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The Artifice of Candor: Impressionism and Photography Reconsidered
KIRK VARNEDOE
The artists of the Impressionist circle made a number of paintings that looked like no paintings before. With today's interest in pho​tography, it has become a commonplace to say that these pictures, in their untraditionally candid grasp of reality, look like photographs. Sev​eral historical studies, including Aaron Scharf's influential survey Art and Photography, have encouraged such comparisons, and have held that the painters' pictorial innovations owe substantially to the impact of the photographs they saw.1 This line of thinking is, however, inaccurate and misleading.
Discussions of the subject have tended falsely to conflate two basic questions involved. One concerns the actual influence of photographs on paintings in the 1870s. The other concerns the Impressionists' de​velopment, in that same period, of what we now think of as "photo​graphic vision.” These are not the same things, and while we come more and more to appreciate the importance of the first question, we should not lose sight of the leap that separates it from the second. To understand the originality of these painters, we must examine more critically the extent to which photography does and does not explain nineteenth-century paintings in general, and their images in particular.
What do we mean, first of all, by influence? Certainly it must be more than is implied by the growing literature on particular painters who used photos as sources.2 No matter now numerous these instances, they don't mean much, since the simple use of a document need not determine anything significant in the nature of a painting. The photos of naked bodies Delacroix sometimes used had no more influence on the nudes in his final canvases than did his scrofulous live models; like lay figures or line engravings, the photos were terminally utilitarian, and totally dissolved in the creative process.3 To qualify as a meaningful influence, photography need not have so direct a role, but its impact should be more substantial. If significant aspects of artists' ways of de​picting—composition, spatial structure, tonal range, and so on—owe principally to photographs, then this debt should be evident and de​monstrable, even where no specific proof of copying exists. To discuss the question in this larger sense, though, we must have a clear idea of just what aspects of photographs might have been influential—that is, what characteristics photographs could have shown painters that they had not seen before, and could not see elsewhere. A popular presump​tion today would have it that photographs, and especially fast exposures after c. 1860, revealed a great deal that was new and unique: a revo​lutionary new world of odd perspectives and viewpoints, peculiar com​positional croppings, and candid instantaneity. This premise does not, however, bear up under close historical examination.
To the extent that no one ever perceives the world as a flat perspectival image with edges, photographs did show painters a world they could not see experientially—-just as thousands of paintings had before.4 Beyond that fundamental distinction, and aside from some minor tech​nical oddities like solarization or lens flare, the new medium of photog​raphy did not show painters any phenomenon they could not have seen with the unaided eye.5 Ever since there have been rocks to stand behind and cliffs to climb, segmented figures (Fig. 2) and overhead views (Fig. 3) have been there to see. A more proper question in evaluating the medium's impact is, what did photographic pictures show painters that other pictures had not shown?
The short answer is: little of any significance. It takes a longer answer, though, to clarify the ways in which photography, instead of constituting an ex nihilo revelation about the world, effected instead a particular kind of palace revolution. Operating from within established traditions of representation, photography's influence lay in gradually reinforcing and expanding those special peripheral lineages of picture-making concerned with strict geometric and/or lens-optical organiza​tion.6
The photographic camera arrived as the mechanical expression of a perspectival system already four hundred years old. Ever since its in​vention in the fifteenth century, this system had been known to be trou​blesome.7 If kept within prescribed limits (by holding to generally accepted norms for viewpoint, distance, breadth of field, etc.), it would provide a pleasingly natural illusion of a window-view on the world. If used in an unorthodox fashion (by going beyond the norms), the same system could produce views whose proportional relationships, albeit consistent and demonstrably accurate in mathematical terms, would seem gro​tesquely unusual. One could easily choose to avoid such abnormalities, and it became second nature for painters to temper the awkwardnesses that constantly arose even in a "normal" perspective scheme too rigor​ously followed. Optical devices were less tractable. Experiments with camera obscuras (beginning in the sixteenth century), then camera lucidas (in the early nineteenth century), repeatedly confronted artists like Canaletto or Vermeer with the choice either of denying the unflinchingly geometric vistas they saw or, as they sometimes elected, of accepting or even exploiting their exaggerated effects.8
From the very beginnings of the systematic use of perspective, a dissenting lineage developed that rejected "normal" conventions of spa​tial representation in favor of an exploration of the peculiar, expressive effects of unusual (e.g., wide-angle, anamorphic or foreshortened) spa​tial structures. The experiments of Piero della Francesca, Uccello, and other fifteenth-century artists initiated an ongoing, if intermittent and usually peripheral, tradition of concern for the unruly truths of "ab​normal" perspectives.9 Mid-seventeenth-century Dutch painters briefly brought these concerns to the center of artistic attention, and the nine​teenth century saw them regenerated in force.
