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                             Abstract 

Today, images and photographic accounts of everyday life are ubiquitous. Digital 

photography, as well as the presence of cameras in our cell phones, has turned the 

snapshot taken by ordinary people casually into an important aesthetic category of 

photography. The prevalence of snapshots may explain why increasing research and 

snapshot exhibitions have erupted over the last decade. Just a few decades ago, 

snapshots were not discussed as a serious category in the history of photography 

because, according to the standards of “artistic” photography, they lacked any artistic 

ambition and creativity. But the term snapshot is also applied to another sort of 

photography which catches the instantaneous moment and might not be made by 

amateurs, such as the representation of a sportsman jumping or the decisive moment 

when a catastrophe occurs. The term is commonly used but actually contains different 

meaning, and the ambiguous issue of diverse usage is often neglected.    

It is thus necessary to readdress the fundamental contradictions related to 

snapshot photography. Originally, a snapshot was related to hunting and defined a 

quick and casual gunshot. It was later used by John Herschel in 1860 to describe a 

kind of photographic image based on quick exposure. One of the original goals of 

snapshot photography was to deconstruct continuous movements into still 

photographs. Another defining characteristic of snapshot photography by its users is 

not necessary related to the representation of frozen movement in photography. This 

thesis will discuss the evolution of the snapshot and the diversity of its representations 

according to different definitions, to clarify a common-used and ambiguous term. I 

would like to highlight that it will be necessary to understand the historical context in 

order to fully examine the evolution of the snapshot.  
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The first chapter, The Birth and the Evolution of Snapshot, details the historical 

context and the evolution of snapshot, especially the photographers, and their attitudes 

which involve the transformation. Herschel’s intention, his scientific background, and 

the invention of a new visual apparatus able to make animated snapshots will also be 

examined. The second part of the chapter addresses the different uses of the term, 

when the Kodak Company provided cameras with an innovative service in 1888 and 

freed the practice of photography from experts and scientists to put it within the hands 

of amateurs who almost knew nothing about photographic technology.  

Chapter 2, Instantaneity and Shooting in Professional Photography, will discuss 

how the snapshot is used in war and paparazzi photography, two categories that 

capture continuous events and freeze them with an instantaneous image. The 

photographers of the two categories would chase tirelessly for worthy pictures and 

aim the targets without any hesitation. It also embodies that gunshot is a metaphor of 

taking photography.     

Chapter 3, The Formulization of Snapshot, will focus on the concrete images of 

amateur snapshots, especially the accidental mistakes made by the unskillful amateurs. 

The works of photographers Nan Goldin and Larry Sultan will also be taken into 

account in order to observe how their topics of daily life and aesthetic are relevant to 

snapshots.  

 

Keywords: Snapshot, John Herschel, Kodak, amateur, instantaneity, shooting, bad 

photographs  
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中文摘要 

今日關於日常生活的照片和影像非常普及。數位相片以及照相手機的出現等，

已經使一般大眾所拍攝的快照(Snapshot)成為攝影中一種重要的美學類型。快照

的流行，或許可以解釋為什麼在近十年中，出現大量的針對此議題的研究和展覽。

更早之前，根據藝術攝影的標準，因為快照缺乏藝術性表現和創造力，所以在攝

影史的發展裡不被視作一項重要的類型。但是，快照也時常被指稱做另一種掌握

瞬間時刻的攝影，例如拍下跳起的運動員，或是災難發生時的重要瞬間，且可能

不是由業餘者所拍攝。人們是如此地經常使用快照一詞，但是經常忽略事實上這

個詞彙存在著不明確與含糊的多種用法。 

因此有必要重新著手關於快照的根本矛盾。原先，快照一詞是指狩獵時的快

速隨意射擊，爾後是 John Herschel 在 1860 年用來描述快速曝光下拍得的照片。

快照攝影的希冀之一，便是將連續動作解構成一張張的靜止照片。不過，另外一

種依使用者定義下的快照，卻未必強調在照片中提供任何的凝止動態。本研究將

討論快照的演變，且將檢視不同定義下產生的快照圖像表現，以釐清這個普及使

用卻充滿矛盾的詞彙。 

第一章：快照的誕生和演變，將首先探討快照的歷史背景和演變，尤其是參

與轉變過程的使用者與其態度。我也會檢視 Herschel 的意圖、他的科學背景，與

其發明視覺器械的目的。本章的另一部分，將會討論這個詞語的不同用法。當柯

達公司 1888 年起提供的嶄新相機與服務，使得攝影從專業與科學轉變到一群幾

乎不知道任何攝影科技的業餘者(amateur)手中。 

第二章：在專業攝影中的瞬間性與射擊/拍照(shooting)，將會討論快照是如

何運用在戰爭攝影與狗仔隊(paparazzi)照片中。因為這兩種攝影類型，都意圖捕

捉連續性的事件，且急速凍結在一張照片裡。而且這兩類攝影者，不懈地追逐可
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能有版面價值的照片，毫不遲疑地瞄準目標，也都體現了攝影作為一種射擊的隱

喻。 

第三章：快照的公式，聚焦於業餘者的快照格式，尤其是因為缺少技巧而意

外造成的錯誤。而專業攝影師如Nan Goldin和Larry Sultan的作品也會受到關注，

以便觀察他們作品裡和快照、日常生活相關的主題與美學表現。 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

關鍵字：快照、John Hershel、柯達（Kodak）、業餘者、瞬間性、射擊/拍照、壞

照片 
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Introduction 

General Background and Purpose of the Research 

I have in my possession one photograph of my grandfather taken in 1989 by an 

unknown photographer in a touristic spot that I haven’t been able to identify (Fig. 35). 

This color picture that has slightly faded out because of the decades that have passed, 

shows my grandfather, elegant with his waxed hair, his slander face a little bit 

restricted, a quiet but also nonchalant smile on his face, and one cigarette in his hand. 

For me, this photograph constitutes a precious photograph, in which I can find a vivid 

representation of my grandfather. But for those who are not acquainted with him, it is 

merely an ordinary snapshot taken during a trip, the kind of picture that everyone 

would have realized since the Kodak Company democratized photography, when it 

promoted in 1888 an innovative camera and service. 

This kind of personal, private, and exclusive pictures has awoken a new interest 

by the end of the 1990s, when the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art decided to 

devote an exhibition to the category.
1
 After the 1998 SFMoMA exhibition The 

Photography of Everyday Life, 1888 to present, several other major museums 

undertook an intense curatorial and scholarly investigation on the issue of 

photographs taken by non-professional photographers.
2
 

                                                      
1
 The purpose of this exhibition was to address the historical, theoretical and interpretive problem of 

amateur photography. Before this exhibition, there were also some others related to snapshots but the 

amount of photographs was reduced. For example, the Museum of Modern Art in New York selected 

photographs from the files of the Kodak Company in the 1944 exhibition The American Snapshot; in 

1989, the exhibition A History of Photography from California Collections, curated by the San 

Francisco Museum of Modern Art to celebrate the 150 anniversary of the invention of photography, 

contained some amateur photographs. In 1997, the exhibition Photography’s Objects in the University 

of New Mexico Art Museum, was held by the curator Geoffrey Batchen and addressed the function of 

amateur snapshot. 
2
 In the late 1990s, Other Pictures: Anonymous Photographs from the Thomas Walther Collection, held 

by the Metropolitan Museum in New York in 2000, considered snapshots as anonymous masterpieces; 

In the Vernacular: Everyday Photographs from the Todger Kingston collection, held in Boston 

University Art Gallery in 2004, as well as Snapshot Chronicles Inventing the American Photo Album, 

held in Reed college's Douglas F. Cooley Memorial Art Gallery in 2005, focused on the usage, the 
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However, the term snapshot implies, since its first use by John Herschel in 1860, 

another aspect than a photograph taken by an amateur. Snap-shot means shooting 

quickly. It is a typical representation which is able, with the same speed as a gunshot, 

to catch a movement quickly. It is the picture of a moving figure that has been frozen, 

or the representation of a petrified slice of a continuous event. The term snapshot is 

used in this context to describe the great ability of photography to catch a movement 

and serve to distinguish this specific kind of photographs with those taken with a long 

exposure. In some articles, such as Carlo Rim’s contribution, the term was often used 

in the 1930s to make a comparison with posed photography, because the snapshot 

violates time, whereas the latter one collaborates with it.
3
 Thierry de Duve also 

defines the snapshot as the opposite of time exposure.
4
 For him the exemplary 

snapshot is a press photography which freezes an event such as the photograph Mai, 

1968 (Fig. 16) taken by Gilles Caron. 

If we compare the two different kinds of photographs called snapshots, we can 

find several contradictions: the photograph representing my grandfather is an amateur 

photograph that shows the stillness of the pose, whereas the picture made by the 

professional photojournalist Gilles Caron tries to catch the movement at its climax. 

The ambivalent connotations of the term cause such a trouble that it is difficult to 

know what kind of image we should have in mind or what kind of aesthetic it is 

                                                                                                                                                        
collection, and historical context of the photo album. In 2007, The Art of American Snapshot 

1888-1978 from the Collection of Robert E. Jackson in the National Gallery of Art in Washington, 

addressed the historical context, and the change of representation. Even painters’ snapshots were also 

rediscovered as for example in the exhibition Snapshot: Painters and Photography, Bonnard to 

Vuillard held in 2012. My intention is not to list all the exhibitions on snapshots, but the important 

tendencies addressing this issue. For more detail on snapshot exhibitions, see: Stacey McCarroll 

Cutshaw and Ross Barrett (eds.), In the Vernacular: Photography of the Everyday, Boston: Boston 

University Press, 2008, pp. 12-13.    
3
 Carlo Rim also designates snapshot as an amateur photography taking banal events of the everyday 

life. See his article “On the Snapshot”, in: Photography in the Modern Era: European Documents and 

Critical Writings, Christopher Philips (ed.), New York: the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989, pp. 37- 

40.  
4
 Thierry de Duve, “Time Exposure and Snapshot: the Photographic Paradox,” in: October, vol. 5, 

1978, pp. 113-125. 

http://www.google.com.tw/search?hl=zh-TW&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Stacey+McCarroll+Cutshaw%22
http://www.google.com.tw/search?hl=zh-TW&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Stacey+McCarroll+Cutshaw%22
http://www.google.com.tw/search?hl=zh-TW&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Ross+Barrett%22
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referred to when it is used. It is thus necessary to readdress the issue of snapshot 

photography in a new aspect, in order to take into account its fundamental 

contradictions. 

Literature Review 

In general, snapshot has been commonly widespread since the innovative camera and 

service of the Kodak Company in the end of nineteenth century, though it was coined 

by Herschel in 1860. But we only have a small amount of studies on snapshot in the 

first part of the twentieth century, even though the phenomenon of intantaneous 

photography became so prevalent. For example, Carlo Rim’s argument in 1930 

compares the snapshot with posed photography and also uses the term for 

photographs taken by ordinary people.
5
 In his short article Rim depicts the basic 

contours of snapshot and leaves some questions open. Does the definition of snapshot 

depend only on the amateur nature of the users or the exposure time? Can we still call 

an amateur photograph as a snapshot if it is posed with a long exposure time? 

     The troublesome issue of snapshot photography kept quiet till the 1970s, when 

John Kouwenhoven mentioned in 1972 that people were living at the time in a 

snapshot world. He claimed that the research on snapshot should not be restricted to 

aesthetic issues but should also focus on the social, cultural, and technological history 

of photography.
6
 A more in depth analysis can be seen in The Snapshot Photography: 

the Rise of Popular Photography 1888- 1939, one of the rare monographs devoted to 

this single issue. The book published in 1977 mentions briefly William Herschel as 

the first one who coined the term snapshot. It considers also that the snapshot should 

                                                      
5
 Carlo Rim, “On the Snapshot”, 2007, pp. 37-40. 

6
 Stacey McCarroll Cutshaw and Ross Barrett (eds.), In the Vernacular: Photography of the Everyday, 

Boston: Boston University Press, 2008, pp. 11-12. 

http://www.google.com.tw/search?hl=zh-TW&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Stacey+McCarroll+Cutshaw%22
http://www.google.com.tw/search?hl=zh-TW&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Ross+Barrett%22
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not be defined according to the exposure time but through the intentions of the users.
7
 

The discourse of the book, quite similar to Kouwenhoven’s suggestion, focuses on the 

innovation of the Kodak Camera, the feature of the amateurs, and the photographic 

topics of daily life. But it is also one year later that Thierry de Duve made the 

distinction between time exposure and snapshot, arguing that the snapshot has nothing 

to do with a users-oriented notion.
8
 

     In general, amateur snapshots have been neglected in the history of photography. 

For example, Beaumont Newhall, in the 1982 revised version of his The History of 

Photography: from 1939 to the Present,
9
 reserves only a few pages on the 

technological aspect of the Kodak Company and the rise of the snapshot, and mainly 

focus his investigation on individual photographers. For example, Herschel is not 

connected with the snapshot but is rather tightly connected with the representation of 

movement.  

    Over the last two decades, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of 

publications and exhibitions on snapshot. Each research addresses this issue with a 

different point of view, but do not solve the inherent conflict of the snapshot. One 

exemplary discussion, such as Geoffrey Batchen’s, addresses the function of 

photographs as recording the memory of personal histories in Forget Me or Not: 

Photography and Remembrance, published in 2004. The book echoes the theories of 

Pierre Bourdieu on photography as a “middle-brow art”
10

, and Roland Barthes’ 

                                                      
7
 Brian Coe and Paul Gates, The Snapshot Photography: the Rise of Popular Photography 1888-1839, 

New York: Ash & Grant, 1977, p. 6.  
8
 Thierry de Duve, “Time Exposure and Snapshot: the Photographic Paradox,” pp. 113-125. 

9
 Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography: from 1839 to the Present, New York: the Museum 

of Modern Art, 1982. 
10

 Pierre Bourdieu published the book Photography: Middle- Brow Art in 1965. He described that 

making snapshot was a ritual to conform the social norm. What makes snapshot is the function. In: 

Geoffrey Batchen, “Snapshots: Art History and the Ethnographic turn,” in: Photographies, vol. 1, no. 2, 

1998, pp. 135-136. 
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Camera Lucida,
11

 by focusing on the personal memorial function of the photographic 

medium. The former one considers snapshots as objects determined by social 

relationships; whereas the latter discusses the personal reception and experience of 

photography. These discussions, which mainly focus on the users, the attitudes, and 

reception of amateur snapshots, do not emphasize the core meaning or the visual 

representation of snapshots.  

On the other hand, the visual qualities of snapshot photography has been 

emphasized in several catalogues, such as for example The Photography of Everyday 

Life, 1888 to present, or The Art of the American Snapshot, 1888-1978: from the 

Collection of Robert E. Jackson. Besides introducing the social background, and the 

technological innovations taking place in the history of photography, these 

publications consider the innovative aspects of the snapshots and relate the creativity 

we can find in this “genre” with the development of instantaneous photography and 

the invention of the Kodak Camera. Anonymous photographs with a naïve but 

innovative form are in this context reappraised by the collectors or the museum 

curators.
12

  

The different approaches show the problematic utilization of methodologies. But 

they all offer a different vision which does not help to have a clear view on what a 

snapshot really is. As snapshot catches the fleeting moment in a picture, how 

fragmentary time can be represented in a picture? 

This thesis will detail the history of snapshot photography. It will focus on the 

                                                      
11

 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflection on Photography, Richard Howard (trans.), New York: 

Hill & Wang, 1982. 
12

 This aspect has been criticized by several scholars. The way snapshots are often selected in order to 

fit the artistic taste cannot show the true snapshot, which is often banal, boring, and formalized. 

Removing the original social context of snapshots previously hanging on walls or mounted in photo 

albums makes the snapshots isolated in museums. See: Geoffrey Batchen, “Snapshots: Art History and 

the Ethnographic Turn”, in: Photographies, vol. 1, no. 2, 2008, pp. 130-132, or Catherine Zuromskis, 

“Ordinary Pictures and Accidental Masterpieces: Snapshot Photography in the Modern Art Museum,” 

in: Art Journal, 2008, pp. 105-125. 
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first usage of the term and the evolution that took place later. My intension is not to 

consolidate Herschel’s status as the inventor of the term, but I would like to see how 

the idea of catching the instant became one main issue of photography, and how it has 

been shown in photographic representations. I hope it would help us to understand the 

inherent meaning of snapshot.   

Then, I will also focus on the visual formula proper to the representations of the 

fleeting of time, no matter their amateur or professional origins. I will analyse how a 

still picture can embody movement and in which way a photograph show the inherent 

ability of the medium to seize the instant. I will also try to determine which forms and 

subjects are specific to this practice of photography. Though most photographs in the 

photo albums are unique, they nevertheless repeat poses or situations we can find in 

million of other pictures.  

