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Introduction

Photography, at once a scientific marvel and an expressive art form, has profoundly
influenced how humanity perceives, remembers, and narrates its collective
experience. From the moment early inventors captured fleeting images of sunlight on
metal and paper, the photographic medium has evolved in tandem with cultural and
social transformation. What began as an alchemical curiosity has become one of the
most pervasive and powerful means of communication in the modern era.

This book, Through the Lens: The Evolution of Photography and Its Impact on Society,
invites readers on an illuminating journey through the major milestones of
photography’s development. We traverse nearly two centuries of invention, artistic
experiment, and technological revolution—from mysterious, early daguerreotypes to
the instantaneity and ubiquity of smartphone photography. By tracing the evolution of
cameras, materials, and techniques, we come to understand not only how images are
made but also how these images make us: how they influence our worldview,
construct personal and collective memory, and shape social norms.

Equally important is photography's dual identity as both document and art.
Photographs can serve as seemingly objective records of history or as subjective
statements of creative intent—sometimes both at once. Throughout this book, we will
explore the significant artistic movements that elevated photography from a
mechanical process to a respected fine art, and examine how leading photographers
pushed boundaries, challenging society’s assumptions and redefining what images
could communicate.

Central to this narrative are the stories of iconic photographers and transformative
images—works that have both reflected and driven societal change. Through portraits,
street scenes, war reportage, and abstract experiments, photography has been a
witness, a catalyst, and at times, a provocateur. Articulating injustices, celebrating
beauty, and offering new visions of the world, the camera has continually expanded
the horizon of human understanding.

Yet, photography’s rise has also brought questions and challenges: Who gets to
document history, and whose stories are told or suppressed? How do images shape
identity in an age of mass media and social networking? What are the
consequences—both intended and unintended—of our unprecedented access to visual
creation and sharing? As we grapple with issues of authenticity, manipulation, and
content saturation in the digital age, photography remains as relevant and vital as
ever.
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By weaving together technological advances, artistry, and the profound social
consequences of the photographic image, this book aims to offer a rich,
multidimensional portrait of photography’s journey. It is a story of innovation and
creativity, of democratization and influence—revealing how, through the lens,
humanity has learned to see itself anew.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Invention of Photography:
Science, Alchemy, and Early Experiments

The story of photography begins not with a single eureka moment, but with a
centuries-long intellectual and alchemical quest to harness light. Before cameras could
capture moments with chemical precision, natural philosophers and artists wrestled
with fundamental questions about vision, perception, and the elusive nature of light
itself. The path to photography was paved by seemingly disparate discoveries, from
ancient observations of pinhole optics to Enlightenment-era experiments with light-
sensitive compounds, all culminating in a fascinating blend of scientific inquiry and
artistic aspiration.

For over two millennia, the camera obscura, Latin for "darkened room," was the
closest humanity came to photographic representation. This simple optical device,
known to ancient Chinese philosophers like Mozi and Greek thinkers such as Aristotle,
offered a captivating, if ephemeral, spectacle. Imagine a completely dark room or box
with a tiny pinhole on one side. Light from the outside world, passing through this
aperture, projects an inverted, real-time image onto the opposite surface. Artists from
the Renaissance onwards, including luminaries like Leonardo da Vinci and Johannes
Vermeer, used the camera obscura as a drawing aid, tracing the projected images to
achieve greater accuracy in their paintings. Yet, for all its utility, the camera obscura
remained a projection, a fleeting ghost of reality that vanished the moment the light
was extinguished. The challenge, therefore, was to fix this ephemeral image, to make
it permanent.

The second crucial piece of the photographic puzzle emerged from the realm of
chemistry: the discovery of light-sensitive materials. Alchemists and scientists had
long observed that certain substances changed when exposed to sunlight. As early as
the 17th century, Robert Boyle, the Anglo-Irish chemist, noted that silver chloride
turned dark under light, though he mistakenly attributed the change to air exposure. It
was the German physicist Johann Heinrich Schulze who, in 1727, provided the first
conclusive evidence of light's direct effect on silver salts. He mixed chalk, nitric acid,
and silver, creating a compound that darkened on the side exposed to light, while the
shaded side remained white. Schulze even used stencils to create temporary light-
imprinted images, but his discovery, while groundbreaking, still lacked a method for
making these images permanent. They would eventually fade away, much like the
projections of the camera obscura.

The 18th century saw continued dabbling with these light-sensitive compounds. Carl
Wilhelm Scheele, a Swedish chemist, further investigated silver salts in 1777,
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distinguishing between the effects of different colored light on silver chloride and even
suggesting ammonia could be used to dissolve the unexposed silver chloride, leaving
the darkened silver behind. This was a crucial step towards "fixing" an image, though
Scheele's primary interest was chemical analysis, not image-making. These early
chemical explorations, often driven by scientific curiosity rather than artistic ambition,
laid the essential groundwork for the photographic breakthroughs of the next century.
They proved that light, in its ethereal dance, could leave a tangible mark.