Early photographers joined this alternative tradition, but only grudgingly. The evidence of their "how-to" books and of their images shows them consistently concerned to be as "normal" as possible, by adhering rigidly to established formats of depiction, largely derived from traditional art.10 Far more conservative in intent than Piero or Vermeer, they nonetheless became unwilling minor eccentrics, frustrated in their attempts to muzzle certain intrinsic peculiarities of lens-optical imagery. One of the most fundamental and least controllable of these was per​spective itself; and one of the most general effects of the spread of photography was thus to make untempered, topologically consistent perspectival organization of all scenes, from the most complex to the most banal, a representational commonplace.
Within the unaccustomed tyranny of this relentless, seamless space, photographs then propagated numerous smaller quirks. Gross defor​mations were easy to avoid, but subtler oddities were insidiously per​sistent. Successive planes of depth were elided; things enlarged menacingly as they came forward, and shrank disappointingly at small distances; the sides of buildings plunged to the horizon in exaggerated pyramidal forms; and empty spaces splayed out dumbly in foregrounds. These effects were all built into the one-point perspective system, and hardly unprecedented; but, to eyes used to being spared such inelegances by the selective manipulations of painters, they looked odd. The more often people looked at them, however, the less odd they seemed.
Beyond perspective, an even broader context that must also be con​sidered is that of the continuing oscillation in art history between the alternatives Wolfflin identified in his discussion of absolute and relative clarity: on the one hand, the "Classic" idea of representing an object, figure, or scene with diagrammatic completeness and clarity (a palm-out, five-fingered hand, for example); and on the other, the "Baroque" idea of suggesting the same thing by representing only a partial, oblique, or possibly distorted aspect of its appearance (a diagonally foreshortened hand with two fingers visible).11
The camera, though it may be Flemish-Renaissance in detailed sur​face description, tends to traffic heavily in unfamiliar aspects at the expense of clarity. Particularly outside the studio, the best view of one thing in the frame often proved to be the worst, most "Baroque" view of something else nearby. The more complex the scene, the larger the number of compromises, and the greater the degree of compromise in each case. Views of the city in the 1860s showed four-legged men made from enjambed silhouettes, pedestrians with lampposts and wagon-wheels welded to their heads, and a host of other esoteric foreshortenings and obfuscations. Repeated exposure to that "sloppy" kind of depiction inev​itably made the four-legged man become more and more readily deci​pherable, then familiar. Gradually, the unclear, the partial, the confused, and the less informative aspects of things could be accepted as true, and finally, as natural.
These brief outlines suggest how the growing pervasiveness of pho​tography could have encouraged a consensus of tolerance—eventually developing into expectations—about optically derived representation. But they also underline a fact more critical to any consideration of the influence of the medium: there is a difference between the history of photography and the larger history of the ways of representation we often think of as "photographic vision." The visual structures we may think peculiar to photographs, and hence attribute to photography's influence when they appear in paintings, have never required the ap​paratus of photography. Bold croppings, exceptional perspectival spaces, unusual viewpoints, and so on, have since the fifteenth century depended only on the desire to construct them, or—in the event of a framing and/ or lens device—the willingness to accept them.