 Furthermore, as the snapshot has become a style in itself, it will be necessary to 

see in detail how its aesthetic has been quoted by art photographers. It would also help 

us to understand what snapshot means when it becomes a representational aesthetic.   
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Chapter 1: The Birth and Evolution of the Snapshot 

The word “snapshot” is today an indicator of non-professional photography, and 

refers mostly to casual representations recording daily life.
13

 When we browse the 

internet, most of the pictures uploaded by billions of anonymous people are snapshots. 

If the ubiquity of the snapshot seems to reflect its popularity among the population, 

the origin of the phenomenon is less well known. In the Oxford Dictionary, the 

snapshot is described as: “An instantaneous photograph, esp. one taken with a hand 

Kodak.”
14

 Published in 1989 just before the prevalence of the digital camera, the 

dictionary addressed a practice that was intimately connected to a certain type of 

camera: Kodak’s. However, the definition given by the dictionary does only reveal 

one part of the reality and the history of the word.  

Before it was associated with the Kodak Camera, and even before the invention 

of photography, the word had been widely used in daily life. Its meaning was first 

related to hunting, and more specifically to a gunshot, indicating a quick and hurried 

shot without deliberate aim, especially when the target constituted rising birds or 

quick-moving animals.
15

 However, in the field of photography, John Frederick 

William Herschel (1792-1871) was the first person to use the term, when he published 

in 1860 his article, “Instantaneous Photography” in the journal The Photographic 

News
.16

  

Herschel’s main purpose was to proclaim the future of photography, foreseeing: 

                                                      
13

 Richard Zakia, “Snapshot Photography,” in: The Focal Encyclopedia of Photography: Digital 

Imaging, Theory, and Application, History, and Science, Focal Press, 2007, p. 346. 
14

 John Simpson and Edmund Weiner (eds.), The Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1989, vol. 10, p. 838.  
15

 For example, we can see this sentence in 1808 from Col. Hawker’s Diary: “Almost every pleasant I 

fired at was a snap shot among the high cover.” In: The Oxford English Dictionary, vol. XV, Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989, p, 837.  
16

 John Frederick William Herschel, “Instantaneous Photography,” in: The Photographic News, 

William Crookes (ed.), vol. IV, 1860, p.13. See the whole article in the appendix. 
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“ […] the possibility of taking a photograph, as it were, by a snap-shot of securing a 

picture in a tenth of a second of time” through the“stereoscopic representation of 

scenes in action” and natural color pictures. His motivation was intentionally based on 

the knowledge, available at that time. By combining the skills of the stereoscope, a 

device that creates three-dimensional relief, and the phenakistiscope, another device 

that can combine several serial images of a movement to create the illusion of 

movement, Herschel was actually imagining an apparatus that could record and 

provide three dimensional pictures in movement, something that resembles today’s 

3D moving images.  

However, Herschel’s vision of the future had to face different difficulties. For 

example, the images for the phenakistiscope were still hand drawn, a deficiency that 

was also mentioned in Herschel’s article.
17

 The fastest available exposure speed 

could scarcely capture movements, and it was still impossible to take serial 

photographs of a movement. Herschel discussed this issue in his article: “a prepared 

plate may be presented, focused, impressed, displaced, numbered, secured in the dark, 

and replaced by another within two or three- tenths of a second.”
18

 Herschel knew 

that if he wanted to take a series of photographs of a movement, he must try to 

simplify all these processes.  

Herschel’s vision of the photographic snapshot was related to a series of 

technical inventions. At that time, photography had been around for more than twenty 

years. Slow exposure and troublesome technical procedures had been the main issues 

to overcome. Herschel wanted to contribute to the improvement of the photographic 

apparatus. So we should not see Herschel’s vision for the future as a fantasy but 

                                                      
17

 “ […] and we have only to substitute for such a periodically recurrent set of pictures imperfectly 

drawn by hand […].” In: John Frederick William Herschel, “Instantaneous Photography,” in: The 

Photographic News, p. 13. 
18

 Ibid. 
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instead should locate his idea in the bigger context of the history of photography and 

the development of different kind of visual devices at that time.   

Though the term “snapshot” was introduced in photographic context in 1860, it 

was not commonly used even though the improvement of faster sensitive emulsion 

was taking place between the 1860s and 1880s.
19

 The popularity of the term and the 

idea of taking photographs casually became a reality much later when the Kodak 

Company developed new products. In 1888, the company released a new camera and 

an innovative service. It provided a camera that required no professional skill and also 

offered the service of a developing and printing system. Kodak contributed to the 

popularization of photography, allowing anyone to take photographs easily and even 

without any professional knowledge. Kodak even became a term with several 

declinations, such as “kodaking,” “kodakers,” “kodakery.”
20

 This was not without 

provoking negative reactions from professionals; the widespread acceptance of taking 

photography was, for instance, criticized by the musical comedian Corney Grain 

(1844-1895) who complained that, “Whatever you be – on land or sea, you hear that 

awful click of the amateur photographer, Click! Click! Click! ”
21

  

As we can see, there are at least two origins of the term “snapshot” in the history 

of photography. The first one refers to the scientific instantaneous recording of a 

moment that can be characterized by the tenth of a second. The second one defines a 

category of naïve users. The change of users and attitude also followed the evolution 

of the definition of the word. But “snapshot” is not merely restricted to the 

                                                      
19
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20
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New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000,  
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connotation of amateur photography. Before analyzing this aspect in detail, it is 

necessary to re-evaluate Herschel’s background.    

1-1 The Context of William Herschel’s “Instantaneous Photography” 

1-1 -1 The Relative Notion of Instantaneous Photography  

The invention of photography astonished the public with its quickness. In 1839, 

Dominique François Arago (1786-1853) addressed this issue in his presentation to the 

French Chamber of Deputies: “The rapidity of the method (Daguerreotype) has 

probably astonished the public more than anything else. In fact, scarcely ten or twelve 

minutes are required for photographing a monument, a section of a town, or a scene 

even in dull, winter weather. ”
22

 We can see that with Daguerre’s photography it was 

impossible to seize any movement. For example, Two Views of the Boulevard du 

Temple, Taken the Same Day (Fig. 1) in 1838 shows the city view from a high angle. 

In this image, one building occupies almost one quarter of the space. It also blocks 

our view and prevents us from seeing the boulevard behind it. The boulevard flanked 

by the buildings later goes from the lower left side to the right upper side. The picture 

is almost perfectly empty without any pedestrians and carriages on the street because 

no movement could be kept by the long exposure. We can only see the silhouette of 

one person raising his leg and keeping still on the corner of the boulevard probably 

for brushing boots.
23

 The exposure time for this photograph must have been too slow 

for somebody who wanted to catch a movement, but it was relatively fast compared to 

painting, since it required much less time to represent any kind of figures. We can 

understand from Daguerre’s Views of the Boulevard du Temple that it was impossible 

to take a snapshot with a Daguerreotype. However, improving the exposure time 

                                                      
22

 Dominique François Arago, “Report,” in: Classical essays on photography, Alan Trachtenberg (ed.), 
New Haven: Leete’s Island Books, 1980, p. 19. 
23

 Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography:From 1839 to the Present, p. 16. 
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became an important issue in the beginning of photography.    

 As long as the movement could be captured, it could be considered 

“instantanée,” a feminine term often used in the beginning of photography to refer to 

a photograph taken in a brief instant, in order to respect the autonomy of the subject.
24

 

Charles Nègre (1820-1880), for example, in his series of photographs of chimney 

sweepers at rest or walking on the banks of the Seine in 1851-1852, used the term 

“instantanée” to describe his work. The commentary Ernst Lacan made on one part of 

the series Stonecutter emphasized the lively aspect of the representations as “full of 

movement and life,” requiring only three seconds to be “burned.”
25

 The work was 

considered as a great achievement because it could freeze the movement of walking. 

However, the exposure of three seconds would only cause blurred images. In the 

photo Chimney Sweepers Walking (Fig. 2), the three men are not moving because 

none of their feet is suspended in the air. The men were actually performing a 

stretched gesture. The photograph was staged to create a plausible “instantanée.”
26

   

Later, the stereograph A Rainy Day on Broadway (Fig. 3), taken by Edward 

Anthony (1819-1888) in 1859, showed the ability to capture movement. In this 

photograph, reflections on the wet roads indicate that the picture was taken on a rainy 

day, and it revealed from the negative a better sensitivity because the weather 

increased the difficulty of recording the actions. As we see, the photograph is taken 

from a high angle, so the figures walking on the street are not conscious of the camera 

and behave naturally, walking in several directions. Some pedestrians are caught by 

the camera in the last second before walking out of the lower part of the frame. In the 

                                                      
24

 Michel Frizot, “The New Truth of the Snapshot,” in: Snapshot: Painters and Photography, Bonnard 

to Vuillard, Eliabeth Easton (ed.), New York and London: Yale University Press, 2011, p. 24.  
25

 The original sentence is “such speed that in three seconds a portrait is burned.” Quote after: Frizot 

Michel, “The New Truth of the Snapshot,” in: Snapshot: Painters and photography, Bonnard to 
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26
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lower right part of the picture, one man is stretching out one of his legs with one hand 

suspended in the air. Due to the improvement of the camera, this man’s pace was 

stopped by the shot, as if his movement was frozen.  

Technically, Anthony’s work can be considered as a snapshot, since it conveys 

the movement of the walk in a short aperture time. The most obvious indication that it 

is a snapshot is that it presents a frozen moment from a continuous movement and 

suspends the flow of time. Actually, walking was considered as one of the best motifs 

to show the apparatus’s ability to catch the movement. It had been also one of the 

most difficult problems for photographers to solve as we can see in Charles Nègre’s 

work.
27

  

The accuracy of the snapshot made by Edward Anthony also provided for new 

perspectives and applications in the field of physiology. The American scientist Oliver 

Wendell Holmes (1809-1894), also known for his improvement of the stereoscope, 

declared that the accurate photographic representation of a man waking could serve as 

a useful reference for designing artificial limbs for the soldiers hurt in the Civil War.
28

 

He called these stereographs “instantaneous photographs” because they were able to 

catch a fragment of a movement.
29

 For Holmes, the stereograph in which we can see 

walking men in the raining city was an important tool to study the human body. Like 

Hershel, he was looking for a picture that could defeat the flow of time and seize the 

                                                      
27

 The perfect instantanée in France was realized by Hippolyte Jouvin (1825-1887) after Nègre. He 
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Monet’s Boulevard des Capucines, which also depicts the boulevard in a high angle. People are 
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-Century Paris,” in: The Art Bulletin, vol. 18, no. 4, 2005, pp. 664- 687.    
28
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moment undetectable by the naked eye.  

Holmes praised the identical-natural photographs improved by the illusion made 

by the optical tool. However, the illusion provoked a contrast between physical 

substance and virtual images. He called all of these images transportable and cheap 

“skin[s] of form.” Original objects were supposed to lose their value because their 

forms could be hunted into endless numbers of photographs.
 30

 He describes in his 

article using the metaphor of hunting: “Every conceivable object of Nature and Art 

will soon scale off its surface for us. Men will hunt all curious, beautiful, grand 

objects, as they hunt the cattle in South America, for their skins, and leave the 

carcasses as of little worth.”
 31

  

Holmes’s analogy, which relates photography to a gunshot or hunting, was very 

close to Herschel’s vision of the snapshot. The purpose of hunting or taking 

photographs is not to take the whole object but the skin of form. This metaphor 

reminds us of the trophies hanging above fireplaces, which represent the fragments of 

life detached from their content. Just like trophies, photography could not represent all 

the substantial experience but only “skin[s] of form.”      

1-1-2 the Stereoscope  

Another kind of illusion Herschel mentioned in his article on instantaneous 

photography is the stereoscope, a type of picture that gives the illusion of the real 

presence of objects or figures thanks to its ability to capture three dimensionality (Fig. 

4). The model of the stereoscope Herschel talked about looks like a binocular 

modified by David Brewster (1781-1868) in 1849. It contains two tubes and might 

look like a truncated pyramid in which two painted or photographic images are 

                                                      
30
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inserted behind the subjective lens. By using two images which depict the same object 

from two different angles, this apparatus can simulate the vision of two eyes. When 

looking through the viewfinder, it is possible to see a relief-like illusion.
32

 

This illusion can be more convincing than hand-drawn images.
33

 By 1856, more 

than half a million stereoscopes had been sold, and this had led to more than ten 

thousand models of stereoscopic photographs on the market.
34

 The shooting topics 

were usually related to touristic locations such as the Alps, the exotic middle Asia, 

city views, or erotic representations. The stereoscope in the Victorian period became 

one of the most popular forms of entertainment for the consumers to tour the whole 

world in three-dimensions without leaving their sitting rooms.
35

  

The photographs were installed in spectacular machines, perceived by human 

eyes for the virtual reality produced by the stereoscopic images, never quite the same 

as the true reality. For example, the image regarded with the stereoscope is relief 

similar, but it lacks continuity. Items in the near or in the middle ground are seen as 

obtrusive and tangible. As Holmes puts: “The scraggy branches of a tree in the 

foreground run out at us as if they would scratch our eyes out,”
36

 the distance 

                                                      
32

 The archetype of the stereoscope was invented by Charles Wheatstone (1802-1875) in 1838 for 

scientific purpose.
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Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat, New Heaven and London: Yale University Press, p. 215. Since the 

stereoscope was demonstrated by Charles Wheatstone in 1838, the instrument also had some evolution. 

The type which is narrated is one of the most common types. Though the type could be various, the 

basic principle is the same.  
33

 The pair of stereographs could be made by taking photographs at the same time with double cameras 

or by doing it twice with one camera. The method of taking with one camera is to move a couple of 

inches of the camera after taking the first photograph. In: Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Stereoscope 

and the Stereograph,” p. 76.     
34

 Martin Kemp, The Science of Art: Optical Themes in western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat, p. 

216. 
35

 Ibid., p. 216 
36

 Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” in: Classical Essay of Photography, 



 

15 
 

between the relief-like items and the background does not change evenly but provides 

a sharp uncertainty which breaks the traditional way of presenting distance in a 

well-constructed perspective.
37

 The tangibility of stereography did not correspond to 

any experienced reality. “Form is henceforth divorced from matter,”
38

 as Holmes also 

puts. The disconnection of the object and the images also echoes Holmes’s concept of 

photographic image as “hunting” or “skin[s] of form.” The hunted images can be 

appreciated independently from their origin. We can understand that Herschel coined 

the term snapshot according to the common concepts of the photographic images that 

were prevailing in his time.  

1-1-3 the Principle of the Phenakistiscope: Overlapping Snapshots and Afterimage 

Herschel’s vision of instantaneous photography was not only focused on the tenth of a 

second or the reproduction of the reality through three dimensional photographs; his 

final intention was to create a dynamic illusion by overlapping a lot of snapshots. The 

principle of animation he was imagining was based on the study of the afterimages 

that Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) introduced in 1810 in his book Theory 

of Colour, one of the major sources for part of the scientific research on the retina in 

the nineteenth century.
39

 In 1825, John Ayrton Paris (1785-1856) measured the 

continuity of the afterimage with a toy like gadget, the thaumatrope, consisting of a 

                                                                                                                                                        
p.77. 
37
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small circular disc with a drawing on either side that will mix together when the disc 

is spun.
40

 He declared that the afterimage “lasts for about the eighth part of a second.” 

The invention based on the scientific research of the afterimage went further more 

complicated. In 1833, the Belgium scientist Joseph Plateau (1801- 1883) invented the 

phenakistiscope. Its simplest form (Fig. 5) consists of a disc divided into eight or 

sixteen wedges. Each segment contains a small slit crack and a figure that represents 

one sequence of a continuous movement. The spectator, holding the rotating 

phenakistiscope in front of a mirror, sees the reflection of the figures through the 

cracks, and the vivid animation in a sequence of movement.  

When Herschel coined the term snapshot in 1860, it was still not possible to 

record the movement with a camera, so the figures of the phenakistiscope were drawn 

by hand, commonly representing dancing girls, rope-skipping people, or any kind of 

figure in action showing a sequence of movements.  

As a scientist and a man of his time, Herschel was defining the snapshot not as 

an end in itself, but as a means to provide a new kind of image able to record the 

movement of life. The snapshot, as the expression of the instantaneous, was integrated 

into a larger system of visualization, based on the most recent discoveries regarding 

vision. The tenth of a second characterizing the future of photography also introduced 

a paradoxical dichotomy between still and moving images. 

