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Introduction 

Although Paul Delaroche melodramatically proclaimed in 1839 that “from this 

day on, painting is dead,” … Daumier complained that “photography imitates everything 

and expresses nothing. It is blind in the world of spirit,” and the poet Lamartine warned 

that it will “never be art, but only a plagiarism of nature through a lens.”1 

 

Invented concurrently yet separately by Louis Jacques Daguerre and William Henry Fox 

in the mid-nineteenth century during the Industrial Revolution, photography represented a 

revolutionary technology that changed how the world captured and documented moments of our 

histories and lives, developed connections amongst people, and allowed for the sharing of 

images globally. Although photography’s impact has gone through significant shifts and phases - 

such as the invention of a portable camera in 1884 and the digital camera in 1975 - early forms 

of photography fundamentally changed the perception of artworks during the Industrial 

Revolution. Although prominent artists used the camera obscura (“dark room” in Latin) to 

accurately recreate outdoor sceneries as early as the seventeenth century, it was the ability to 

sustainably replicate and reproduce an image for broader distribution that would fundamentally 

change the art world, making art accessible for the entire world and not only for the aristocrats 

and upper class.  

Before photography, historical events were recorded through writing and artworks that 

were expressed by individuals who were typically commissioned by wealthy patrons who 

influenced the subject matter, themes, and underlying messages. Therefore, the account of our 

histories was controlled by a small elite segment of our population and subject to manipulation, 

and typically favored one side of the story. In contrast, once photography became more 

accessible to the greater population, the recording of our history naturally became more detailed 

 
1 Martin Jay, “Photography and the Mirror of Art.” Salmagundi, no. 84 (1989): 15. 
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and holistic with actual images of major events and everyday life, enabling broader 

communication and understanding. It allowed the world to observe and appreciate fleeting 

moments of people’s actions and movements, and the effects of weather and sunlight. It also 

provoked an emotional connection with the image due to its unprecedented visual accuracy. 

Consequently, during the Industrial Revolution, painters started to pursue other creative and 

emotional avenues of portraiture and realistic landscape paintings for which photographs could 

not reproduce. Regarding the effect photography had on visual artists, Kenneth Clark considered 

the photograph as an economic opportunity for the great painters of the nineteenth century when 

he wrote, “They would, we may be sure, have taken the invention of photography very seriously. 

And, in fact, it was the great artists of the 19th century who thought about the camera, and 

profited by it.”2 

During the Industrial Revolution, photography not only impacted the value and role of 

realistic portrait and landscape paintings but also influenced the subject matter, techniques, and 

other artistic elements of paintings during the Impressionism period from 1870 to 1900. This 

research paper shall examine photography’s influence by analyzing three primary artworks: 

Portrait of Carolus-Duran (1876) by Edouard Manet, The False Start (1870) by Edgar Degas, 

and Gare Saint-Lazare Train Station (1887) by Claude Monet. 

 

Portraiture and Photographs 

 Before the Industrial Revolution, portraits were expensive artworks typically painted with 

oil on canvas by a technically skilled artist who could depict a person with realistic detail. 

Generally, portraits were used to record a person’s appearance for posterity reasons and to 

 
2 Clark, Kenneth. “The Relations of Photography and Painting.” Aperture 3, no. 1 [9] (1955): 4. 
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ascribe and showcase certain qualities like prestige, privilege, power, and other admirable 

attributes. Photography fundamentally changed the role and value of portraitures by producing a 

more realistic image and by making it more affordable and accessible to the growing middle 

class, thereby democratizing its access and consumption. Photography’s visual fidelity to its 

subjects was highly prized and, as noted by Kathleen Cummings, “had a significant impact on 

painting, particularly in the realm of portraiture, where the medium’s ability to render its subjects 

truthfully was admired by the public.”3  

 
Left: Edouard Manet, Portrait of Carolus-Duran, oil on canvas, 1876. 191.9 cm x 172.7 cm. 

Right: Olympe Aguado, Portrait of a Dandy, salted paper print, 1854. 25.0 cm x 18.3 cm. 

https://www.widewalls.ch/magazine/impressionists-photography-museo-thyssen-bornemisza. 

