to construct those narratives?
What’s at stake in choosing to tell stories of photography’s genesis in one way or another? And what
kind of work can those stories do? Edited by Tanya Sheehan and Andrés Mario Zervigón, this
collection of 16 original essays, illustrated with 32 colour images, showcases prominent and
emerging voices in the field of photography studies. Their research cuts across disciplines and
methodologies, shedding new light on old questions about histories and their writing. Photography
and Its Origins will serve as a valuable resource for students and scholars in art history, visual and
media studies, and the history of science and technology.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: The History of Photography Beaumont
Newhall, 2006
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photographs Objects Histories Elizabeth
Edwards, Janice Hart, 2004 This volume explores the idea that photographs are objects as well as
images of objects, and that this materiality is integral to their meaning and use.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography: A Critical Introduction Liz
Wells, 2015-01-30 Photography: A Critical Introduction was the first introductory textbook to
examine key debates in photographic theory and place them in their social and political contexts,
and is now established as one of the leading textbooks in its field. Written especially for students in
higher education and for introductory college courses, this fully revised edition provides a coherent
introduction to the nature of photographic seeing. Individual chapters cover: Key debates in
photographic theory and history Documentary photography and photojournalism Personal and
popular photography Photography and the human body Photography and commodity culture
Photography as art This revised and updated fifth edition includes: New case studies on topics such
as: materialism and embodiment, the commodification of human experience, and an extended
discussion of landscape as genre. 98 photographs and images, featuring work from: Bill Brandt,
Susan Derges, Rineke Dijkstra, Fran Herbello, Hannah Höch, Karen Knorr, Dorothea Lange,
Chrystel Lebas, Susan Meiselas, Lee Miller, Martin Parr, Ingrid Pollard, Jacob Riis, Alexander
Rodchenko, Andres Serrano, Cindy Sherman and Jeff Wall. Fully updated resource information,
including guides to public archives and useful websites. A full glossary of terms and a
comprehensive bibliography. Contributors: Michelle Henning, Patricia Holland, Derrick Price,
Anandi Ramamurthy and Liz Wells.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography David Bate, 2020-09-25
Providing a thorough and comprehensive introduction to the study of photography, this second
edition of Photography: The Key Concepts has been expanded and updated to cover more fully
contemporary changes to photography. Photography is a part of everyday life; from news and
advertisements, to data collection and surveillance, to the shaping of personal and social identity, we
are constantly surrounded by the photographic image. Outlining an overview of photographic
genres, David Bate explores how these varied practices can be coded and interpreted using key
theoretical models. Building upon the genres included in the first edition – documentary, portraiture,
landscape, still life, art and global photography – this second edition includes two new chapters on
snapshots and the act of looking. The revised and expanded chapters are supported by over three
times as many photographs as in the first edition, examining contemporary practices in more detail



and equipping students with the analytical skills they need, both in their academic studies and in
their own practical work.An indispensable guide to the field, Photography: The Key Concepts is core
reading for all courses that consider the place of photography in society, within photographic
practice, visual culture, art, media and cultural studies.
  beaumont newhall the history of photography: Photography Trenton Hamilton, 2016-07-15
Photography is generally considered to have had its birth in 1839, when Louis-Jacques-Mandé
Daguerre first revealed his photographic process to the public. Increasingly, cameras have become
more automated and electronic over the years. In spite of the increasing sophistication of the
equipment, however, the photographer's eye continues to be all-important. Photography remains a
unique human act. This compendium focuses on the technology of photography, the camera and its
parts, types of lenses, shutters and speeds, films and filters, making photographs, exposing film,
lighting, darkroom techniques and processing, printing photographs, and some of the practical
applications of the medium.
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