1-2 Amateurs of Photography: from Scientific Background to Knowing – Nothing 

Orientation   

Besides developing the techniques of photography, Herschel also researched 

astronomy, a discipline he inherited from his father William Herschel, as well as 

                                                      
40
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mathematics, chemistry, physics, and optics. Herschel’s research in light, optics, and 

chemistry helped the early improvement of photography, and he is largely recognized 

as the first to discover hyposulphites as a photographic fixing agent.
41

  

From the context of promoting photography, Herschel’s scientific background, 

and the context of researching on the afterimage in nineteenth century, Herschel’s 

article constitutes a serious proposal for the future. Its scientific impact would be 

emphasized if we take into account the specificity of the journal, in which Herschel 

published his articles. The aim of Photographic News was to provide “information, 

derived from foreign as well as domestic sources, of all discoveries and improvements 

in photography, optics, photographic chemistry and the cognate science."
42

 Although 

commonly reserved to scientists, the journal also addressed non-professional readers, 

in brief “to all who are interested in the development of science.”
43

  

At that time, the distance between professionals and amateurs was not great, 

since the amateurs still had to spend a lot of time learning the photographic process 

correctly. As a forum for all questions and inquiries, the journal provided technical 

help for amateurs who were glad to learn how to choose lens or tents, what the latest 

chemical or optical invention was or to know any new source hints.
44

    

Both professionals and amateurs were technically and scientifically oriented and 

socially connected through journals to share information, or clubs to meet and 

organize exhibitions. For example, The Photographic Society (the Royal 

Photographic Society, now) was established in the winter of 1851 to 1852 just for the 

preparation of an exhibition of more than 700 photographs, including professionals 
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and amateurs.
45

 The number of amateurs increased with the development and 

improvement of the photographic technology. In the 1860s, only a small group of 

photography lovers were committed with the hard labor of wet plate. Taking 

photography was thus restricted to a small amount of professionals and amateurs. In 

the 1870s, the number of amateurs increased with the invention of the dry plate.
46

 

Before the dry plate, photographers had to endure the heavy pains of coating, 

developing, and carrying heavy equipment such as a tent, chemicals, and water. After 

the invention of the dry plate, however, they could buy ready-made dry plates on the 

market. In the beginning, they had to replace the dry plate after taking one photograph. 

With the invention of the roll film, taking several photographs in one trip and 

developing them days later became possible.
47

 Though the numbers of amateurs 

increased due to this innovation, the hobby was only shared by a specific group of 

people who could afford the cost of the equipment, and also had the leisure time to 

learn it.
48

 

With the shift from the wet plate to the dry plate, the motifs of amateur 

photography also changed gradually. The uncomfortable poses caused by the long 

exposure time could finally be eliminated. Shorter exposure time allowed amateurs to 

easily record slices of life. The photographs could thus reveal more casual atmosphere 
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and spontaneity than before. More and more amateurs aimed the camera toward their 

intimate life, taking pictures of their beloved friends and relatives, as it can be 

observed, for example, in the way the painter Edgar Degas (1834- 1917) learned and 

took photography.
49

  

Degas was one of the amateurs of the era of the dry plate. He started to take 

photographs as early as 1895, when the Kodak Company released a new camera and 

declared that “anybody can use it.”
50

 The painter still used to develop and enlarge his 

photographs by himself and conscious of the technical difficulties, he also requested 

some help and tips from Guillaume Tasset, a professional photographer. Degas paid 

also attention to the latest invention in photography. For example, two months after 

the releasing of the panchromatic plate, Degas requested that Tasset offer him the new 

support which was supposed to provide a better sensibility to all the color of the 

spectrum.
51

  

Degas embodies the average amateur photographers who became more and more 

numerous during the first decades of the twentieth century. He often took photographs 

of his friends after dinners by instructing them to take a proper pose for his 

                                                      
49
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compositions. Although Degas attempted to convey his artistic perspective, his 

photographs seem to reveal the fact that imperfection and ambiguous atmosphere 

were still inevitable, especially if we compare them with the photographs made by 

professional studios. For example, the photograph he took of his friend Louise Halévy 

(Fig. 6) is well composed. The figure is perfectly located in one third of the lower part 

of the picture. The frames hanging on the wall and the cushion of the sofa form 

parallel horizontal lines, but the presence of the model’s hand raised, intensifies on the 

other hand the intimacy and lightness of the photograph. From the topic and the sitter, 

this photograph could be considered a souvenir revealing a close friendship.
52

 

Furthermore, the light in the right side is over exposed and offers too sharp a contrast 

according to the standard of professional studio photography.
53

 The technical 

orientation, the subject itself, and the imperfection reveal the amateur character of 

Degas’s photography. 

1-3 The Kodak Age 

1-3-1 The Kodak Cameras 

The example of Degas’s photography corresponds to the phenomenon of 

democratization of photography that took place thanks to the development of the dry 

plate. But the popularity of photography was also promoted by the miniaturization of 

cameras. In 1881, the so called “detective camera,” a camera with dry plates and in 

the shape of a cube, was introduced into the market.
54

 Later, some models were small 

enough to be concealed under waistcoats or disguised as parcels, hats, or opera 
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glasses. But these kinds of hidden cameras were still not very popular, since the 

results were not satisfying for the users.
55

 Soon, the term detective camera was 

applied to most of cameras with a cube form. The detective cameras released 

themselves from the tripod because of their light weight and the higher sensibility 

provided by the dry plate. For example, the “Express Détective Nadar” (Fig. 7), 

released in 1888, can be recognized as the precursor of the Kodak camera according 

to its shape. Because of its portable character, it allowed the photographer to catch 

pictures in unusual angles, and due to its smaller size, the photographer could also 

hide his tool and took images closer to his target. 

The dry plate and the detective camera illustrated the tendency of simplification 

that had been taking place at the time. However, the process of developing and 

printing film was still a big issue for amateurs. In 1888, a determining change 

happened when the Kodak Company released the “Kodak Camera,” a small box 

containing a roll of negative film which allowed one hundred exposures. It provided a 

fixed aperture and one V sighting lines on the camera top, but without a view finder.
.
 

It conveyed the idea that adjusting the exposure time and the focus were no longer 

necessary.
56

 This simplification was emphasized by an advertisement (Fig. 8) that 

indicated that only three simple steps were necessary to take a photograph: “Pull the 

cord,” “Turn the key,” and finally “Press the button.”
57

 Moreover, this camera was 

accompanied with a printing service. After one hundred exposures, the user could ship 

the Kodak camera back to the Kodak Company. Around ten days later, the camera 

would be returned with new loaded negative films and the developed and printed 

photographs. This innovation led to a new revolutionary system of consuming 
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photography, as promoted in the slogans of the company, “You press the button, we 

do the rest,” and “Anybody can use it.”
58

 

The prevalent phenomenon was noticed in the journal Photographic Times soon 

after the release of the Kodak camera in1899 targeting the new consumers and their 

lack of skills: 

“Amateurs” in its original meaning is “a lover of,” and as applied to 

photography would convey that the man to whom it was applied was an 

enthusiastic lover of, and consequently a skilled adapted in the art. Now the 

meaning is degraded, and the man who buys a detective, pressed the button, 

and sends his paper or plates to be developed and printed from, is an 

amateur.
59

  

This comment shows that the democratization of photography was endangering 

the quality of artistic and scientific photography. Apparently, the writer of the 

professional journal annoyed by the degradation of photography criticized not only 

the new cameras and the new service, but also the characteristics of its users.  

However, the Kodak camera in 1888 was still not affordable to everyone. The 

price of 25 dollars was not cheap,
60

 and this made the less wealthy unable to purchase 

the new camera.
61

 The company was conscious of the potentialities of the market and 
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kept improving and diversifying its products. In 1889, the company progressively 

issued new cameras called the Kodak no.2, the Kodak no.3 and the Kodak no.4, but 

the prices were even higher than the first Kodak camera.
62

 In 1900, the company 

produced and sold the “Brownie camera” at the cost of only one dollar, introducing a 

new strategy by borrowing the name Brownie from Palmer Cox’s (1840-1924) 

children books illustrations.
53

 Cox’s Brownies were a group of mischievous spirits 

who liked to adventure the new world, both geographically and technologically. They 

were in this respect perfectly adapted to the aims of the Kodak camera, which 

embodied the same magic as the little creatures. 

The advertisements for the Brownie are particularly (Fig. 9) interesting.
63

 

Instead of the written instructions we can find in the 1888 first Kodak camera, the 

1900 advertisement shows six Brownies playing around the camera and discovering 

the new apparatus. Among them, three are running or staring next to the camera, one 

is looming through the lens, and the other two are manipulating the top of the camera. 

The slogan, brief and clear, is asserting that: “Any school boy or girl can make good 

pictures with one of the Eastman Kodak Co.’s Brownie Cameras.” The image and the 

slogan demonstrate that photography is as easy as a game. The advertisement and its 

childish mood show that the children were also identified as potential customers.
64

 

Since then, photography has embraced enthusiasts of all the ages who were rejected 

before because of their age, gender, or economic status. The meaning of snapshot also 
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transformed with the expansion of the number of amateurs who commonly knew 

nothing about photography except clicking the button of the camera.   

1-3-2 Taking Photography Everyday 

As a Kodak employee noted, the charm of photography mattered even more than the 

twenty-five dollar black box.
65

 What mattered was that one could enjoy the 

fascinating activity of clicking and catching pictures. The Kodak Company also 

encouraged the new-generation users to shoot all kinds of subjects from their daily 

life, a concept which was before condemned or despised by professional users. 

For example, Kodak suggested that any moment was worth being captured: 

“Kodak as you go,” “Every trip that is worth taking is worth a Kodak story,” “The 

companion of every outing—the friend of all lovers of the open—the Kodak” and “A 

vacation without a Kodak is a vacation wasted,” all these slogans showed that leisure 

and traveling activities were worth a picture.
66

 Besides that, the Kodak Company also 

encouraged the users to record family life, such as, “At home with a Kodak,” and “Let 

Kodak keep the history.” The rise of the middle class was accompanied with a clearer 

separation between work and leisure time. The moments spent with friends or a 

journey taking place during holiday became progressively the source of happiness and 

worth a picture.
67

  

Simultaneously, the advertisements of the Kodak cameras were also spreading 

from trade journals to popular magazines, such as Harper’s Bazar, Ladies Home 

Journal
 68 

and the company published its own magazine under the title, A Journal for 
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Amateur Photography.
69

 But the advertisements in various magazines indicated that 

the purpose of buying a camera was not only for shooting, but also related to fashion, 

traveling, domestic life, or the owner's living style.
 

With the new cameras, people were encouraged to take pictures when they were 

on a beach, at a picnic, and in celebrations of birthdays. Daily topics which were not 

approved by professional photographers were largely embraced by the new Kodak 

generation. Casual actions such as pulling faces, being mischievous, or denying the 

camera in a photograph (Fig. 10) increased, and received at the same time many 

complaints. As Pamela J. Inglesby quoted, the new amateurs were “[…] firing away at 

anything they may fancy, no matter in what position the sun may be.”
70

  

The new attitude toward photography transformed also the definition of snapshot.  

One photograph by Marjorie Parker (Fig. 11) can be taken as an example.
71

 It is 

mounted on a black cardboard paper of a photo album. The scenery takes place on a 

deck of a boat where a group of women is sitting. This photograph reveals many 

failures. In the left side, one part of the sail almost covers one third of the picture. One 

of the women in the middle of the picture is smiling at the beholder but the bright sun 

makes her unable to open her eyes. The woman on her left hand is also blinded by the 

sun, and the third woman raising her head on the right side, seems to be conscious of 

the presence of the camera, but her face is hidden by the hat worn by another woman.  

According to the chaotic composition, this photograph is far away from a good 

picture. There are clear mistakes, such as the loss of focus and the truncated faces and 
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bodies. The person standing on the deck behind the women is even totally cut by the 

frame, and only her legs are seen. The photography is mysterious and trivial. The 

photographer took the photograph as a souvenir without taking care about the artistic 

value of the composition. The topic is light and the photography records happy 

moments from a journey: it becomes the evidence of the time passing and helps the 

viewer to keep the memory of a nice moment. That is the reason why the “bad” 

photograph has been cherished and kept in the album with the inscription written 

under the picture: “We had such a good time.” 

Conclusion 

Herschel’s definition of snapshot is based on the aperture time related to a scientific 

and professional usage. His dream was partly fulfilled by the end of the century 

through the experimentations in chronophotography, led by Etienne-Jules Marey 

(1830- 1904)
72

 and Eadweard Muybridge (1830-1904)
73

. One of Marey’s works, 

Flight of Gull (Fig. 12) records several images of the trajectory of a flying gull in the 

same photograph with the help of multiple exposures.
74

 We can see clearly the 

anatomy and the way the wings cup the air thanks to the black background. The one 

photograph of a continuous movement also helps to comprehend the special and 

temporal dimension of the movement. Muybridge’s work, published in 1887 in 
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Animal Locomotion also reveals the petrified movement of animals and human.
75

 The 

plate no. 137 (Fig. 13) records the descending movement of a woman. The rectangular 

plate contains twenty three photographs divided into two rows. The upper row shows 

reversely from right to left twelve images of a woman descending stairs. The 

sequence begins with her left profile and ends frontally. The lower row has eleven 

pictures and begins at the far right side with the frontal view of the model and ends 

with her right profile. As we can see, the second and the third photographs on the 

lower right side are bigger than the others. This is not the only reason why 

Muybridge’s image lacks scientific precision. Though his series of photographs helps 

to present the movement clearly, it is still difficult to measure the space and the time 

between two photographs even though he added white lines behind his model in the 

background short after he began the experiment.
76

   

On the other side, the development of snapshot is not merely related to the 

shortening of the aperture time but also the photographic medium to a large audience 

with the simplification of new camera. The constant development of new cameras 

with easier handling established what can be defined as the snapshot aesthetic. We 

have seen in this respect that the definition of snapshot evolved and the term became 

the synonym of amateur photography. The definition of snapshot when used in the 

field of amateur photography is aesthetically distinct from the context of Herschel and 

Muybridge, though the concept of instant plays in both cases an essential role. It will 

be necessary in this respect to tackle the relevance of both practices and analyze 

concretely what can be the common denominator between the scientific and amateur 

interest for the instantaneous image. In other words, we need to see if Muybridge’s 
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photograph deconstructing the movement of a moving figure shares in formal terms 

some similar feature with a picture taken during a trip, such as for example Marjorie 

Parker’s photograph. 

The improvement of technology has been deeply rooted in the desire to visualize 

more concretely the slightest portions of fleeting time. The scientific and the amateur 

photographer have shared the same interest in instantaneous photography but their 

goals and results were different. If the term snapshot became more popular with the 

increasing number of amateurs, its significance and implication tended to designate 

bad photographs realized by naïve users. But there is at least one connotation of the 

term snapshot that seems to have kept some persistence. The use of the verb “to shoot” 

instead of “taking” or “making” a photograph, is the most significant. Among several 

examples, many professional photographers such as Lisette Model or Walker Evans 

preferred to use the verb “to shoot” instead of “to take pictures.” Model, for example, 

gave clearly the advice to her students to “shoot from the gut,” while Walker Evans 

explained that the pictures he took in the New York subway during the late 1930s and 

early 1940s were made as if he were hunting.
77

  

As we will see, shooting and hunting have found in professional photography a 

concrete illustration through the figures of the war photographer and the paparazzi. As 

Thierry de Duve claims in his article, “Time Exposure and Snapshot: the photograph 

as Paradox”
 78

 the typical snapshot, as an abrupt artifact staging instant at its most 

exemplary level, can be found in press photography.      
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Chapter 2: Instantaneity and Shooting in Professional Photography 

The definition of snapshot given by Herschel found a kind of achievement in the 

moving images mediated by Muybridge’s zoopraxiscope. But looking at one single 

image of one panel from Muybridge’s animal locomotion provide a still gesture which 

is quite strange and goes beyond any normal conception. The slice of a continuous 

movement helps to catch the time and to make the fleeting moment visible. But the 

actual representation only can show stillness. From the above discussion, we have 

seen that Herschel’s concept of snapshot is a paradoxical idea that introduces a 

dialectical opposition between stasis and movement.  

  On the other side, the tenth of a second or an even faster exposure time have been 

embraced by many photographers for different purpose and to convey different ideas. 