The tradition of truth to optical/geometric representation prior to photography is so relatively scattered and inchoate, and photography's dominion over that mode has been so seemingly absolute for more than a century, that we easily forget the two developments are not, either historically or by technical necessity, contiguous. The establishment of mechanically determined "scientific" empiricism as a modern canon of authenticity has furthermore altered our prejudices concerning the value of untempered and/or eccentric optical images. This world view, evolving in the same historical frame that has seen the spread of photography, has encouraged us to accredit a whole vocabulary of spatial "deforma​tions" and compositional "aberrations" as appropriate symbolic conven​tions for realist representation. Yet the crucial effect this larger intellectual viewpoint has had on the forms and uses of photography is often con​fused with the comparatively secondary reciprocal impact that the me​dium has had on visual habits.
Photography has come to respond so readily to modern ideas of truthful representation, and has reinforced them so authoritatively, that photography now claims exclusive parentage of the accompanying con​ventions. However, in the last 140 years the alternate tradition of optical/ geometric pictorial investigation in art, established centuries before pho​tography, has in fact continued to show a separate rhythm of progress, linked to its own past and independent of the camera.
This means, among other things, that a nineteenth-century painting may share many characteristics with a photograph, without being in the least influenced by photography; and that we should therefore be very wary of unjustly enlarging the claims made for photography's effect. The icy detail of Ingres, the stiff delineation and airless stage-set spaces of Leys and the Pre-Raphaelites, and the obsessive miniaturism of Meissonier can all be shown, whatever their seeming consonance with pho​tography, to owe directly to sources in older art. More cautionary still are paintings like those of Corot in Rome or Eckersberg and Kobke in Denmark, suggestively "photographic" in light quality and spatial struc​ture, yet executed well before photography's invention. Most provocative of all, and least easily explicable, are the Impressionists, who pushed unusual geometric/optical imagery into areas that photographs would not touch on until years or decades later. Creeping habituation to pho​tographs, if we could continue to trace it through all its ramifications, might account for some common denominators of representational lan​guage shared by virtually all artists after the 1840s, academic or avant-garde, genius or drone. It would not account, though, for the innovations that set the Impressionists apart. Often taken to be the prime instances of the new medium's impact, the Impressionists in fact best exemplify the insufficiencies of attempting to explain the development of "pho​tographic vision" in terms of the influence of photographs.
The Impressionists' pictures have been said to look like photographs. In significant ways that merit stressing, they do not. Certainly they do not look like the photographs of their day. No amount of searching has yet produced a photograph from the 1870s or before that looks anything like Degas' Place de la Concorde (Vicomte Lepic and his Daughters) of 1875 (Fig. 2) or Caillebotte's Boulevard Seen from Above of 1880 (Fig. 3).12 It is extremely unlikely we will ever find such photos. The people operating cameras then were far too convention-bound to have permitted, much less attempted, such images. If a photographer of the time had seen the Degas or the Caillebotte composition through his lens, he would not have recorded it; and if he had inadvertently caught something like it, he would have discarded the plate as a useless accident.
Part of the problem, then, is historical, and lies in a misinterpretation of the chronology of photography. The eccentricities of amateur ef​forts—radical croppings and imbalance, for example—simply did not exist before the mid-1880s. The most suggestive "models" or "sources" are thus photos made years after the paintings. Another problem, how​ever, is conceptual and more basic. We need to be aware of just how little could be attributed to odd "snapshots" even if they had existed in the 1860s or 1870s. The idea of borrowing that is implicit in the linking of Impressionist paintings to photographs is flawed at its core. Operating on too simplistic a model of influence, and too narrow an understanding of each artist's development, it overestimates the radicality, uniqueness, and potential impact of photographic forms. At the same time, it under​values both the richness of the traditions of painting and the complexity of the images the Impressionists created. In short, contemporary photos resembling these paintings not only do not exist, but would not in them​selves be adequate "explanations" if they did.
