
reading into photography selected
essays 1959 1980
reading into photography selected essays 1959 1980 represents a compelling
exploration of the evolution, theory, and cultural impact of photography across two critical
decades. This collection of essays offers an in-depth analysis of photographic practices,
criticism, and technological advancements from 1959 through 1980, providing valuable
insights for scholars, artists, and enthusiasts alike. The essays delve into the changing role
of photography in society, examining how visual narratives and artistic intentions intersect
with historical and political contexts. Through critical reflection, the selected writings
emphasize the significance of photography as both an art form and a medium for
communication. This article unpacks the major themes and contributions found in the
collection, highlighting its relevance to contemporary photographic discourse. The following
content outlines the key sections covered herein for a structured understanding of the
essays' scope and impact.

Historical Context and Photographic Evolution

Theoretical Perspectives in Photography

Iconic Photographers and Influential Works

Technological Advances and Their Impact

Photography’s Role in Cultural and Political Discourse

Legacy and Continuing Influence of the Essays

Historical Context and Photographic Evolution
The period between 1959 and 1980 witnessed significant transformations in photography,
both as an artistic practice and a documentary tool. This era bridged traditional
photographic methods with emerging contemporary approaches, reflecting broader social
changes. The selected essays provide a chronological overview of photography’s
development during these decades, capturing shifts in style, subject matter, and audience
reception. They explore how post-war realities and cultural movements influenced
photographers’ choices and how photography adapted to reflect new social dynamics. The
historical context set forth in the essays establishes a foundation for understanding the
medium’s maturation and diversification during this time.

Post-War Influences and Shifting Aesthetics
After World War II, photography experienced a renewed vigor, marked by experimentation



and a search for new meaning. The essays highlight how photographers responded to the
trauma and reconstruction efforts, often focusing on human conditions, urban landscapes,
and emerging consumer culture. This period saw the rise of documentary photography that
blended artistic sensibilities with journalistic intent, challenging earlier conventions.

From Modernism to Conceptual Photography
The transition from modernist aesthetics to conceptual approaches is a central theme in the
selected essays. Photography began to question its own nature and role, emphasizing ideas
over mere representation. The writings discuss how photographers embraced abstraction,
staged imagery, and meta-photographic practices, laying the groundwork for postmodern
photographic discourse.

Theoretical Perspectives in Photography
The essays included in reading into photography selected essays 1959 1980 engage
deeply with theoretical frameworks that shaped photographic criticism and practice. They
examine the medium’s semiotics, its relationship to reality, and its capacity for narrative
construction. This section elucidates how theory influenced both the interpretation of
photographs and the creative processes behind them. The collection underscores the
interdisciplinary nature of photographic theory, drawing from philosophy, sociology, and art
history.

Photography as a Language and Sign System
A key theoretical contribution explored in the essays is the conceptualization of
photography as a language or system of signs. The writings analyze how images
communicate meaning and how viewers decode visual information within cultural and
contextual parameters. This perspective illuminates the complexities of representation and
the fluidity of photographic meaning.

Realism, Truth, and Objectivity Debates
The essays address ongoing debates about photography’s claim to realism and objectivity.
They challenge the notion of photography as a transparent window to reality, emphasizing
the medium’s constructed nature. By dissecting the techniques of framing, composition,
and editing, the essays reveal the subjective dimensions embedded in photographic
images.

Iconic Photographers and Influential Works
This section of the essays focuses on key figures whose work epitomized or challenged
prevailing photographic trends between 1959 and 1980. It provides critical analyses of their
most influential projects, shedding light on their artistic intentions and cultural significance.



The discussion highlights how these photographers contributed to expanding the
boundaries of the medium.

Notable Photographers Featured

Diane Arbus – Exploration of marginalized subjects and identity

Robert Frank – Pioneering candid street photography and social critique

Lee Friedlander – Innovative urban compositions and self-referential imagery

William Eggleston – Introduction of color photography as fine art

Henri Cartier-Bresson – Mastery of the decisive moment in photojournalism

Impact of Iconic Photographic Works
The essays detail how seminal works by these photographers influenced both
contemporaries and future generations. Their images challenged traditional narratives and
aesthetics, fostering new dialogues about identity, society, and the nature of photographic
representation.

Technological Advances and Their Impact
Technological innovation played a crucial role in shaping photography during the period
covered by the essays. Developments in camera design, film, and printing techniques
expanded creative possibilities and accessibility. The selected writings explore how these
innovations affected both the production and dissemination of photographic work.

Evolution of Camera and Film Technologies
The essays discuss the transition from bulky large-format cameras to more portable 35mm
systems, enabling greater spontaneity and versatility. Advances in film sensitivity and color
processing also enhanced image quality and artistic expression.

New Printing Methods and Publication
Improvements in printing technologies allowed for higher fidelity reproductions and
widespread publication of photographic work. The essays highlight the role of magazines,
books, and exhibitions in shaping public perception and appreciation of photography.



Photography’s Role in Cultural and Political
Discourse
Photography during 1959–1980 emerged as a potent tool for cultural expression and
political engagement. The essays emphasize how photographers used their medium to
comment on social issues, challenge power structures, and document historical events. This
section explores the intersection between photography and activism, media, and public
memory.