They aim the life on the street and catch the decisive moment with the judge of their 

eyes. The work of Alfred Stieglitz, Winter - Fifth Avenue (Fig. 14), taken in 1893, 

shows how the snapshot is able to translate a moment full of signification. A carriage 

is riding on a road flanked by high buildings. From the trace of the wheel left on the 

road covered by thick layer of heavy snow, we can see that it has already covered a 

certain distance, while snowflakes are flying in the air. In order to catch the whole 

scene, Stieglitz spent three hours waiting for the perfect moment.
79

 For him, the term 

snapshot, which he also used to describe his own work, has nothing to do with the 

randomness of amateur photography.
80

 A snapshot must on the contrary express a 

formal standard of perfection dealing with the transitive instant. It has the capacity to 
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show “the moment in which everything is in balance; that is, satisfies your eye”
81

.  

The view of the street full of the movement of life becomes one of the privileged 

topics of photography. In the 1930s and 1940s, Helen Levitt and Ben Shahn tried to 

record the real life of the people in the street of New York. They took pictures 

randomly by using a right-angle viewfinder that permitted them to focus and frame 

their composition without directly looking at their targets.
82

 Later, in 1954, Robert 

Frank submitted a project to John Simon Guggenheim Foundation. His purpose was 

to travel throughout the United States for his project “the making of a broad, 

voluminous pictures recording of thing American, past and present.”
83

 In a picture he 

took in 1954, New York City (Fig. 15), the point of view is from above, showing two 

figures on the sidewalk. The one in the foreground has been cropped by the frame and 

we only can see the lower part of his coat and two legs moving forward. The second 

figure whose head is also cut by the frame and has two amputated legs is also moving 

to the same direction on a “skateboard.” Unlike Stieglitz’s picture, Robert Frank’s 

photograph does not focus on formal aspect which requested a long preparation to 

record a well-balanced composition. On the contrary, his composition shows that the 

photograph was almost taken by chance. However, the figure cut by the quick shot 

implies meanings, of which the implication is even more impressive.
84

   

We can see a tendency among professional photographers to adopt the 

instantaneous shot for artistic purpose because it is the only way to transform the 

fleeing movement into stasis. What they want to present is the spontaneity, or some 
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truth of the city, or some neglect reality, that can only be perceived shortly as the 

twinkling of an eye. This chapter would like to deal with the professional utilization 

of the snapshot in order to understand how the extremely short exposure time reflects 

itself in photography. But the following discussion will neither focus on straight 

photography nor street photography because the seizing of the fleeting movement or 

event is the process but not the final goal. Stieglitz desired to show the pictorial scene 

of a lively city with the snapshot, and Robert Frank’s ambition was to reveal the social 

life on an emotional black-white photograph. However it is in photojournalism that 

the regime of the snapshot is the most meaningful, since the precise moment of a 

significant moment matters the most. Press photography, such as war photography or 

paparazzi photography is indeed the field, as de Duve has suggested, where taking a 

picture is an abrupt process, which condenses at its most the event taking place within 

images. At the same time, the snapshot enhances and guarantees the brutal or 

conflicting nature of the photographic medium. War photography and paparazzi 

photography embodies the notion of conflict as intrinsically tied with the medium of 

photography. The camera is a gun. It is a weapon the photographer uses to catch his 

target after waiting, or chasing after a prey.  

 Shooting implies a symbolic appropriation of the subject,
85

 taking the image is 

just like hunters keeping the skin of their prey in order to make it a trophy without 

regarding the remaining corpse.
86

 The examples in the following discussion are 

well-known. They will permit us to analyse in which way they are exemplary not only 

of the event and conflicts they illustrate, but also because they can explain the 

aesthetics common to the photographic shot.   
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2-1: Conflict and Wars 

The photographer, Gilles Caron (1939-1970) reported events from the Six-Day War 

and May 1968, to the conflicts in Biafra and Cambodia where he abruptly died.
87

 One 

of his works, Mai ,1968 (Fig. 16) is famous because it stages the conflict of May 1968 

in an exemplary way. In this photograph, the dark night has been suddenly disturbed 

by the photographer’s flash light, it is as if we witness the riot directly. The scene 

takes place on a sidewalk in front of buildings. On the left side of the image, we see a 

policeman chasing a young man in a shirt, pullover, and leather shoes trying to escape. 

This young man who does not look like a hooligan is about to lose his balance, while 

running at the very moment the policeman is about to catch him and raise his club to 

beat him. Taken at the tightest moment, the photograph illustrates a moment of intense 

suspense. The chase between the policeman and the student reflects at the same time 

the inner conflict of snapshot photography: catching the instant is like catching 

somebody who tries to escape.  

The key moment represents the sharp conflicts between the chaser and the 

chased, the powerful and the defenseless, stillness and movement. Though the picture 

constitutes only a partial slice of the event that took place in 1968, it synthesizes and 

embodies the conflict clearly and dramatically. The chase after the elusive protestor 

can be seen as a metaphor for the photographic act: the instant is what escapes the 

photographer. With the flashlight, the camera, and the probe of the photojournalist, the 

hidden event can be seen and caught, as the rude police authority is about to batter the 

unarmed student. 

In photojournalism, the picture invades the core of the conflict and presents it in 
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an incisive manner. In war photography, many pictures emphasize or even embody the 

very issue of conflict in a more dramatic way. When Roland Barthes discusses 

“shock-photos,” for example, he shows a group of soldiers accompanied by skulls. A 

second category focuses rather on the instant moment of the event with some 

emphasis.
88

 The representation of death becomes the most shocking conflict war 

photography can provide. But it remains to ask how the issue of death cooperates with 

instantaneity. 

Representing death is not totally new and not invented by photography. Its long 

history can be traced back to religious art, painting, and sculpture, as for example in 

Crucifixions, Pietas, and Entombments, where one of the main purposes is to provoke 

the empathy of the viewer. With the arrival of mass circulation newspapers in 

nineteenth century, the marketing strategy was to focus on sensational topics, such as 

crimes, wars, and disasters.
89

 The crude image of death became a commodity which 

met the readers’ voyeuristic desire. The publication of the picture representing the 

death of the female murderer Ruth Snyder on the electric chair in the 13
th

 January 

1928 issue of the Daily News (Fig. 17), contributed in a large part to make it the 

largest sale of any newspaper in American history.
90

 But the picture taken by Tom 

Howard with a miniature camera offers motifs that many other photographs of the 

same kind have in common.  

The representation of death does not merely consist in the photography of the 

dead body.
91

 As we can see in the example of Snyder’s death, the image had a strong 
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impact on the sales of the newspaper that published it because it recorded the very 

moment when the criminal was about to die. The ability of photography to freeze time 

is an element often emphasized by snapshot photography. Actually, the key moment 

of an issue which can be properly represented had been discussed even before the 

invention of snapshot. It was introduced by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) in 

his Laokoon (1766). Lessing suggested that the “faithful moment” a painter or a 

sculptor has to represent allows the beholder to imagine what happened earlier and 

what will happen later.
92

 In the case of snapshot photography the “faithful moment” 

lets less space in the imagination of the spectator, since it provides the crude reality of 

a person between life and death, without the promise of remission. In short, the person 

is dying, and the only issue is the imminent death. 

  Susan Sontag describes the phenomenon in these terms:  

“To catch a death actually happening and embalm it for all times is 

something only camera can do, and pictures taken by photographers 

out in the field of the moment (or just before) death are among the 

most celebrated and often reproduced of war photography.”
93

  

 The celebrated presentation of death is so ‘unnatural’ to Lessing because it 

records the instant moment which human being cannot comprehend.
94

 This 

imperceptible moment only can be caught by a snapshot. At the same time the 

snapshot has the ability to catch the exact moment when life and death overlap. This 

is not a coincidence if photographers prefer to record the crucial moment when the 
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“model” is dying.  

Robert Capa (1913-1954),
95

 who recorded the Spanish Civil War in 1936,
96

 

produced one of the most famous photographs ever taken during a conflict. In his 

Falling Soldier also called Death of a Republican Soldier (Fig. 18), we see a 

Republican fighter taken from a low point of view. Located on the left side of the 

picture, he has been caught at the very moment he is falling backwards while he was 

heading forward to launch an attack. The face of the soldier is distorted and he is 

about to lose his grasp on the rifle he holds in his right hand. We can understand that 

the soldier is falling because he has been shot by an enemy who is invisible. The 

strength of the photograph is that it represents the moment when the soldier is 

receiving the fatal shot and is about to die.  

What kind of reality can this instantaneous photograph present? According to 

Roland Barthes’s idea in Camera Lucida, the aspect the viewer can see in a 

photograph is an extent, “it has the extension of a field, which I perceive quite 

familiarly as a consequence of my knowledge, my culture; (…)” The stadium is 

related to a general understanding of a photograph according to the cultural aspect of 

the viewer. The stadium of Capa’s Falling Soldier is the landscape, the soldier, the 

dress, and the authenticity of death.
97

 We do understand the information from the 

photograph, and the fact it represents a specific moment of the Spanish Civil War. But 

actually, a person without any reference or knowledge of the stadium (it means the 
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war) would only be astonished by what is happening to the soldier. The concrete 

information from the photograph is that he got shot fatally, and we can witness death 

in a strange suspenseful way.  

Instantaneity plays a great role in this photograph. We can understand better its 

power if we compare Falling Soldier with another photograph taken by Capa dealing 

with the same war. Spain, 1937 (Fig. 19) shows a motionless child laying on the rocks 

and facing the ground. His pose follows the irregular rocks on which his body is lying 

hopelessly. It means no doubt that the image can trigger the sympathy of the spectator. 

The vision of a dead young person on cool rocks is itself particularly sad and tragic. 

But comparing to Falling Soldier, Spain, 1937 does not have the same impact because 

it does not show the very dramatic moment of a man whose life is just about to fall 

apart. Moreover, this sudden death caught by a gunshot occurs as suddenly, as the 

click of the photographer, who was close enough and reactive enough to record it.
98

 

The sensation of instantaneity is so dramatic and appalling that it makes the 

photograph so exemplary.
99

 The spectator is not in the position of the mourner. 

Instead he or she can only be speechless and breathless.       

The quality of the photograph as a snapshot is not only conveyed by the drama of 

a life falling apart taking place just in front of our eyes. It is also enhanced by its lack 

of formal achievement. Capa’s Falling Soldier is indeed blurred; the figure is too 

close to the frame and there is too much empty space on the right side. The inferior 

quality of this image is the guarantee of its authenticity. On the contrary, if the 
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composition and the light of one press-photograph is too much well-controlled, we 

might wonder it had been manipulated and we would have some doubt about its 

authenticity. However, it would be also immoral to consider the formal beauty and the 

technical achievement of one press photography when the topic is as cruelly tragic 

and dramatic, such as the one we discussed.
100

 It does not matter if an impressive and 

authentic press photograph is bad composed, a little bit blurred, or out of focus, 

because these failures show that it was shot spontaneously. A good news photograph 

records the specific moment, when the body in motion is about to be frozen literally 

and metaphorically. At the same time, the snapshot photograph makes visible its inner 

mechanism, and its close parenthood with the gunshot.   

Providing astonishing imagery by freezing a vulnerable moment to create the 

imagery between movement and stillness becomes the standard grammar of war 

photography. The famous photograph, Viet Cong Execution (fig. 20), taken by Edward 

T. Adams (1969-1978) in 1968, shows the decisive moment when the execution is 

taking place. We can see that the man on the left hand side, Brigadier General Nguyen 

Ngoc Loan, is raising his hand and pulling the trigger. At the same time, the invisible 

photographer is also pulling the trigger of his camera. The head of the man on the 

right side is shot at close range. We see the spectacle of a dying person because the 

transitory and moving moment was kept into a still image. Did the execution happen 

because of the existence of the camera making a stage for the General to play the role 

of an executor?
 
It might be possible that the General responded to the shooting of the 

camera as a kind of mirror action.
101

 The fatal shot causes the intense pain of the 

victim whose facial expression is so spontaneous but strange because it only can be 

seen with the shot of the camera. The shots, whether taken by the General or the 
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camera, become the most agony dialectical issue here.  

The aesthetic of the subject of death represented in instantaneous photographs is 

still appealing and shocking nowadays. We can thus observe stable features in the 

history of photojournalism, such as the latest Pulitzer awards winners of 15
th

 April 

2013.
102

 All the winning photographs are related to wars and, no matter the category, 

they belong to feature photography or breaking news photography. Narciso 

Contreras’s photograph, which won in the category of breaking news photography 

(Fig. 21) shows a man shot during the Syrian civil war. The picture once again stages 

a crucial moment happening during a conflict. The man, whose face is distorted by the 

pain, has been shot in the middle of the street and tries to escape his unsafe position. 

As explained on the BBC website, “Here a wounded Syrian civilian was 

photographed by Contreras as he tries to escape the line of fire after being targeted by 

a Syrian army sniper.”
103

 This awarded contemporary photograph reminds us the 

dialectical issue of the gunshot and the photographic snapshot. It stages the same 

drama recorded by previous pictures, such as Robert Capa’s Falling Soldier or 

Edward T. Adams’s Viet Cong Execution: the protagonist is being shot and the drama 

has been just caught by the camera and frozen onto a paradoxical moment, when life 

and death, as well as movement and stillness overlap.
104

 

2-2 Snapshot, Paparazzi, and Intimacy 
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If in war photography, catching the moment means literally staging the issue of life 

and death, in the field of paparazzi photography, the stakes issue much more about 

intruding on one’s intimate life. In press photography, the imagery of celebrities could 

catch the readers’ attention because their life is not reachable. The consumption of 

celebrities’ photograph had begun since nineteenth century, and the carte-de-visite of 

the Royal Family was the first medium used on the market to permit people to access 

the secrecy of monarchs.
105

 However, that kind of pictures was extremely stereotyped 

and could only provide a still and unnatural effect, far away from the idea of 

casualness and simplicity.   

The idea of providing the public with images unveiling the intimacy of 

celebrities or rulers is still at work today, but the aesthetic has changed. The President 

of the United States has his own series of photographs taken by the White House 

photography team.
106

 One photograph from the year 2012 (Fig. 22) shows the Obama 

couple attending a wedding ceremony. We can see on the right side only a part of the 

bride, who is out of focus,
107

 while the main focus unveil the complicity of the 

presidential couple: the president is smiling and looking at his wife, while Michelle 

Obama, who is looking at the bride, puts her left hand on her husband’s knee, holding 

her right hand against her heart. This photograph looks quite natural and vivid 

because the protagonists are still absorbed by the ceremony, though they must have 

been conscious of the presence of the camera in such official circumstances. It is clear 

that the potentiality to be observed and recorded by one camera did not encourage the 

couple to behave completely spontaneously. It might be the reason why the casual and 
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intimate photograph did not actually attract too much attention of the public.  

What can immediately catch the attention and the desire of the readers can be 

seen in paparazzi photography, since it shows the ability of the snapshot to catch 

unseen instant form the intimate life of celebrities. The term paparazzi has been used 

to describe a specific type of photography
108

 which, instead of being posed or staged, 

reveals candidly the true and real persona of celebrities, no matter the event or the 

conflict at stake.
109

 The term which appears for the first time in the movie La Dolce 

Vita (1960) directed by Federico Fellini (1920-1993) describes a photojournalist who 

corresponds to a composite figure mainly inspired by the photographer Tazio 

Secchiaroli (1925-1998).  

Secchiaroli got his fame for the pictures he took of a prominent politician in a 

brothel which constituted a fantastic scoop at that time.
110

 Later, he took a series of 

picture of the movie star, Anita Ekberg and her husband Anthony Steel in Rome.
111

 In 

this series at night, we can see (Fig. 23) Steel looking at the viewer (also the 

photographer) too drunk to be able to stand by himself just after alighting from a car, 

while Ekberg still in the car, stretches her right hand to call her husband. The second 

photograph (Fig. 24) shows Steel clenching his arms, ready to fight, as Ekberg is 
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about to walk out the car, while a man behind them reveals some tension on his face. 

The final picture (Fig. 25) shows Steel running after a photographer fleeing away with 

his camera. Secchiaroli’s series of pictures depicts a slice of time, and a whole 

sequence of a specific turbulent event. The time presented in each photograph can be 

reconstituted from the whole series.  

Each photograph is a snapshot of a specific series of event that can be 

reconstituted in detail when looking at the whole sequence. It is thus possible to know 

the whole story taking place at that moment. This aspect is quite similar to 

Muybridge’s chronophotographs, which deconstruct the continuous movement into 

segments. But the segments can narrate the whole movement.   