 

 In the painting Portrait of Carolus-Duran, Manet created a youthful depiction of his 

subject, Charles Auguste Emile Durand, a French artist and art instructor known simply as 

Carolus-Duran. Carolus-Duran is positioned to the right of the painting and is standing in 

contrapposto with his left hand on his hip and elbow held out to the side. His right hand is 

 
3 Kathleen Cummings, “Painting through the Camera’s Lens - La Peinture Vue à Travers l’objectif de l’appareil 

Photo. La Photographie Comme Source de l’oeuvre de William Sawyer: The Photograph as Source in the Work of 

William Sawyer.” Journal of Canadian Art History 37/38, no. 2/1 (2016): 13. 
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extended before him, holding his hat and walking stick. The subject is rendered with a white 

button-down shirt with a casual triangular collar, a black bowtie, and a beige-green jacket. He is 

wearing lighter taupe-colored pants that are mostly covered with high beige-colored boots, 

representing his wealth and comfort with the outdoors. His face is looking to the left, and he has 

a slight grin and appreciative glare in his eyes. There are distinct outlines of his entire body and 

clothes. He is represented as experienced and natural – an outdoorsman with class and dignity. 

The overall effect is one of a relaxed man at his leisure while subtly referencing Classical Greek 

art. The background includes a large tree and green foliage while he stands on a manufactured 

trail marked with a diagonal line. The brushstrokes throughout the painting are visible and coarse 

except for those rendering his facial features.  

 There are many similarities between Manet’s painting and the photo of a dandy, taken 

twenty-two years earlier by the Franco-Spanish photographer Olympe Aguado. Like in Manet’s 

portrait, the subject is also standing in a contrapposto pose with his left leg and his right arm on 

his waist. He looks squarely at the camera with a stern and serious facial expression. He stands in 

front of a painted backdrop of a cultivated garden, and his attire is much more formal than what 

is seen in Manet’s portrait. However, this is to be expected, given that the title of Aguado’s 

photograph states that the subject is a dandy – a man concerned with fine clothing, refined 

leisure, and cultivated nonchalance. Manet’s portrait of Carolus-Duran seems to have utilized 

elements of photographic portraitures, such as the subject’s pose and use of a walking cane, but 

also applied his creativity through the use of asymmetry, situating the subject outdoors, and 

depicting the subject with a more playful demeanor. This is an example of how the photograph 

assisted the artist in maintaining some of the realistic elements while allowing creative variation 

to produce an alternative perception of the subject matter.  
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Photography’s Usefulness and Capabilities  

During the Industrial Revolution, photography provided many valuable benefits to artists. 

“Although artists and critics were divided on photography’s status as fine art, they held the 

common assumption that photography could serve the painter as a tool. Painters were 

encouraged to attain a balance between truth and beauty, between the mechanical objectivity of 

the photograph and the aesthetic subjectivity associated with painting.”4 Artists could make 

drawings from photographs taken outside of the local vicinity of the artist. These photographs 

could accurately capture the exact location from varying viewpoints, different times of the day 

that produce varying shadows and patron interactions, and different weather conditions, enabling 

a greater sense of movement in the painting. In addition, photography introduced techniques like 

cropping, capturing a fleeting moment, and stopping action that influenced new painting styles 

and directions.  

 
4 Cummings, 18-20. 
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Edgar Degas, The False Start, oil on canvas, 1869-72. 32.1 cm x 40.3 cm. 

https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/26352. 

 

In his painting The False Start (1869), Degas presents a scene at the racetrack where we 

see two horses and their jockeys preparing for a race. One of the horse-and-jockey pairs is 

positioned in the left foreground in full profile, galloping toward the right. The second horse is 

situated in the background near the audience guard rail, trotting toward the foreground, carrying 

a yellow-uniformed jockey. Degas uses photographic cropping to focus the painting on both the 

horse and jockey in the foreground and the audience in the background, creating a sense of 

intimacy between the galloping horse and the audience. He also creates movement of the horse 

through an accurate rendering of how a horse gallops, which he could see via photography. 

Before the advent of photography, galloping horses were (inaccurately) depicted with both front 

and back legs extended away from their body, as seen in Theodore Gericault’s painting The 1821 

Derby at Epsom. 
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Théodore Gericault, The 1821 Derby at Epsom, oil on canvas, 1821. 123.0 cm × 148.0 cm. 

https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010064852. 

 

The debate whether a galloping horse has all four feet off the ground while galloping was 

a contentious issue that, in 1878, the industrialist Leland Stanford commissioned the 

photographer Eadweard Muybridge to document the full stride of a galloping horse via 

photography. The resulting series, The Horse in Motion, can be seen below and is not only an 

essential step in the development of motion pictures but reveals how helpful photography could 

be for a painter. “Just as Delacroix realized that the photograph furnished the painter’s memory 

with details and characteristics which he might not have observed, so Degas saw that the 

snapshot revealed certain gestures, movements, and expressions too transitory even for his eye to 

seize upon.”5 

 
5 Clark, “The Relations of Photography and Painting,” 10. 
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Eadweard Muybridge, The Horse in Motion, 1878,  

https://kiamaartgallery.wordpress.com/tag/edgar-degas-and-photography/#jp-carousel-2016. 