Photography as Social Commentary
The selected essays analyze how photographic imagery critiqued racial, economic, and
political inequalities. Photographers captured moments of protest, everyday life, and
systemic injustice, contributing to broader movements for change.

Influence on Public Perception and Memory
By shaping visual narratives, photography influenced collective memory and public
discourse. The essays examine how images from this era became emblematic of particular
historical moments, affecting how societies remember and interpret their past.

Legacy and Continuing Influence of the Essays
The enduring relevance of reading into photography selected essays 1959 1980 lies
in its comprehensive examination of a transformative period in photographic history. The
essays continue to inform academic study, curatorial practices, and artistic
experimentation. They provide a critical foundation for understanding contemporary
photography’s roots and ongoing evolution.

Academic and Artistic Impact
The collection has been instrumental in shaping photographic theory curricula and inspiring
new generations of photographers and critics. Its nuanced perspectives encourage critical
engagement with the medium’s complexities and potentials.

Preservation of Photographic Heritage
By documenting and analyzing pivotal developments and figures, the essays contribute to
preserving photographic heritage. They ensure that the innovations and debates of 1959 to
1980 remain accessible and influential within the cultural canon.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Reading into Photography: Selected Essays
1959-1980' about?
It is a collection of essays that explore the theory, criticism, and cultural significance of
photography from 1959 to 1980, providing insights into photographic practices and
interpretations during that period.

Who is the author of 'Reading into Photography:
Selected Essays 1959-1980'?
The book is authored by renowned photography critic and scholar, Victor Burgin.

Why are the essays in 'Reading into Photography'
considered important?
The essays are important because they offer critical perspectives that helped shape
contemporary understanding of photography as an art form and social practice in the
mid-20th century.

What themes are explored in 'Reading into
Photography: Selected Essays 1959-1980'?
Themes include the relationship between photography and power, representation, the role
of the photographer, and the impact of photographic images on society and culture.

How does 'Reading into Photography' contribute to
photography studies?
The book contributes by providing foundational theoretical frameworks and critiques that
continue to influence photography scholars, students, and practitioners.

Is 'Reading into Photography: Selected Essays
1959-1980' suitable for beginners?
While insightful, the essays can be dense and theoretical, making the book more suitable
for readers with some background or strong interest in photography theory and criticism.

Where can I find 'Reading into Photography: Selected
Essays 1959-1980'?
The book is available through major bookstores, academic libraries, and online retailers
such as Amazon and Google Books.



Additional Resources
1. On Photography by Susan Sontag
This seminal collection of essays explores the role of photography in contemporary culture
and society. Sontag delves into the philosophical and ethical implications of the
photographic image, examining how photographs shape our perception of reality. Her
insightful critique remains influential in both art theory and media studies.

2. Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography by Roland Barthes
Barthes offers a deeply personal and philosophical meditation on the nature of
photography. Through an exploration of memory, mortality, and the essence of the
photographic image, he introduces key concepts such as the "studium" and the "punctum."
This work is essential for understanding the emotional and semiotic dimensions of
photography.

3. Photography Degree Zero by Roland Barthes
In this early essay, Barthes analyzes the language of photography, considering its neutrality
and ideological underpinnings. He examines how photographs communicate meaning
beyond mere representation, influencing viewer interpretation. The book lays foundational
ideas that would be expanded in his later works.

4. The Photographer's Eye by John Szarkowski
Szarkowski, former director of photography at MoMA, outlines the fundamental principles
that define photographic vision. Through analysis of composition, detail, frame, time, and
vantage point, he reveals what makes a photograph compelling. The essays provide a
framework for appreciating photography as an art form.

5. Ways of Seeing by John Berger
Though not exclusively about photography, this influential collection of essays examines
visual culture and the act of seeing. Berger critiques traditional Western art and the
reproduction of images, including photographs, highlighting how context alters meaning.
His accessible style invites readers to rethink visual media critically.

6. Speaking about Photography by John Szarkowski
A collection of interviews and essays, this book delves into the evolving practice and
interpretation of photography. Szarkowski discusses the work of various photographers and
the changing landscape of photographic art from the 1950s to the 1980s. It provides
valuable insights from a key figure in photography curation.

7. Photography: A Critical Introduction by Liz Wells
This comprehensive text offers an overview of photographic theory, history, and practice.
Wells examines the social, cultural, and political contexts in which photography operates,
including critical essays on photographic aesthetics and ethics. It is a useful resource for
students and scholars interested in photographic discourse.

8. The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography edited by Richard Bolton
This anthology compiles essays from prominent critics and historians exploring the
contested interpretations of photographic images. Spanning diverse perspectives, the
collection highlights how photography has been understood and debated from mid-20th
century onwards. It is essential for grasping the complexity of photographic meaning.



9. Photography and Its Critics: A Critical Anthology edited by Liz Wells
Bringing together key essays from the mid-20th century, this anthology surveys critical
responses to photography as an art and social practice. The selected writings reveal
evolving attitudes and theoretical frameworks that have shaped photographic criticism. It
serves as an important companion to understanding essays like those in "Photography:
Selected Essays 1959-1980."
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