A scenario created through the combination of different snapshots of the same 

sequence of events is one kind of stereotype of paparazzi photograph. The aim is to 

chase celebrities in order to depict their decadent lives, to reveal the truth that resides 

underneath a glamorous and polished appearance. Taking photographs can also stage 

a conflict in order to destabilize the targets and make them abandon their dignity. It 

will thus unveil a new facet of the celebrities, which will make them appear as 

laughable caricatures. The paparazzi often becomes one part of the scenario, by 

provoking the conflict between the photographer and his prey on purpose. They are 

used to go outside in group, to find and fight with their target, in order to take a 

picture. We can see in Secchiaroli’s final photograph taken by his companion, that he 

does not yield to the hostility of Steel but holds his camera tighter. The photographer 

is so aggressive and committed, as Secchiaroli mentioned, “We will fight with flashes” 

or “our duties, or responsibilities, as picture-hunters.”
112

 But he chased relentlessly 
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his prey who was finally irritated to fight back.  

The photographer Marcello Geppetti (1933-1998) who worked for Roma Press 

Photo, the agency that Secchiaroli found in 1955,
113

 provide another kind of 

paparazzi photographs of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton when they were in 

Italy for the film Cleopatra. The series is not related to any conflict. The photograph 

taken in 1962 uncovered the affair between the actor and actress, who unlike the 

previous examples, were not aware of the presence and intrusion of the photographer 

into their intimate life. Though it was said they were together, there was no visual 

evidence that could prove it. Seeking the evidence, Geppetti stayed in the same hotel 

where they were and followed them to the Italian Island of Ischia for taking 

photographs.
114

 He finally caught them sunbathing together and took the pictures. 

One of the photographs (Fig. 26), shows both of them enjoying the sun, Taylor lying 

and arching her legs, while Burton is seated looking at the ocean. This picture does 

not reveal any shocking evidence just a relaxing moment they are spending together. 

The following photograph (Fig. 27), shows the moment they are kissing each other 

and totally absorbed, defenseless, and vulnerable, unaware of the presence of the  

camera. Here the different snapshot selects what might be crucial moments since the 

photographer cannot know which one could be the most important. At the same time, 

the sequence reconstitutes the passing of the time and can help to understand the 

narrative at stake. This photograph showing the couple kissing each other became 

finally the best evidence to prove their affair, and also the scandal, since they were 

both already married to other partners. 

Chasing or hunting after celebrities with a camera constitutes the main job of a 
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paparazzo no matter who and where the prey lives. On the other side of the Atlantic 

Ocean, the American photographer Ron Galella (1931- )
115

 is famous for having 

insistently targeted Jacqueline Onassis. He used to stalk her relentlessly near her 

Upper East side apartment in New York, and followed her in Central Park and hid 

himself in the brush. When she cycled by, he jumped out to take one photograph of 

her. His intention was neither to prove a scandal nor to have any physical conflict with 

her, though this issue arose with Marlon Brando, when his bodyguards, irritated by his 

insistency to follow him, decided to beat him seriously.
116

 

His best photograph of Ms. Onassis (Fig. 28) was taken in 1971 in New York. In 

the picture, she is walking on the sidewalk of Fifth Avenue, casually dressed. She has 

taken off her sunglasses and holds them in her right hand, revealing her face without 

makeup. She looks at the camera with a little smile that is almost hard to detect and 

might disappear within a second when she would realize that she had been caught 

unaware by the photographer. This photograph emphasizes the instantaneity of the 

moment, and we can see her hair flowing in the air, her allure, and the twist of her 

torso. The pose, the hair blown by the wind, and the smile are so spontaneous that it 

would have been impossible to perceive and record them without the help of snapshot. 

It is not by chance that this photography became one of the most iconic pictures 

taken by Galella, and that it is now part of the collections in the Museum of Modern 

Art in New York.
117

 This photograph can be considered as a standard portrait. But 
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what makes it different is that it is not staged; it is so candid that we believe we are 

seeing Jacqueline Onassis in her daily life. According to the statement of Ron Galella, 

the photograph was taken under very special conditions: "I jumped in a cab. I 

followed her. The cab driver blew the horn. She turned. She smiled. I don't think she 

knew it was me." 
118

 In that time, the protagonist was undoubtedly relaxed, taking off 

her sunglasses to see better what was happening, with a smile on her face addressed 

politely to the one who blew the horn, thinking it might be an accountant. The nuance 

of facial expression is so subtle that Gallela even compares this photograph with the 

legendary portrait of Mona Lisa.
119

  

Another aspect that contributes to the attraction of this photograph resides in the 

different oppositions. On the one side, the face of the former First Lady appears to us 

without any disguise. It seems that we can access her true persona. On the other side it 

is a halo of mystery, if we take into account the fact that her face, though undisguised, 

is covered by her hair. This ambiguity seems to finally fit the reality, since though, as 

a First Lady, she was one of the most public personalities of the United States, she 

only had three personal interviews in her life. This mystery that “leaves something to 

be desired”
120

 according to Gallela constitutes the principal attractive appeal of the 

photograph.   

Ron Galella preferred to take photographs of the celebrities when they look like 
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normal people. He said that, “We want to see celebrities in human situations, so we 

can say, ‘Look, they are just like us!’
121

 This celebration of banality toward 

celebrities is actually the main purpose of paparazzi photography. The goal is to 

intrude into an intimate reality that is not meant to be shown to the public. The 

photograph Galella took on 21th May, 1968 of The Duke and Duchess of Windsor at 

the Opening of Wildenstein Gallery, (Fig. 29) participates to this aesthetic of 

revelation. The photograph shows the couple inside a car just after the door has been 

opened. The opening of the car door constitutes the moment of revelation and the 

passage between private and public life. Sitting on the rear seat, the couple well- 

dressed for a ceremony seems attracted by something interesting outside the car. The 

Duchess is holding a small box, stretching her hand and about to talk, while the Duke, 

on her right hand side, is looking at the same direction. He puts his hand just under his 

jaw in an expression of doubt. 

Though the door of the car is opened, it is not possible to see the interior clearly 

with the dim light of the car. But the sharpness and brutality of the flash light make 

the two people emerge from the darkness. Their facial expression does not indicate 

that they have been really affected by the intrusion of the light. However, the Duke 

and the Duchess should not have let their inelegant and uncontrolled facial expression 

seen on any official photograph. They have just been caught unaware without having 

the possibility to compose the role that should fit their rank of aristocrat.   

Conclusion  

The analogies between the photographic snapshot and the gunshot are extremely 

present in war photography or paparazzi photography. Guns have the power to defeat 

the enemies and take life, and the camera shot has the power to record in a fraction of 
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a second the paradoxical moment when life and death are juxtaposed together. As 

Roland Barthes noticed in his Camera Lucida, the photograph becomes the evidence 

of a life that “has been there” and becomes eternal death, but if the photograph is 

intrinsically the embodiment of death, it is in war photography that the issue becomes 

even truer. Paparazzi photographers are like war commanders or hunters aiming at 

their targets, attacking celebrities abruptly in order to break through the disguise of 

their staged persona and catch something of their private and intimate lives that might 

inform the public about their true personas. They run after their prey, chasing after 

decisive moments or sometimes in search for a scandal. 

The snapshot seems to be the only means that can intuitively compete with and 

visualize the fragility of time. War photography stages and embodies a dialectic 

opposition between life and death, stillness and movement. Paparazzi photography 

deals with the battle ground between the celebrities and the photojournalists who are 

looking for the vivid details which will deliver the celebrities from a frozen image.   

Paparazzi photographers, when encountering their targets, normally prefer some 

crucial behavior that conflicts with a certain public image and reveals the private 

inner self. The pivotal moment is crucial but extremely difficult to capture. The way 

they take photographs is somehow opportunistic: they follow the celebrities endlessly 

and, take as many photographs as needed before they capture their preys. At the same 

time, the photographs taken serially have the faculty to constitute a segment of the 

private life they are hunting. 

 Because timing is crucial in war photography and paparazzi photography, the 

quality of the photograph is never guaranteed. This intrinsic fragility of the picture 

enhances the drama represented. Representing the essence of the fleeting moment 

becomes in this respect much more important than controlling the form or the 
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composition of the picture. The photographs can be slightly blurred or out of focus, 

and the exposure can be too strong because of the flashlight. But the faults do not 

really matter, since they guarantee the truthfulness of the event. The poor quality of 

the image on the contrary enhances the authenticity of the event recorded in the 

picture. The slightly blurred image of Capa’s Falling Soldier indicates the sudden 

moment of the shot. In the case of paparazzi photography, the flash light can be seen 

as a sudden light on the hidden truth of the celebrities, unveiling what is part of their 

true life. Unlike war photography, paparazzi photography focuses essentially on the 

banalities of private lives. Most of the paparazzi photographs are merely the 

presentation of celebrities’ daily lives and do not reveal more than banal activities 

such as kissing, sun bathing, or even doing nothing.  

The main trait of press photography beyond its predatory character is its 

tendency to ignore formal concerns. Catching an instant and recording it often matters 

more than producing a beautiful photograph. In this respect, the technical faults we 

can see in both war photography and paparazzi photography are similar to those we 

observe in amateur photographs. As we will see in the next chapter, it is in paparazzi 

photography that the topics are the closest to the amateurs snapshot.  
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Chapter 3: The Formulization of the Snapshot  

The popularity of Kodak cameras such as the Brownie produced many reactions from 

professional photographers. By the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of 

the twentieth century, several comments on amateur photographers had been 

publicized. The photographer Alfred Stieglitz, for instance, warned the amateurs that 

they still had a lot to learn: “Don't believe you became an artist the instant you 

received a gift Kodak on Xmas morning.”
122

 Though the Kodak Company 

emphasized in their advertisement that customers only had “to Press the Button,” 

instruction manuals printed in books such as Charles Maus Taylor’s 1902 Why My 

Photographs are Bad
123

 show that the photographic process of taking picture was not 

that easy.  

Though taking photographs became much easier, it did not guarantee the quality 

of the pictures. As Taylor mentions in his book, he personally had to face bad results 

after several trials until he eventually learned tips from a professional photographer.
124

 

Taylor’s book, which references the most common mistakes made by amateurs with 

the help of illustrations, is an important source that can help us to define some of the 

specificities of amateur photography. We can compare the faults it tries to correct 

according to Taylor’s professional standards and the way these same faults were later 

deliberately “staged” by professional photographers.  

But we must note that the feature of amateur photography should not be only 

restricted to the form and so-called mistakes. The core concept of amateur snapshot is 

actually related to a group of users who take photographs to record their lives, 
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especially some happy or important moments. Capturing time is also important for 

amateur photographers who are willing to keep the memory of an event in a still 

image; but the main purpose is not to freeze a shocking moment or a movement to 

convey the idea of time. Instead, we often see that the amateur photographs are posed, 

because the ambition is essentially to keep the emotion of the fleeting time. Amateur 

photography is in this respect closely related to the shooter’s family circle and 

conveys a specific emotional atmosphere, no matter how banal the context is.    

When professional photographers borrow traits from amateur photography, they 

generally do not only refer to its formal aspects but try to imitate the subjects or the 

attitudes that are commonly recorded by amateurs. Representing daily life and the 

intimacy of banal activities became a source for artistic creativity during the 1960s 

and 1970s. Some photographers like Dan Graham (1942- ), for example, took 

photographs of banal American suburban houses.
125

 Vito Acconci (1940- ), in his 

work Arm Bending Pieces, decided to continuously press the button of his Kodak 

camera when his arm was moving back and forth, showing the dull cityscape without 

any emotion (Fig. 30).
126

 However, unlike the amateur photographs we have seen in 

Chapter One, Dan Graham’s and Vito Acconci’s experimental works do not convey 

any emotion. If they focus on banal subjects, they try to avoid representing any affects. 

Their purpose is not to record the emotions, as it is in the case of Marjorie Parker’s 

photograph (Fig. 11). 

Familial and intimate life attracted several art photographers such as Emmet 

Gowin (1941-), who photographed his wife and her extended family in their 
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hometown (Fig.31). Lee Friedlander (1934- ) also recorded the most ordinary 

moments of life (Fig. 32), and Nicholas Nixon (1947- ) made a photographic 

chronicle of his wife and her three sisters (Fig. 33). Their works show the appreciation 

of family life, but they do not contain accidents or mistakes, as is often the case for 

amateur snapshots.  

Among the numbers of professional photographers who paid attention to the 

banalities of familial and intimate life, Nan Goldin and Larry Sultan are particularly 

interesting, since they adopted in the 1980s not only the formal aspects of amateur 

photography but also its common topics. We will see that their interest in amateur 

photography is a rehabilitation of authenticity in the moment photography was 

accepted as an art form. Also worth mention is that both photographers were later 

involved in fashion photography and convey the feature of their work into fashion 

photography, which also adopts the aesthetic of amateur snapshot as a selling strategy. 

3-1 Snapshot: Forms of Bad Photographs 

In 1902, Charles Maus Taylor published a book entitled Why My Photographs are 

Bad, drawing on his own experience in order to teach amateurs how to avoid the 

mistakes he personally made when he began photography. Since he did not know how 

to improve his photographic practice, he finally requested the help of a professional 

who taught him how to properly handle his camera. Published at the time when the 

Kodak Brownie was common on the market and was supposed to be so easy to use 

that even a schoolboy or schoolgirl could use it, Taylor’s book demonstrates that the 

simplicity of the camera did not necessarily guarantee good results.
127
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 For example, he recommends the amateur to use the Kodak roll film and roll film camera. In: 
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His book enlists sixteen bad examples with illustrations caused by the misuse of 

the lens, the wrong measuring of the focus, or other bad habits. To avoid bad results, 

the camera shooter should know the reason why mistakes happened and learn the tips 

to prevent them. Of course, the book could not list all kinds of formal mistakes. For 

example, because the book was published in 1902, there was no discussion on the use 

of the flashlight.
128

 We can see in this book some examples,
129

 for example double 

exposure, which was common at the time because it was still necessary to roll the film 

each time after taking a photograph.
130

 If we ignore the technical aspects that were 

improved later, the book synthesizes the most common errors made by the average 

users. As the author says, “I do not wish to convey to the reader the impression that 

this limited work covers all the errors of the beginners— far from it.”
131

 The feature 

of amateur photography can be defined by common mistakes that depend on the 

education of the amateurs and technical difficulties they encountered. These 

difficulties had an impact on the formal aspect of photography.
132

 

The first obvious problem mentioned in this book is related to bad framing. As 

Taylor says, “It is the grotesque appearance: the head or a portion of the body of the 

sitter being cut off.”
133

 The book shows the portrait of one woman whose upper part 

of the face has been truncated by the frame (Fig. 34). According to the author, this 
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 The flashlight was commonly used from the 1950s-60s onwards. 
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 In that time, there were also The Amateur Photographers’ Hand Book published in 1891 and 
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In: The Art of American Snapshot: 1888-1978, p.27.   
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 Taylor also mentions that the double exposure can be easily prevented. As long as the shooter “Do 

not fail to turn the spool immediately after taking a picture (…).” This is not the case now because we 

have automatic spools or even digital CCD. In: Taylor Charles Maus, Why My Photographs are Bad, 
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 Ibid., p. 13 
132
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happened frequently to the beginners because the camera was too close to the figure. 

However, the mistake is tolerable when the truncated figure is not the main 

protagonist of the picture, such as in Marjorie Parker’s We had Such a Good Time 

(Fig.11). The bizarre composition showing around the main figure was not considered 

too bad, since the photographer still kept the main figure in the middle.   

This reminds me a photograph of mine, showing my grandfather in front of a 

touristic spot during a journey. We see him leaning on a handrail (Fig. 35). The 

photograph seems at first sight well balanced, except the incongruous presence of a 

hand on the left side of the image. Why the hand is over there? Apparently the 

photographer did not notice the presence of this person in the viewfinder or tried to 

avoid this without noting the detail of the remaining hand. The photographer wanted 

to focus on my grandfather, and had him as the main subject of the picture. It was 

enough to keep the photograph. 

Taylor also mentions the issue of portraiture, may it be a single person or a group. 

In the chapter “Posing Single Figures and Groups,” where photographers are 

recommended to “avoid stiffness and straight lines in posing [their] subjects,”
134

 we 

can see from the photographic illustration that the woman is standing too straight in 

an interior space, which looks like a photographic studio (Fig. 36). Her hands are 

perpendicular on the either side of her body, her dark skirt emphasizing the heaviness 

of the vertical lines of the composition with a table on her left side emphasizing the 

parallel lines to her. On the contrary, the carpet becomes a vertical contrast of the 

figure. This studio photograph might exaggerate the stiffness of the composition. But 

it reminds the common experience when we are posing for a photograph. One 
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difficulty is how to behave naturally in front of the camera.
135

 Except for some 

photogenic people with experience, many people are embarrassed to be 

photographed.
136

 The photograph L Will Take Care of Sister (Fig. 37) explains the 

tense moment of the photographic pose. We can see from the picture that two children 

are standing in front of a portal. The right one must be L, and the girl with curly hair 

must be the sister. The photographer tried to compose the image carefully. There is no 

random truncation, and the door behind the two children becomes a stable frame. 