 

Industrial Revolution and Photography 

The Industrial Revolution represented a period of unprecedented and accelerated 

industrialization producing immense economic and political power in America and Europe. The 

fast pace and scale of industrialization required many laborers at affordable wages to work at 

factories in growing industries, typically in urban cities. Industrialization “changed the ways the 

world produced its goods. It also changed our society from an agricultural society to one 

dominated by manufacturing, and it gave artists new subjects and a new art style.”6  

 

 
6 Brianna McMullen, “Precisionism: Art in the Industrial Age.” Art Education 59, no. 2 (2006): 25. 



10 

 

 
Claude Monet, Gare Saint-Lazare, oil on canvas, 1877. 75 cm x 104 cm. 

https://smarthistory.org/monet-the-gare-saint-lazare/. 

 

With the introduction of photography and in the context of the Industrial Revolution, 

Impressionist artists like Monet attempted to capture an impression of a momentary image, 

typically beautiful landscapes and activities of the middle class. Photography “may have 

introduced an increasing arbitrariness into art. Since no subject or event was of particular 

importance, every aspect of every subject acquired potential importance. This change in attitude 

also made possible the arbitrary framing and viewpoints evident in both photography and 

painting of the period.”7 In Gare Saint-Lazare, Monet conveys this photographic expression of 

the fleeting moment in several ways. First, the subject highlights modern urban life and the rapid 

changes introduced during the Industrial Revolution. Second, Monet favored painting en plein 

 
7 Hulick, Diana Emery. “The Transcendental Machine? A Comparison of Digital Photography and Nineteenth-

Century Modes of Photographic Representation.” Leonardo 23, no. 4 (1990): 420. 
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air, starting and finishing his sketches and paintings outdoors, allowing him to capture the 

changes in light, shadows, weather, and movement throughout the day. Although Monet did not 

use photography for his Gare Saint-Lazare series, the plein air approach is like photography in 

that it replicates the artist's need to interact with the subject matter throughout the day and 

capture his impressions accordingly. Third, Monet used fast, loose, and open brushstrokes, 

creating an unfinished appearance of objects and figures in his artwork. The impact of its 

flattening of space and capturing of ephemeral movement was, for example, acknowledged in the 

history of Impressionism.8 In contrast with photography that captured objective visual accuracy, 

Impressionist painters could use form, color, and texture to capture the subjective essence of 

their subjects. 

 

Conclusion 

“One of the strongest proofs, if proof be needed, that photography can inspire, and 

implement, artistic impulses, where such are present, is that in countless instances 

persons engaged in the arts of painting, drawing, etc. have turned to photography as a 

second, if not a substitute medium of expression. In most cases the convert has found in 

the new medium a completely fresh approach to communicating his visual experience, 

not necessarily “better” than he could, say as a painter, but in a way perhaps more 

appropriate to the material in question.”9  

 

Prior to the invention of photography in 1839, art played a large role in recording our 

histories, though those with wealth and power dictated the narrative. Although photography’s 

status as an artform was subject to much debate during the Industrial Revolution, I think it would 

be difficult to argue that it did not have a material influence on the direction and aesthetics of 

Impressionism and later art movements, given the clear use of photography or photographic 

conventions by highly regarded Impressionist artists like Manet, Degas, and Monet. Following 

 
8 Jay, “Photography and the Mirror of Art,” 16. 
9 Jacob Deschin, “Photography as Art.” Art Education 13, no. 6 (1960): 8. 
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the development of the digital camera in 1975, photography’s cultural impact has grown even 

further. Digital photography and related camera technologies like automatic focus enabled 

millions of people to capture a limitless number of moments, fundamentally democratizing high-

quality portraits. Since the inclusion of a camera in smartphones in 1999, billions of people today 

can capture any moment at any time and share the images with billions through media platforms 

like Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. Many of these images have been repurposed through 

appropriation to create a new form of socially accepted communication through images like 

memes. With today’s ubiquitous real-time proliferation and sharing of digital images from 

everywhere in the world, the eventual impact of pervasive photography on traditional artistic 

mediums remains to be seen. 
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