Suggestions of photography's influence are characteristically based on ideas of resemblance that are partial and superficial. The "tongue-lickings" that represent figures in Monet's Boulevard des Capucines (Fig. 4) have been held, for example, to derive from blurs in contemporary photos of crowds in motion (Fig. 5)13; but the proposed resemblance ignores the complexity of Monet's picture as a whole. The slow-exposure photo yields icily clear architecture and trees offsetting smudges of hu​manity, while Monet mingles distinct and indistinct forms unpredictably throughout the scene. The flurry of human motion, eerily incongruous in the photo, is a perfectly consistent, integrated part of the fabric of Monet's painted vision. That fabric, capturing the envelope of atmos​phere in sophisticated manipulations of value, color and relative clarity, is the more telling "source" of the "blur"; as such it has no precedent in photographs.14
Scharf and others have similarly proposed the instances of arbitrary cropping in 1860s stereo views as an inspiration for the segmentation of the figures in Degas' Place de la Concorde. Yet the tiny incidents in these photos (Fig. 1) are so meager, and the Degas image so bold, as to render the visual "resemblance" nil, and the idea of "prototype" virtually irrel​evant.15 Without simplistically demanding a one-to-one parallel model in photography, we can still balk at identifying such trivial marginalia as the stimulants, even by remote suggestion, of the sophisticated ag​gressiveness of Degas' experiment. Like Monet's "blur, "the visual devices in the Place de la Concorde must be considered in terms of the way they interact collectively. The picture is extraordinary not simply because the figures are segmented, not just because the horizon is raised, and not only because there is a bold empty space in the center of the picture, but because Degas combines these decisions in a radically unusual way.
The search for a photographic source for such an arrangement is not only vain but misdirected. There are, after all, numerous visual sources that could be seen as encouraging Degas' tactics, even had pho​tographs not yet existed at all. We can find prominent instances of the severing of the figure by the frame, not just in Japanese prints, but throughout the history of Western art, in Mantegna, in El Greco, or indeed in countless unexceptional portrait images.16 Certainly Degas knew these well, but this is not the point. His style was a fusion of the unfamiliar with the familiar, a hybrid that Huysmans labeled "strange-exact." Both the strange and the exact elements had existed before: what was new was the manner of combination. Mannerist juxtapositions of scale were made to exist in Renaissance space, Japanese silhouettes were given depth and volume, and Baroque ceiling perspectives were brought down to earth (for example, Miss LaLa at the Cirque Fernando (Fig. 6), a kind of secular Tiepolo angel), all with the scrupulously rendered phy​siognomies and costumes of the Third Republic. Degas' vision was made, not found. The whole was always more than the sum of the parts, and necessarily preceded them in the conception of the image.
Isn't it, though, precisely in the whole of the picture, and in the vision it establishes, that the Place de la Concorde seems most strikingly "photographic"? Even if we recognize that in their compositions Degas, Caillebotte and the others were far bolder than contemporary photog​raphers, aren't there still, in these images, governing ideas of fragmented time and candid factuality—in short, a view of reality or an idea of realism—that derive from a "photographic" way of "capturing the world"? The short answer to this more consequential question is: theoretically and superficially, yes; historically and most importantly, no. The long answer must take into account not only the respective progresses of realism and photography a century ago, but also the present biases through which we view them. The nineteenth century witnessed, besides the manifesto-bearing Realism of Courbet, a variety of divergent strains of realist esthetic in​quiry, in literature as well as in painting. One lineage to which the origins of Impressionism can be assimilated became visible as early as Constable's cloud studies. Consonant with the progress of physical science, but not based upon it, this inquiry demanded ever more precise empirical spec​ificity and concentrated more and more exclusively on contingent data rather than the permanent ideal. Progressively eliminating inherited conventions of depiction, it analytically divided time and fact into frag​ments, independent of allegorical, metaphysical, or even standard nar​rative binding force.17 This progress led later realist artists (Flaubert and Zola, as well as Monet and Degas) to seek out, embrace, and develop as devices of artistic communication certain modern substructures of rep​resentation—instantaneity, synecdoche, disjunctive raw factual inven​tory, and so on—that we may now think of as photography's essential tools. Photographers of the day, however, were not involved in this line of inquiry. If they propagated such structures of representation at all, they did so meagerly, involuntarily, more or less covertly, in the course of accepting the unwelcome consequences of the limitations of their medium.