However, the photographer was so careful that the children have lost any spontaneity 

and look like statues. This kind of composition is actually common especially when 

the image concerns a group of portrait. In order to reduce the strictness, some tricks 

are used in order to make the composition more lively and casual.   

Portraiture is certainly the example where the issue of spontaneity is the trickiest, 

as seen in the case of a photograph I took during a study trip in 2010 (Fig. 38) on the 

way from Germany to Italy, where the bus driver had to make a break at a gas station. 

When we saw the scenic view of the mountains, it became necessary to take a 

photograph. When I was asked to take the picture,
137

 the group members immediately 

arranged themselves automatically into a line to make sure that everyone could be 

seen. As we can see, everybody is looking and smiling at the camera without 

complaining that the sun is disagreeably dazzling. Some people in the photograph 

show their own will to make the photograph more animated, as for example the girl 

on the right hand side who is bending her body and make some movement to lighten 
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the atmosphere. But most of the protagonists put themselves in a straight line, a 

mistake that Taylor already noticed and wanted to prevent one hundred years ago. 

Nevertheless, the result of this photograph is still just like thousands of banal other 

pictures of the same kind offering the same kind of stereotype.  

 Other faults such as the presence of foreshortening, the shadow of the operator, 

double exposure, and bad focus can be often seen in amateurs’ photographs. Taylor, 

for example, shows the presence of the operator signalled by his shadows cast on the 

portrait of a man (Fig. 39) holding two dead birds on his right hand, while carrying in 

his left hand a beam from which other dead birds are hanging. Similar photographs 

where we can see the presence of the photographer can be found in several catalogues 

dealing with snapshot photography. In the 2008 exhibition catalogue of The Art of 

American Snapshot, 1888 to 1979: from the Collection of Robert E. Jackson, we can 

see another example of a woman in a black dress carrying a baby wrapped in white 

drapery in an empty street (Fig. 40). The shadow of the photographer appears in the 

foreground and is even cast on the woman’s body. The contrast of black and white and 

the ominous shadow made by inexperience create uneasy effects. 

 To illustrate foreshortening, Taylor shows a woman reading and leaning on the 

edge of a table. Her left hand holds the edge of the table and is almost twice as large 

as her right hand because it is too close to the camera (Fig. 41). In the part of the book 

devoted to the misuse of the lens, Taylor shows the example of a woman sitting on a 

chair, with her hands well arranged on her lap and her eyes staring at the camera (Fig. 

42). Though the figure is well constructed, the image is unfortunately out of focus.  

These mistakes are not isolated, since we can easily find many similar examples 

throughout the history of amateur photography. For example, this is the case in the 

same exhibition catalogue on the American snapshot. One photograph shows a group 
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of people queuing before a building (Fig. 43). Some of them are conscious of the 

camera, but the people on the left side of the procession are looking at the left side. 

We do not know what they are waiting for. But one woman emerging from the right 

side of the frame is so close to the lens that her image is out of focus. Her body, which 

occupies one third of the photograph, is also cut by the frame. She is much bigger 

than the people in the background because of the foreshortening. Though the image is 

obscure, her eyes staring at the camera make her extremely vivid in comparison to the 

passive passengers behind her. 

In place of being destroyed or disregarded, the accidental mistakes condemned 

by Taylor in his 1902 book were finally cherished and collected. The 2000 catalogue 

Other Pictures shows the taste of a collector who assembled pictures that present 

random mistakes instead of presenting formalized and banal ritualized photographs. 

We have, for example, a man with a truncated head raised by a bull (Fig. 44), or the 

blurred image of a woman on a train (Fig. 45). Unlike Taylor, museums and collectors 

consider accidental mistakes to be masterpieces, and bad characteristics of a picture 

could become “successful failure,” as the author claims in Other Pictures.
138

    

But the phenomenon and legitimization of “bad photographs” is not recent. 

Actually, when the book Why My Photographs are Bad was published, the 

appreciation of the mistakes criticized by Taylor had already been valued by another 

group of professional photographers as early as 1896. Some bad photographs were 

seen as a “novel effect,” such as in the first edition of the book Photographic 

Amusement: a Description of a Number of Novel Effects Obtainable with the 

Camera,
139

 written by Walter E. Woodbury and Frank R. Fraprie. As the authors 
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assert, the book did not address naïve amateurs but experienced people: “It is 

assumed that the reader has already mastered the technical difficulties of photographic 

practice and is able to make a good negative or print.”
140

 It gives some instructions 

how to use the camera and achieve some instructive and interesting photographic 

experiments. 

Some bad characteristics mentioned later by Taylor in Why My Photographs are 

Bad, such as foreshortening, can be found in Photographic Amusements. The 

photograph that serves as a model shows a man whose shoes occupy the foreground, 

whereas his face, which is very small, appears between his shoes (Fig. 46). This 

photograph was taken from a low angle and close to the soles of the model in order to 

emphasize the contrast made by the foreshortening. 

Both examples in Why My Photographs are Bad and Photographic Amusements 

are actually deliberately made for different purposes. The former book shows the 

unpleasant exaggeration of proportion, and the latter demonstrates the innovative 

potential of photography. If we compare these examples with another one presented in 

the catalogue exhibition The Art of American Snapshot, 1888 to 1979, (Fig. 43) we 

can understand that the sudden appearance of the woman’s face in the right side of the 

frame was not intentional.  

The difference between them can be even clearer when analysing the issue of 

double exposure. In Photographic Amusements, this issue occupies almost three 

chapters. The one entitled, Freak Pictures by Successive Exposures instructs readers 

how to cover the sensitive plate “for allowing all parts of it to be successively 

                                                                                                                                                        
Number of Novel Effects Obtainable with the Camera, Ninth edition, Boston: American Photographic 

Publishing Co., 1922, p. 83.  
140

 Ibid., p. 5. 
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exposed”
141

 Another one entitled Doubles shows how to make a photograph of the 

same man playing cards with himself. Finally, The Two Head Man (Fig.47) 

demonstrates how to combine two poses of the same person on a single image. In this 

picture, the man is composed of two doubles of himself and looks like conjoined 

twins; the one on the left is writing while the other one on the right is raising his head. 

In order to connect the two parts perfectly, it was necessary to master the technique. 

The constructed example of double exposure can be seen also in Why My 

Photographs are Bad. As in the previous case, the picture tries to imitate the mistakes 

made by amateurs and presents a strange effect of a seated reading woman seen both 

horizontally and vertically together (Fig.48). The result is odd but exemplary and clear. 

But the accidental double exposure made by an amateur in The Art of American 

Snapshot, 1888 to 1979 shows several adults and children on the rooftop who are 

vertically or horizontally connected (Fig. 49). The image is totally odd since the 

figures have nothing to do with the background because they are just composed 

together by accident. Compared to The Two Head Man, the latter photographs lack the 

precision and implication of any meaning, such as the two identical men shown in the 

same photograph.    

As we have seen, bad framing, absence of focus, foreshortening, cast shadow, 

and double exposures can be considered as the formal features defining amateur 

photography, but the presence of such features does not necessarily define the 

snapshot quality of the picture. Authenticity and spontaneity of the snapshot are not 

guaranteed by the faults. They signal an imitative use of photography in the case of 

Taylor’s explanative photographs, or the innovative photographs in Photographic 

Amusement depend on a high control of photographic takes. Snapshots made by 
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amateurs show us that the mistakes were made unintentionally because of their 

inability to master the correct photographic techniques. At the same time, they were 

cherished by collectors, since the random imperfection made the photograph 

interesting.  

But we have to ask why these kinds of unintentional mistakes were valued by 

collectors and art institutions. The rediscovery of the amateur snapshot full of 

imperfections by the authority of museums began in 1998, with the exhibition 

Snapshot: the Photography of Everyday Life organized by the San Francisco Museum 

of Modern Art (SFMoMA).
142

 But the freshness of amateur photography had been 

already discovered in 1908 by Joseph August Lux in his article “Artistic Secret of the 

Kodak”. He praised that amateur photography could find the natural or 

unpredictability which cannot be found by some average professional photographers 

with unnatural pose.
143

 The interest for chance and randomness was also present in 

the photography of Dada and Surrealism, which appreciated it as a basis of artistic 

creation.
144

 Man Ray, for instance, called himself a “fautographe,” indicating that his 

work was made by exploring and making accidents.
145

 Man Ray’s the Marquise 
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 This exhibition showed around 260 amateur photographs and tried to analyze the borderline 

between the museum and domestic photographs. However, the aesthetic value of the amateur 

photography was still emphasized in the comments: “The exemplary group of anonymous photographs 
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Casati (fig. 50), taken in 1922, shows a woman’s frontal portrait. The blurred image 

made accidentally enhances the atmosphere of her face. André Cartier-Bresson, who 

was also affiliated to Surrealism and advocated “the decisive moment,”
146

 considered 

the accident as an important element for the artistic creation.
147

 

So the taste of the collectors and the museums was already prepared by the 

aesthetic of chance and surprise promoted by artists and illustrated in the photographs 

of the greatest photographers, such as the wrong framing of Robert Frank’s New York 

City (Fig. 15),
148

 or the blurred image of Man Ray’s The Marquise Casati. The 

accident, which has been one part of the artistic creative process, made artists 

appreciate some innovative effects, giving them some inspiration and also titillated 

the artistic appreciation of the collectors.     

3-2 Candid or Staged Intimacy by Nan Goldin and Larry Sultan 

Actually, amateur photography observes certain codes and rules. Amateurs would not 

take photographs when their protagonists are unprepared like paparazzi photographers 

would. Neither would they take a photograph of a shocking moment, like sudden 

death, as war photographers do. Generally, they confine their activity as 

photographers in the field of family and friendship rituals such as a child blowing a 

                                                                                                                                                        
3, no. 3, 2011, pp. 444-445.  
146

 The decisive moment of Cartier-Bresson is to seize the whole story in one single picture. Only the 
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candle in a birthday celebration, a wedding ceremony, or a journey to a tourist spot. 

As Catherine Zuromskis argues, “The identifiable visual rhetoric of the genre is one 

of utterly banal visual conventions.”
149

 In this kind of snapshot, the aim is to make 

the event as memorable as possible and to make all the protagonists visible in formal 

positions. Taking photographs also transforms the way of our lives. It becomes an 

important activity related to happy moments. Amateur photography involves 

formalized behaviours recorded on paper. The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 

(1930-2002) said that we want to be presented in ceremony photographs because “(…) 

it realizes the image that the group seeks to give of itself as a group.”
150

 For a 

photograph to be recognized by the social norm, or for a ritualized activity, we 

normally behave in a similar way. For example, it is mandatory for all protagonists to 

look and smile at the camera. Sometimes it is also recommended to perform a specific 

pose, such as to say cheese or to provide a “victory gesture.”
151

  

The topics of snapshot photography are also extremely oriented. First, the main 

protagonists are generally members of our family or friends. The photographs can be 

understood exclusively by those who are directly connected to it. It excludes those 

who were not involved in the event that has been recorded. As the photography tells a 

personal history, it is necessary to provide the outsider with some explanations. 

However, the high degree of ritualized codes presented in that kind of photographs 

makes them easily understandable. It is thus possible for almost everybody to 

understand the general stakes such as a birthday, thanks to the presence of the cake 
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and the candles blown by the protagonist.  

Representation of the intimate and private life through formal rituals is an 

important part of the amateur snapshots that have been explored by artists such as Nan 

Goldin
152

 (1953- ) and Larry Sultan (1946-2009), who explicitly recorded their own 

intimate lives as part of their artistic projects. Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency contains series of photographs made between 1976 and 1985
153

 

recording her own private life and that of her friends who lived in the fringe of the 

society. She calls them “family,” though they were not blood related.
154

 Larry Sultan 

published on his side his Pictures from Home
155

 in 1991, a book which combines 

photographs taken from 1982 to 1991, still images of his father’s 8mm home video, 

and some snapshots from the family album. 

Both artists chose to focus on family photographs at the same period of time. As 

discussed above, they are not the first photographers to record the everyday life 

through the lens of their family circle. Nan Goldin’s work is not only edited like 

amateurs’ photo albums accompanied by titles or text weaving the storyline of the 

protagonists, it also presents amateur features, such as so-called mistakes. The 

apparent lack of refined style, which shows that the photographer intervened as less as 

possible, is close to the imperfections of the everyday life. It reduces the distances 

between the photographer, the viewer, and the subject .
156

 Contrary to Goldin’s work, 

so-called mistakes do not really prevail in Sultan’s Pictures from Home. However his 
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staged snapshots play with the authenticity of real family snapshots. At the same time, 

the surface of good family and the reality of everyday life is always blurred. 

3-2-1 Nan Goldin and her Snapshots 

Goldin only uses a simple camera because she has an aversion to technology.
157

 Her 

pictures record the events of the daily life of her close circle: sex, drug consumption, 

and friendship without any hierarchy, any hesitation, regardless of whether the event 

is happy or sad. The camera constitutes the pen of her visual diary. In the beginning, 

her photographs were displayed in bars as a slideshow. The idea was to appropriate 

the familial activity of sharing pictures at gatherings. She would also be present and 

comment each slide when loading them, and then display them with music. The 

slideshows contained more than 700 photographs and told the story of her life.
158

 

Later, those photographs taken between 1979-1986 were collected and selected into 

one book: The Ballad of Sexual Dependency.
159

 The book portrays her life and those 

of her friends and displays photos that take place in cheap hotels, in beds, in toilets, 

and in dim bars. She recorded the banal events with such a poor technique that her 

works were often compared to amateur snapshots. Larry Qualls mentions this aspect 
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in 1995,
160

 and Éric Mézil qualifies her pictures as embodying a snapshot 

aesthetic.
161

    

Many rituals we can find in amateur photographs can also be found in Goldin’s 

work. The photograph Nan on Brian’s Lap, Nan’s Birthday (Fig. 51) has been taken in 

an interior space. We can see on the right side of the image the couple, Goldin and 

Brian. Goldin wears a more formal outfit with some accessories and looks at the 

camera, smiling and holding Brian’s shoulder with her arms, enjoying the light 

moment. Brian let Goldin lean on his chest, but he looks a little bit lost, with his 

mouth open. The use of the flashlight casts a bright light on the protagonists and 

provokes some uneasy contrast which seems to echo the unhappy ending of her 

relationship.   

She must have confirmed the position of the camera in order to make sure that 

the two of them would appear perfectly in the image though apparently it was not so 

successful because she is cut and the photograph leaves too much empty space in the 

background. This kind of self- portrait reminds common experiences made by 

amateurs. As long as the timer is set, the sitters go to the right position, he or she can 

be the photographer to control the desired countenance. The process of the pose 

constitutes a kind of staging which formulates the simple and common result of 

frontal faces in amateur photography.  

The topic is not too far from normal amateur photographs, but the photograph 

arouses an interesting issue of rituals. When taking photographs, the protagonists 
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would normally follow the rules of social norms and obey the orders of the 

photographer. In this photograph, the request should have been to hug each other and 

to look at the camera. This posed photograph corresponds to the cliché of snapshot 

composition. But accidents may happen, as is the case here, and the result is not 

perfect because Brian does not smile correctly, and they are not in the center of the 

image.   

In the same book, Goldin’s famous self-portrait, Nan after been Battered, (Fig. 

52) looks like a bust portrait in an interior space; her face occupies just the middle of 

the picture plate, and she gazes at the camera with dazzling red lips, a contusion on 

her face, and a bloody red left eye. Because of the sharp flashlight, her brightened 

face with her dark hair casts a dark shadow on the wall and the curtain. It makes an 

uneasy contrast with the background in bluish tone. 