The real race to capture a permanent image began in earnest in the early 19th
century, with several tenacious inventors pursuing the elusive goal. Among them was
Thomas Wedgwood, son of the famous potter Josiah Wedgwood. Working in England
around 1800, Wedgwood experimented with silver nitrate-coated paper and leather,
placing objects directly onto these surfaces and exposing them to light. He succeeded
in producing "photograms," shadowy outlines of leaves or insect wings. However, like
his predecessors, Wedgwood couldn't prevent his images from darkening completely
over time when exposed to ambient light, rendering them impermanent. His
collaborator, Humphry Davy, presented their findings to the Royal Institution in 1802,
acknowledging the persistent problem of permanence. They had the image, but they
couldn't stop it from self-destructing.

Across the English Channel, in the French countryside, a determined inventor named
Joseph Nicéphore Niépce was independently pursuing the same goal, albeit with a
different chemical approach. Niépce, a wealthy gentleman inventor with a penchant
for lithography, began his photographic experiments in the 1810s. He was frustrated
by his inability to draw well and sought a mechanical means to create images for
printing. His initial focus was on bitumen of Judea, a type of asphalt that hardens when
exposed to light.

Niépce’s process, which he termed "heliography" (sun drawing), was painstakingly
slow and technically challenging. He dissolved bitumen in lavender oil, coated a
pewter plate with the solution, and then exposed it inside a camera obscura. The
areas of the bitumen exposed to light hardened, while the unexposed areas remained
soluble and could be washed away with a mixture of oil of lavender and white
petroleum. This left a permanent, though often faint, image. His first successful, truly
permanent photograph, "View from the Window at Le Gras," captured sometime
between 1826 and 1827, is a testament to his perseverance. The exposure time for
this image was reportedly several hours, possibly even days, a duration that highlights
the primitive nature of early photographic technology. The resulting image, a hazy,
indistinct view of his estate, might appear crude by today's standards, but it
represented a monumental achievement: a fixed, permanent image of the real world,
created by light alone.

While Niépce had solved the problem of permanence, his heliographs were far from
practical. The extremely long exposure times meant they were unsuitable for
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capturing anything but stationary objects and landscapes. Moreover, the images were
often low in contrast and detail. Recognizing these limitations, Niépce began
collaborating with Louis Daguerre in 1829. Daguerre, a successful theatrical scene
painter, was also experimenting with capturing images and brought a fresh
perspective and a more refined sense of aesthetic to the partnership. Their
collaboration, however, was tragically cut short by Niépce's death in 1833.

Daguerre, undeterred, continued to refine the process, eventually developing what
would become known as the daguerreotype. His breakthrough involved silver-plated
copper sheets, which he exposed to iodine vapor to create a layer of light-sensitive
silver iodide. After exposure in the camera, the plate was developed using mercury
vapor, which reacted with the silver iodide to form a visible image. Finally, the image
was "fixed" using a strong solution of sodium thiosulfate (hypo), which dissolved the
unexposed silver salts, preventing further darkening. This process dramatically
reduced exposure times from hours to mere minutes, sometimes even seconds in
bright sunlight, making portraiture a viable possibility.

The daguerreotype was a marvel of its age, publicly announced in 1839 to widespread
astonishment. The images produced were exquisitely sharp, finely detailed, and
possessed a unique, almost luminous quality. Each daguerreotype was a unique, direct
positive image—a shimmering mirror-like surface that held a miniature world within its
depths. The process quickly captured the public imagination, especially for portraiture,
offering a cheaper and faster alternative to painted miniatures. Suddenly, a likeness
was accessible to a much broader segment of society, democratizing a luxury
previously reserved for the wealthy. The "daguerreotypist" became a new kind of
artisan, and studios sprang up in cities around the world, bustling with eager
customers keen to have their image captured by this new, magical invention.

However, the daguerreotype had its drawbacks. The images were fragile, easily
scratched, and had to be sealed behind glass in elaborate cases. They were also
laterally reversed, like a mirror image, which could be a minor annoyance for some.
More significantly, each daguerreotype was a one-of-a-kind object; there was no
negative from which multiple copies could be made. This limitation meant that if you
wanted another print, you had to sit for another exposure, a practical constraint that
would soon be overcome by another brilliant mind across the English Channel. The
world was on the cusp of a photographic revolution, and the foundations laid by these
early pioneers, a blend of scientific rigor and alchemical wonder, were about to
reshape human perception forever.
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