Considering 1870s realism in relation to photography, we must re​state the same kinds of cautionary distinctions made earlier with regard to the independent lineage of optical/geometric representation. The real​ist outlook and the medium of photography developed expansively at the same moment in history. But photography did not produce the nineteenth-century realist mentality any more than perspective pro​duced the Renaissance.

The danger is that an apparent harmony on the level of conceptual analogy—between realism as a fact-based aesthetic and a certain idea of photography as a mechanically "true" process—will lead us to presume a closer historical partnership than actually existed. In our retrospective view, such an error is encouraged by the formalist notion that the "es​sential structures" of a medium (color and flatness in the case of painting, fact-bound mechanical instantaneity in the case of photography) should be explicitly evident in works produced in that medium—in short, that all photographs are "photographic." To counter that distorting premise, we need to be more precise as to what photography's products showed in the 1870s, as distinct from what we may feel its processes promised.18 The crucial innovations of the Impressionists illuminate not only the difference between their realism and the photographs of their time, but also the gap between those photos and an idea of photography we have formed since. In the same period when photographers aspired to greater control and selectivity, the Impressionists aspired to greater spontaneity or receptiveness: photography was embracing the comforts of established professionalism while painting sought a risky new authenticity. Think of Monet's wish to see as if his eyes had just opened for the first time, or Degas walking the streets of Paris looking for things and points of view that had not yet been painted.19 Think of the apparent informality and inclusiveness of Degas' portraits of the 1860s, in comparison to the stringent idealism of Nadar's. Or study the different results that obtained when the two routes converged on a similar subject. When we compare a Manet scene of Parisian cafe life (Fig. 7) with a slightly earlier pho​tographic treatment (Fig. 8), the listlessly awkward fakery of the posed photo emphasizes by contrast the compelling sense of candor of the Manet. The photo is intrinsically instantaneous and direct in the process of its making, but these conditions, far from being exploited expressively, are only handicaps to the concealment of the scene's laborious confection and suited artificiality. The Manet seems instantaneous and direct because a series of pictorial devices—cropping, decentered attention, and so on— have been orchestrated into a "moment" whose disruption of traditional conventions, and consequent apparent candor, thoroughly belies its ac​tual calculated artifice. Neither this photo nor any other of the 1860s or 1870s could have given Manet much of a model for his devices, or any model at all for his orchestration.
These are the same distinctions that should be made with regard to the Place de la Concorde. By the multiple directions of the figures' gazes, the contrasted dynamics of the poses, and the sophisticated use of the frame, Degas fabricated a complex, intimate sense of the casual and momentary that is the opposite of the anonymous, homogenized frozenness of the stop-action street photos of his day (Fig. 1). He and Manet should be seen not as indebted to photographs, but as rejecting and triumphing over the kind of realism photography offered them.