Goldin, whose photographs in the Ballad of Sexal Dependency were taken 

mostly inside, would have faced the issue of dim light.
162

 She therefore had to use the 

flashlight to prevent blurred exposures, as was the case in another self-portrait. As we 

can see, the flashlight casts a direct light on the protagonist’s face. This use of 

unnatural lightening rejected by some photographers is too brutal.
163

 The fault of 

light reveals a mistake, which is used to qualify amateur snapshot. What makes 

Goldin’s self-portrait go beyond a snapshot taken by an amateur might be the absence 

of shame and her braveness to record a painful event. She shows her own wound and 
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breaks the rule and ideology of amateur snapshot, which would normally only record 

happy moments.
164

  

Another snapshot character of Goldin’s work is much more related to the 

instant shot. It seems that she is used to taking photographs randomly, considering the 

candid aspect of Edwige Behind the Bar at Evelyne’s (Fig. 53 ), taken in 1985. In this 

photo, Edwige stands behind a bar in front of a large mirror, occupying a big space in 

the middle of the photograph. She has put her hands on her waist and stares at the 

right side out of the picture plane. Because the light in the bar was dim, it was 

necessary to use a flashlight. Therefore the space is inevitably sharply lightened so 

that Edwige’s face emerges abruptly from the darkness. The mirror behind Edwige 

reflects the presence of the photographer and the strong source of the light. We can 

also see the presence of a person reflected in the mirror. This person turned his head 

in the direction of the camera, conscious of and reacting to its presence. Edwige, on 

the contrary, seems not to have noticed the presence of the camera, or maybe she 

ignored it. The contrast gives some spontaneity to the scene. The triviality of daily life 

is also extremely present in Goldin’s photographs, as in Thomas Shaving (Fig. 54), 

Brian at a Shooting Gallery (Fig.55), Chrissie and Sandy on the Beach (Fig.56 ), or 

Mark Tattooing Mark (Fig. 57). Banal activities are recorded and present the lives of 

Nan Goldin and her friends. 

However, it is in the bed scenes that the degree of intimacy is at its peak. This 

aspect is actually repeated through the whole catalogue.
165

 In Kiki and Maggie in the 

Sonesta Hotel (Fig. 58), a big double bed occupies the major part of the picture. One 
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of the two women lying on the bed is talking on a phone with her legs crossed. She 

seems comfortable in her simple outfit. The other woman on the right side has 

stopped reading the newspaper she is holding in her hands and looks at something 

outside the frame on the left side. The flat chiaroscuro lighting indicates that Goldin 

once again used the flashlight to light up the meaningless moment and the intimate 

dim space.  

What are they doing? Why is the moment important if it does not reveal a 

dramatic event? The moment is as boring and evanescent as any other moment 

constituting daily life. The snapshot permits the photographer to record and remember 

a relaxed moment without any manipulation. Like in paparazzi photography, the 

artificial lightening catches and guarantees the spontaneity and the improvised 

character of the scene. However, we do not see any shocking effect like paparazzi 

would do, but the viewers do see the privacy of the others through Goldin’s gaze. This 

gaze is not voyeuristic because, unlike the paparazzi, she does not intrude into the 

intimacy of others but offers her own diary of the events, letting the spectators read 

it.
166

  

Another work, Self-Portrait in the Bed, (Fig. 59) is taken from a high angle. The 

room is quite messy and a large bed occupies almost the whole composition. A heap 

of clothes can be seen in the background, and a cover is on the one side of the unmade 

bed. There are also a telephone, a recording machine on the bed and several 

disordered booklets lying next to the telephone. Goldin is on the lower right side of 

the image with only one fragment of her face and her breast visible. The shape of her 

body has been distorted from the closeness of the camera. She is naked, absorbed, and 
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looking at the direction of the telephone so it seems the photograph is a candid shot. 

The nude self-portrait reminds us some amateur portraits, such as a Polaroid taken in 

the 1960s (Fig.60), in which the naked protagonist holds the camera near her groin 

and stands on a bed as she narcissistically smiles and peeps at herself, her face being 

so perfectly cut that her identity is unrecognizable.  

In the case of the Polaroid photograph, this kind of extremely private photograph 

might be too intimate to be taken by others.
167

 The photographer in the Polaroid 

might have enjoyed looking at her own body in the mirror and the process of making 

the indiscrete photo. The Polaroid work and Goldin’s Self-Portrait in the Bed are all 

posed. The former one made herself be seen part of her body precisely. Goldin’s 

photograph is not totally candid because she was the photographer of her image. 

Goldin’s photograph creates a narration with the stuff around her, and her nudity 

emphasizes the emotional and the vulnerable moment without any pretension. The 

formal quality of Goldin’s work, which is even less composed and much more random 

than the Polaroid photograph, makes us believe that it is really a snapshot of her true 

life. Maybe it is the reason viewers may not feel a sense of eroticism or voyeurism 

when they look at her. Rather, viewers can believe that it is one part of her life 

because of the minimum of her interventions in the photographic shot. 

3-2-2 Larry Sultan and his Snapshots 

Larry Sultan’s Pictures from Home was made from 1982 to 1991 and published in 

1992. This book constitutes the conclusive series of photographs, which accompany 

real family snapshots, and stills from his father’s home movie.
168

 Unlike Goldin, who 
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reveals the most intimate aspects of her own life, he recorded his parents’ daily lives 

in a suburb of Los Angeles after they retired from a successful career.
169

  

Pictures from Home looks like a family album that he arranged to tell the story of 

her parents, who emigrated from New York to the West. Sultan did not intend to show 

the conservative values of his family, even if they were promoted during the Reagan 

era.
170

 On the contrary, he wanted to question the veneration of the family as the 

expression of honest life through his work. Sultan says that, “These were the Reagan 

years, when the image and the institution of family were being used as an 

inspirational symbol by resurgent conservatives. I wanted to puncture this mythology 

of the family and to show what happens when we are driven by images of success. 

And I was willing to use my family to prove a point.”
171

   

One photograph of Sultan’s photos speaks directly to the above quote. The 

ambiguities of Sultan’s work can be seen also in the work, Dad on Bed (Fig. 63). The 

father, who wears a dark suit indicating the previous successful business man, is 

sitting on a well-made bed. Why is he so dressed if he is just sitting on a bed? Sultan 

did not intend to take a public image, as his father actually dreamed to come back to 

his prosperous career.
172

 The photograph is merely a little bizarre and marks 

meaningless moment in daily life. His father was seeking an image of the public 

approval but he took the picture indicating the contrast between the public suit and the 

intimate space, the formal dress and the lost face.
173

 Nevertheless, the candid effect 

                                                                                                                                                        
work, but also provide their opinion, even sometimes their doubts toward Sultan’s work.    
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and the intimate space make the viewer believe that it is an authentic snapshot, but it 

is staged.  

The carefully staged snapshot can be seen in another work showing his parents 

looking at each other through the kitchen window (Fig. 61). His father, in casual outfit, 

talks to his wife on the other side of the window, who responds to him. The 

spontaneity of the couple indicates that the image catches a slice of the couple’s life 

straightforward. It implies some narration of banal life, that we will never penetrate 

the full context of the situation. Actually, Sultan staged this photograph with his 

parents’ cooperation. He asked his father to wear a specific suit
174

 or pretended that 

Sultan secretly captured the image of mother sleeping, though she was just pretending 

to sleep for his photograph.
175

  

Marianne Hirsch says, “As carefully staged and choreographed as they are, 

Sultan’s Pictures from Home reveal a great deal about photography both in the work 

of artists and in ordinary snapshots taken as part of the fabric of everyday life.”
176

 

Sultan’s work indeed lingers between snapshots and staged photographs. The 

casualness and randomness of the topics related to daily life seem to make people 

believe that they are purely snapshots. But his work reveals something much more 

manipulated.  

Practicing Golf Swing (Fig. 62), taken in 1986, shows Sultan’s father raising a 

gold club and bending his knee on a green carpet. On the left side, the television 

flashes an image of a woman. The semi-transparent curtain behind the man is drawn. 

The intimacy of the interior space, as well as the fact that the father is wearing his 

                                                                                                                                                        
in what happens between events- that brief moment between thoughts when you forget yourself.”, in: 

Larry Sultan, Pictures from Home, p. 113. 
174

 Larry Sultan, The Familial Gaze, Marianne Hirsch (ed.),London: Dartmouth Colledge, 1999, p. 9 
175

 Ibid. p.8. 
176

 Marianne Hirsch, The Familial Gaze, p. XI.   



 

70 
 

daily attire, contributes to give the snapshot-like nature of the scene. This photograph 

resembles an instant shot but there are some features that make us doubt its 

spontaneity. The club, for example, is raised at its climax as perfectly as the horizontal 

and vertical lines of the carpet and the curtain
177

, which give a sense of 

well-constructed stability to the composition. The bright colors and neat composition 

add some critical distance between the viewer and the subject. It becomes difficult to 

consider the picture as a spontaneous snapshot.  

The layout of Sultan’s Pictures from Home is similar to a family album, 

intertwined with his works and some authentic snapshots. But he also leaves some 

clues for the reader to discover the artificiality. This kind of borrowing and confusion 

between snapshots and staged photograph, we can also see it in his fashion 

photography.    

3-3 Snapshot in Fashion Photography  

Snapshots that display poor-quality features and focus on private life have also 

become a trend in fashion photography. The fashion photographer Terry Richardson 

(1965- ), who often presents his friends in his pictures, says, “Ninety percent of the 

images I’ve ever taken have been done with a small camera. You don’t have to focus 

it or do a light reading (…) And because you don’t have full control over it, they 

allow for accident.”
178

 The simple apparatus and the emphasis on accidents can be 

seen in his 2011 Spring/Summer campaign for Sisley (Fig. 64). Compared to his 

previous pictures, the series of photographs maintains his snapshot aesthetic. While 
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they are closer to life, they display less obviously sexual hints.
179

 In one image, two 

men are flanking a woman in front of a white wall. The woman is extending her hands 

on the men’s shoulder. She is opening her mouth with some kind of dominant facial 

expression, as if she is asking the men to face the camera. The central figures are 

looking and smiling at the camera, and the over sharp direct flash light all lead to the 

snapshot characters. If the girl in the middle were not half naked, and the men weren’t 

wearing the latest outfits, the photograph would have just looked like a normal 

snapshot taken at a party.  

The example of the 2011 Spring/Summer Sisley campaign shows that the whole 

series of photographs is indeed related to a party-like scenario. We can see two girls 

holding a gold balloon and laughing in front of red bricks (Fig. 65). Another 

photograph shows two boys standing in front of an oven and a refrigerator while 

smiling at the camera (Fig. 66). One boy at the left hand side is in black vest and 

white t-shirt. Some messy ribbons from the celebration remained on his shoulder. It 

seems that the photograph has just been taken after the party. The narration of the 

photographs is not clear, but we can still understand that the young and beautiful 

protagonists are having a happy moment in a light mood.  

The transformation of fashion photography from strictly studio-based pictures 

into snapshots showing a casual living style is intimately tied with the development of 

the concept of lifestyle, which took place in the 1920s and found its advocacy in the 

fictional 1925 Great Gatsby.
180

 It became more common during the 1950s in business 

magazine advertisements promoting the concept of staging products within the 
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context of family daily life.
181

 Representing the costume and the lifestyle was meant 

to illustrate more concretely how to wear clothes in a real situation. In 1976, the 

French photographer Guy Bourdin (1928-1991) expanded the field of fashion 

photography in his advertisements for Bloomingdales, and introduced narrative 

intimate scenes in private spaces (Fig. 67). Called Sighs and Whispers, the work 

reveals a voyeuristic tone and develops some candid effects in a highly staged and 

constructed composition. The presence of the wall between two rooms and the unity 

of the dress indicate that it is a fictional scene. The representation of intimacy is close 

to the snapshot but it is still not totally convincingly spontaneous and unintentional.  

In 1985, the New York newspaper The Village Voice issued a fashion insert 

called View, which was later renamed Vue. It was intended to be the showcase for 

innovative photography, design, and fashion, and it became a forum for new 

photographers as Laurie Simmons, Philip Lorca diCorcia, and Nan Goldin were asked 

to publish their work. It is also at that time that Goldin and her snapshot aesthetic 

became the forerunner of the popularity of snapshot as a representative way.
182

     

Now, as the example of Terry Richardson we have seen, and Jonathan E. 

Schroedel’s puts, more and more brand marks for young people intend to present their 

products in a less formal way. They often use the snapshot aesthetics to seduce their 

clients to show how the costume “fit(s) in the regular costumers’ life.”
183

 Even in 

companies where the dress code is generally extremely strict and codified, casualness 

has also been encouraged through the concept of the “dress down Friday.” The 

phenomenon can be measured also through the way chic people with “streetstyle” are 

presented in newspapers or fashion magazines. This aspect also helped the 
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development of casual outfits in fashion industry, and it is a reason why consumed- 

made or high fashion companies developed a second line which offers more 

everyday-life outfits.
184

  

The representation of everyday life, spontaneity, and intimacy became a 

best-selling package for consumption goods. But fashion photography never merely 

copies the snapshot aesthetics; it also intertwines some artistic photography. Nan 

Goldin, for example, claims that she was mostly influenced by cinema and the French 

and Italian Vogue magazines before she enrolled the art school. She was also 

influenced by Guy Bourdin and she intended to be a fashion photographer.
185

 

Recently, Goldin photographed the spring and summer campaign 2010 for Bottega 

Veneta. Though she had to deal with the goods of a high fashion company, she 

nevertheless conserved some features of the snapshot style. For example, one 

photograph of the campaign is a blurred shape image (Fig. 68), in which a female 

model is facing the camera with her red lips and the pale face, in white dress standing 

and carrying a blue bag in front of a dark wall with uneven colours. This photograph 

is full of contrast and highly controlled. It is also far from the accidental snapshot 

quality of her Ballad of Sexual Dependency. The snapshot language, the blurred shape 

image, creates some uncertain atmosphere also detaches from the context of 

accidental mistakes, but becomes an independent aesthetic feature for the 

representation.  

As we have seen, accidents are not the only tropes that signal the presence of the 

aesthetic of a snapshot. The iconography of family life and intimate moments are also 

used by photographers. It is exemplary that Larry Sultan was also commissioned for a 
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series of photographs for the fashion brand Kate Spade autumn/winter 2002 campaign. 

The series of photographs narrates the journey of rural parents visiting their daughter 

in New York. The final picture represents the whole family gathering and posing for a 

group portrait (Fig. 69). The photograph is well-centred and everyone is looking at the 

camera. The frontal flashlight brightens them from the dark background where we can 

see the skyline of New Your city in an artificial way. Like an amateur’s snapshot 

Larry Sultan’s photography show many accidents provoked by the use of the 

flashlight: the eyes of the older woman are closed and the boy seems to be irritated by 

the strong and sudden light.  

This extremely common family snapshot has been shaped according to some 

banal convention. The mistakes that have not been erased promise the authenticity of 

the image. But there are subtle clues indicating its fictional dimension, such as the fact 

that the neat and clean family members are always dressed in bright new clothes. This 

demonstrativeness of the dress and the exaggerated accidents play important roles in 

the series. For example, our attention is caught by the intense red coat worn by the 

woman standing in the foreground of the picture and smiling at the camera when 

hugged by the young boy in front of the hotel portal (Fig. 70). It makes us doubt the 

spontaneity of the event. 

The series of photographs also use many rhetorical strategies to enhance the 

representation of “a good family in a nice journey”. Indeed, the representativeness of 

social norms can be seen in many family snapshots. Larry Sultan’s fictional 

photographs also emphasize the norm even to exaggerate it. This is the case in the 

picture showing an old mother and her girl holding a small fruit in front of a 

fruit-stand in Chinatown (Fig. 71). She is smiling and talking to her daughter, while 

the Asian vendor on the right side is carrying a red plastic bag filled with fruits. The 
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image is just like a spontaneous candid snapshot, but we still can detect the deliberate 

contrast that makes the snapshot look like a staged photograph. The red clothes of the 

two women emphasize the tonal coherence of the whole composition with the fruit 

stand and offer a nice contrast with the green of the vegetables.  

The scene taking place in a gallery is also extremely compelling because of 

Sultan’s exaggeration (Fig. 72). The bright white wall displaying several similar 

colorfield paintings on it offers a huge contrast to the three figures visiting the art 

gallery. The young man is in a purple T- shirt and carrying a green coat. His casual 

outfit makes a strong divergence with the old woman’s elegant, black outfit and her 

orange bag. But it is not only the color that is manipulated, but also the rhetorical 

aspect of the scene. The old woman and the young man are looking at some piece of 

work. Holding a booklet in her right hand, she has put her hand on the boy’s shoulder, 

and smiles while talking to the young man who smiles at her in response. The way 

they share their own impressions on the art works constitutes a privileged moment of 

complicity. However, if the older generation is able to transmit the knowledge to the 

younger one, it does not mean that everyone is totally receptive, as we can understand 

from the boy sitting on the ground (probably the younger brother), who, because of 

his young age, likely has other interests than appreciate paintings.  

The formal mistakes and the familial topic in the pictures are extremely familiar 

to us. It is in this respect not difficult to recognize in Larry Sultan’s series the kind of 

story we find in our own family albums. This aspect is even more obvious if we take 

into account that the photographs have been deliberately placed on white pages in 

order to mimic a real family album.
186

 In the beginning of the series, we see the 

grandfather taking a photograph of his grandson. This premise indicates clearly that 
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the photographs we are looking at are actually snapshots made during a trip. But the 

photographs, as we have seen, are not totally authentic: we can see from the 

over-saturated colors, the new outfits, and the over-staged rhetoric that they do not 

really record true instants.  

Conclusion 

The numerous exhibitions on the topic of the snapshot, especially those that treat the 

snapshot like a naïve masterwork, actually cherish accidental mistakes because they 

convey a spontaneity they cannot find in more noble photographs. The accidental 

mistakes made by amateur and art photographers are nevertheless different. The 

amateur snapshot is made of unintentional mistakes, while the art photographer might 

create them intentionally and appreciate them. 

When we describe the snapshot-like dimension of the works of Nan Goldin, 

Larry Sultan or Terry Richardson, or when we say they contains the aesthetic of the 

snapshot, we have to consider that the usage of the term implies slightly different 

concepts. First, the formal aspect of the works such as The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency depend on the fact that they were taken with a hand camera, and show 

some features (sharp flashlight, cuttings, or figures arranged in the center etc.) we can 

see in amateur pictures. Besides these formal aspects, Goldin’s and Sultan’s works are 

connected to the banalities of the everyday life. As Goldin’s intimate and private 

activities were often taken as candid shots, the works convey a snapshot quality. On 

the other side, her fashion photographs are detached from any intimate topic but 

depends on the snapshot aesthetic. When Larry Sultan records the routine daily life of 

Larry his parents, it is well staged and composed. However, the pictures can still be 

considered as snapshots, because they illustrate, like the other authentic snapshots 
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collected in in his book Pictures from Home, the family life and try to imitate candid 

shots. When Sultan embraces the formal aspects of the snapshot, he made his 

photographs look “more authentic” than real snapshots. This exaggeration gives the 

impression of artificiality. Finally, Richardson’s works are exemplary to the interest of 

fashion industry in the snapshot. His pictures representing happy moments have an 

amateur quality which offers a more casual representation of the clothes promoted by 

fashion brands, by inserting them more directly into the everyday life. 
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Conclusion 

This study on the birth and the evolution of the snapshot has shown that there are two 

main oppositions related to the definition of the term. The first one is related to the 

invention of the apparatus and the scientific determination to catch the movement, to 

show the instant that the naked eye cannot see and comprehend normally. With the 

improvement of the technology the amount of photographers increased, modifying the 

appreciation and usage of photography. It is finally the invention of the Kodak 

Camera as well as the service provided by the same company that constituted a true 

revolution, since it became possible for everyone to take photographs. This 

democratization of photography with a new category of users changed some of the 

characteristics of photography and gave its second meaning to the term snapshot. 

Many photographers used the possibilities offered by the photographic medium 

in order to emphasize the instant caught. It can be seen for example in the scientific 

experiments made by Marey and Muybridge and in the artistic works Alfred Stieglitz, 

and Robert Frank. But the use of the snapshot finds its extreme application in war and 

paparazzi photography. The camera has become a weapon for the photographers who 

want to catch and record the significant instant. If the means are similar (war 

photographers and paparazzi are both scoop hunters), the results are rather different: 

In war photography, representing death at the moment it happens has become a 

privileged topic. In paparazzi photography, the representations are less brutal and 

often deal instead with the banalities of the private life of celebrities. It sometimes 

stages the conflicts between the photographer and the protagonists, but the spectacle 

of their intimate life unveiled is what matters at the end.   

Paparazzi photography has many aspects in common with amateur photography, 

but the latter does not show the same addiction to catch the unnoticed instant. When 
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amateur photography looks for the instant, it is mainly through the stasis of posed 

attitudes.
187

 However, the spontaneity of the instant can be detected through details 

such as mistakes. Though Charles Maus Taylor’s treatise on bad photographs try to 

help amateurs to avoid them in Why My photographs are bad, “mistakes” and “errors” 

have been often exploited by professional photographers looking for innovative 

compositions or more spontaneous representations. The main difference between 

them is the intention. The so-called mistakes shown in amateur snapshots are 

accidents that the photographers were unable to control or didn’t care at all. When 

these accidents are exploited by professionals, the implications are different, since 

their presence do not necessary imply that it is the result of a spontaneous use of the 

camera.    

When artists use the snapshot aesthetic of amateur photography, the topic of 

daily life becomes the main issue, as for example when Nan Goldin records trivial 

moments in her close circle of friends and relatives. She often includes some 

ceremonial moments as normal amateurs do, taking photographs of her daily life 

candidly and without parsimony. This may be one of the reasons why her work goes 

beyond the amateur snapshot, which, contrary to Goldin’s pictures, has the tendency 

to present only the positive side of daily life. The example of Larry Sultan is also 

particularly relevant. The spontaneity and banality of his pictures showing the 

everyday life of his parents give the impression that they are authentic snapshots. 

However the intensity of the colors and the well-constructed composition make the 

work oscillate between choreographed and candid photography. His goal is to let us 

notice that most of the “true” amateur snapshots are more or less candid, more or less 
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spontaneous, more or less posed, or more or less or staged. Nan Goldin and Larry 

Sultan provide in each single photograph a true fragment of life, but when the readers 

flip through the pages of their catalogues, they can reconstruct a whole narrative. This 

is true, no matter it was candidly recorded as for example in Goldin’s Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency, or intentionally staged, as in Sultan’s Pictures from Home. The 

pervasiveness and ambiguities of the amateur snapshot aesthetic can also be seen in 

fashion photography, as for example in Terry Richardson’s work, where the use of a 

simple camera and the imitation of the “clichés” of amateur photography become 

particularly prevalent.  

   We can see basically that the snapshot belongs to two main categories: on the one 

side, the representations that seize the instant and emphasize the movement, and on 

the other, amateur photography (including the amateur aesthetic). Though, as we have 

seen, these two categories are very different, they nevertheless have some 

particularities in common. If they share the same term, it is because the instant plays 

in both categories the main role. The inherent character of photography resides in its 

ability to record the instant in a still image. But the concept of instantaneity is relative. 

This relativity can be understood if we take into consideration the improvements of 

photography during the nineteenth century, since most of photographers had the 

ambition to seize the fleeting time, but their goal was actually restricted according to 

the technique, or the point of view, they were able to use during their time. The 

technical evolution of photography shows that the instant time between two kinds of 

snapshot is actually a relative concept. The instant related to a moving figure in a 

snapshot is what goes beyond human comprehension. The exposure time of a posed 

snapshot might be too long in comparison to the snapshot of a moving figure, but the 

relative easiness and speed of the process of taking photography, compared to the time 

spent in a studio to have one’s portrait made, or in a laboratory to develop the picture, 
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is much shorter. It shows in this respect how the concept of time is relative. The stasis 

of the figure or the composition may not convey any impression of instantaneity or 

spontaneity, but the transitory time of the moment when taking a photograph is much 

shorter than the time remaining outside the photograph. This aspect has been stressed 

for example in the sentence “We had such a good time” Marjorie Parker inscribed 

under her photograph. This comment emphasizes how much transitory happy 

moments can be in one’s whole life.  

   We can see actually that the snapshot is an inherent feature of photography, and 

we should not consider that the two categories are exclusively separated. The 

photographic snapshot is ambiguous and full of contradiction, but the usage of the 

term cannot be abandoned.
188

 The issue is even more troublesome and complicated 

that the term, which is also used in other contexts than photography,
189

 has to 

embrace today the rise and development of digital photography, which seems to have 

no limitation both in the processes of picture making and the systems of image 

sharing. The presence of software that help the amateurs to modify or retouch easily 

any accidents or mistakes in their pictures means that the instant can not only be 

fixed but also created artificially, or modified.
190

 The possibility to erase the amateur 

and spontaneous quality of the image has consequently some implications on the 

aesthetic definition of snapshots. However the discussion in this thesis has not been 

related to the digital images, which may provide new ways of consumption and 

maybe a new aesthetic. I hope however that this research on the history and 

                                                      
188

 It might be related to the unclear meaning of snapshot. This ambiguity can be seen also in the way 

some scholars use the expression “vernacular photography” instead of snapshot, as for example, the 

catalogue of the exhibition in Boston University Art Gallery “In the Vernacular: Photography of the 

Everyday.” So-called vernacular photography does not only embrace amateur photographs but also 

some studio photographs, stereoscopic photographs which were consumed in daily life.  
189

 The term snapshot is used for example when one wants to to take a picture from a computer screen 

or create a film still from a movie, as for instance with the help of a software such as Power DVD.  
190

 It is now possible to retouch a photograph on a cellphone. It is common to crop, modify the color, 

the light, and add decorations or insert short words on pictures. Some new software, like Photo Eraser, 

even can help to delete some unpleasant figures in the picture.  
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evolution of the snapshot, as well as the analysis of the diversity of representations 

related to this specific field of photography would offer some new insights on this 

problematic term. 
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(Fig. 1) Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre, Two Views of the Boulevard du Temple, 

Taken the Same day, 1838, Daguerreotypes, Bayerisches Nationalmuseum, Munich 

 

  
(Fig. 2) Charles Nègre, Chimney Sweepers walking, 1851, salted paper print, 15.2 x 

19.8 cm, National Gallery of Canada, no. 32485 

 

 
 (Fig.3) Edward Anthony, A Rainy Day on Broadway, 1859, Albumen silver print, 8.3 

x 15.7 cm , The Metropolitan of Art 
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(Fig. 4) The Stereoscope 

 

  

(Fig.5) Use of the phenakistiscope before a mirror, copy after Jonathan Crary, 

Technique of the Observer: on Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century, p. 107   

 

  

(Fig.6). Edgar Degas, Louise Halévy, 1895, Gelatin silver printing-out print, 11 x 8.3 

cm, Private collection 

 

  

(Fig. 7). Express Détective Nadar, copy after the Kodak website, 

http://www.geh.org/fm/cromer-tech/htmlsrc/mN128100001_ful.html 
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(Fig.8). Advertisement of the Kodak Camera in 1888, copy after Brain Coe and Paul 

Gates, The Snapshot Photograph: the Rise of Popular Photography 1888- 1939, 

p.17  

 

  

(Fig. 9). Advertisement for Brownie Cameras, From the Youth’s Companion, 26 July 

1900, p.371 

  

 

 (Fig.10) Unknown Photographer, gelatin silver print, Size Unknown, Collection of 

Robert E. Jackson, 1950s 
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(Fig.11) Marjorie Parker, We Had Such a Good Time, photograph mounted on paper, 

size unknown, private collection 

 

 (Fig. 12) Etienne- Jules Marey, Flight of Gull, 1886  

 

 

 (Fig. 13) Muybridge, Animal Locomotion, plate 137: Descending Stairs and Turning 

Around 



 

95 
 

 
 (Fig. 14) Alfred Stieglitz, Winter- Fifth Avenue New York, 1893 

 

   

(Fig. 15) Robert Frank, New York City, 1954 

 

  

(Fig. 16) Gilles Caron, Mai ,1968, 1968 
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 (Fig. 17) Tom Howard, DEAD!, the front cover of Daily News, 13
th

, January, 1928 

  

  

(Fig. 18) Robert Capa, Falling Soldier, 1936 

 

  

(Fig. 19) Robert Capa, Spain, 1937  
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(Fig. 20) Edward T. Adams, Viet Cong Execution,1968 

 

  

(Fig. 21) Narciso Contreras, color photography, 2012 

 

  
(Fig. 22) Pete Souza, June 16, 2012,  
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(Fig. 23) Tazio Secchiaroli, Anita Ekberg and Husband Anthony Steel, Vecchia Roma, 

1958 

 

  

(Fig. 24) Tazio Secchiaroli, Anita Ekberg and Husband Anthony Steel, Vecchia Roma, 

1958 

 

  

(Fig. 25) Tazio Secchiaroli, Anita Ekberg and Husband Anthony Steel, Vecchia Roma, 

1958  
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(Fig. 26) Marcello Geppetti, Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, 1962 

 

  

(Fig. 27) Marcello Geppetti, Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, 1962 

 

 

 (Fig. 28) Ron Galella, Jacqueline Onassis, 1971 
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(Fig. 29) Ron Gallela, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor at the Opening of 

Wildenstein Gallery, May 21, 1968 

 

  

(Fig. 30) Vito Acconci, Arm Bending Pieces, 1970 

 

 

 (Fig. 31) Emmet Gowin, Maggie and Donna Jo, Danville, Virginia, 1966 
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(Fig. 32) Lee Friedlander, Maria Friedlander. New City, New York, 1976 

 

  

(Fig. 33) Nicholas Nixon, The Brown Sisters, New Canaan, Connecticut, 1975 

 

  

(Fig. 34) the illustration of “placing a picture” in: Why My Photographs are Bad? 
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(Fig. 35) unknown photographer, 2
th

, October, 1989 

 

  

(Fig. 36) the illustration of “Posing single Figures and Groups”, in: Why My 

Photographs are Bad? 

 

 

 (Fig. 37) unknown photographer, L will Take care of Sister 
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(Fig. 38) Liu, Yu- Yun, digital image, 2010 

 

 

 

 (Fig. 39) Illustration for “the Shadow of the operator”, in: Why My Photographs are 

Bad? 

 

 

 (Fig. 40) Unknown photographer, around 1900-1910 
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 (Fig. 41 ) Illustration for “Foreshortening” in: Why My Photographs are Bad? 

 

  

(Fig. 42) Illustration for “Pictures out of Focus” in: Why My Photographs are Bad? 

 

  

(Fig. 43) Unknown photographer, gelatin silver print, 1903 
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(Fig. 44) Unknown photographer, gelatin silver print 

 

  

(Fig. 45) Unknown photographer, gelatin silver print 

 

  

(Fig. 46) E. J. Demorest, A Photographic Feat, 1894 
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 (Fig. 47) Ivan Sokoloff, The Two- Headed Man 

 

 
 (Fig. 48 ) Illustration of “Doubling, or Taking two Pictures on one Plate”, in: Why 

My Photographs are Bad? 

 

 

 (Fig. 49) unknown photographer, gelatin silver print, 1910s 
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(Fig. 50) Man Ray’s The Marquise Casati, 1922 

 

  

(Fig. 51) Nan Goldin, Nan on Brian’s Lap, Nan’s Birthday, New York City, 1981 

 

 

 (Fig. 52) Nan Goldin, Nan after being Battered, 1984 
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 (Fig. 53) Nan Goldin, Edwige behind the Bar at Evelyne’s, New York City, 1985 

 

 

 (Fig. 54) Nan Goldin, Thomas Shaving, 1977 

 

 

 (Fig. 55) Nan Goldin, Brian at the Shooting Gallery, Merida, Mexico, 1982 
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(Fig. 56) Nan Goldin, Chrissie and Sandy on the Beach, Provincetown, Mass, 1976 

 

  

(Fig. 57) Nan Goldin, Mark Tattooing Mark,1978 

 

  
(Fig.58) Nan Goldin, Kiki & Maggie in the Sonesta Hotel, Cambridge, Mass., 1985,  
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(Fig. 59) Nan Goldin, Self- portrait in the Bed, New York City, 1981 

 

  

(Fig. 60) Unknown Photographer, polaroid silver print, 1960s 

 

  
(Fig. 61) Larry Sultan, Conversation through the Kitchen Window, 1992 
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 (Fig. 62) Larry Sultan, Practicing Golf Swing, 1986 

 

  

(Fig. 63) Larry Sultan, Dad on Bed, 1985 

 

  

(Fig. 64) Terry Richardson, Ad Campaign of Sisley, Spring/ Summer, 2011 
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 (Fig. 65) Terry Richardson, Ad Campaign of Sisley, Spring/ Summer, 2011 

 

 

 (Fig. 66) Terry Richardson, Ad Campaign of Sisley, Spring/ Summer, 2011 

 

 

(Fig. 67) Guy Bourdin, Sighs and Whispers, plate 9, 1976  
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(Fig. 68) Nan Goldin, Ad Campaign of Bottega Veneta, Spring/ Summer, 2010 

 

 

 (Fig. 69) Larry Sultan, Visiting Tennessee, Kate Spade advertising campaign Fall/ 

Winter, 2002 

 

 

 (Fig. 70) Larry Sultan, Visiting Tennessee, Kate Spade advertising campaign Fall/ 

Winter, 2002 

http://www.fashionadexplorer.com/l-bottega-veneta
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(Fig. 71) Larry Sultan, Visiting Tennessee, Kate Spade advertising campaign Fall/ 

Winter, 2002 

 

 

 (Fig. 72) Larry Sultan, Visiting Tennessee, Kate Spade advertising campaign Fall/ 

Winter, 2002 
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Appendix: Herschel’s “Instantaneous Photography” 

 