The photographs contain accident and instantaneity, but only as a kind of meaningless static. The Impressionist pictures are about accident and instantaneity, and shape it into something meaningful. With struc​tures of time, just as with structures of space, what photographers in​voluntarily tolerated as eccentricities, these painters independently and aggressively pursued and developed as the basis of a cohesive view of reality. That idea of reality—that kind of realism—was not borrowed from photography or any other source, nor caught by a simple accept​ance of chance. It was invented: observed by intelligent selection, and given pictorial form by a knowing blend of traditional and innovative representational conventions. Describing this achievement in terms of "photographic vision" is less useful and more superficial than calling Michelangelo a Romantic, or Botticelli a Mannerist. We need to set aside the idea of the influence of photographs, and set aside, too, the epithet "photographic vision," to see the paintings as they deserve to be seen.

If we are to identify fully and correctly the originality of Degas' decisions in the Place de la Concorde, for example, we must consider them in terms of the new reality they collectively embody, and in regard to the new pictorial totality they posit. What is this picture? A portrait of the Vicomte Lepic and his daughters? A genre scene? A cityscape? Con​cerned to illuminate private experience in a public place, the image combines the conventions of bourgeois portraiture—dominance of the field by a cropped figure in intimate psychic distance—with the multiple staffage and diffuse narrative focus of a genre scene, and the locale and deep space of a cityscape. It is not unusual that we are this close to Lepic (i.e., the cropping isn't necessarily innovative). What is unusual is that we are this close to him while he is (a) not central; (b) in a deep space; and (c) not justifying the proximity, either by acknowledging our pres​ence in a conventional portrait pose or by concentrating on some legible narrative activity. The picture simultaneously uses and subverts former categories of understanding in order to embrace a new kind of subject: private individual plus public milieu plus action, in one indivisible per​ception. Ideas—of the splicing of intimate life with the crowding and pace of the modern city, and of the significance of contingent moments of unguarded experience—are the real motor force of the innovations here.20
The world invented in the Place de la Concorde has become familiar, and familiarity has bred a kind of contempt. Degas seems to define a condition of fragmented urban life that is by now almost a cliché. It is in part because such ideas have become so widely accepted as accurate perceptions of modern existence that we feel treacherously at ease with the picture, and see it as "photographic" in the sense of a snapshot, an informally captured truth. We have become accustomed to the oddities of scale and framing that result from amateur or journalistic photog​raphy, and too easily connect them to Degas' creations.21 More funda​mentally, we have become inured to the idea that the accidental is significant, the instant revealing, and the contingent important. Ac​crediting that reality as a modern discovery, and presuming photogra​phy's superior access to it, we then almost fatally annex Degas' achievement into photography's supposed sphere. This attribution is a trap.

There are actually two traps to fall into with regard to the Impres​sionist paintings we have been discussing. We were formerly taught to see the experiments of Degas et al.—with deliteralized narrative, accen​tuated foreground planes, and so on—primarily as way-stations en route to the fulfillment of a nonliterary, anti-illusionist, formalist concept of painting. (Japanese prints were then favored as a source of explanation, because they were already so flat and antinaturalist.) Since the early 1960s, it has become more fashionable to locate the relevance and mod​ernity of these same pictures in their informal, or aformal, moments of "photographically" direct response to the world as given. (Hence the unconscious accidents of photos have taken over from the Japanese designs as a favored source explanation.)22 Each of these approaches has been helpful in focusing on aspects of the paintings, but the two have been falsely separated (the sense of immediacy depends on the formal self-consciousness); and both risk snaring us in the deformations of hind​sight.
These pictures become "proto-formalist"by virtue of what happened later in painting, and they became "protophotographic"by virtue of what happened later in photography, but what they were was a group of ex​periments in a bizarrely stylized way of representing. Nothing should be allowed to desensitize our awareness of how unfamiliar, unnatural, and willful this mode of vision was when the pictures were conceived. Their arrangements were determined neither simply by their function as de​sign nor simply by their necessary relation to some objective reality, but by their expressive usefulness in giving shape to a new point of view in the double sense: a will to see the world in a different way, and—as a necessary complement—a different idea of the way the world was.
We have become inheritors of that point of view by a devious route. After the early 1880s, and especially after the advent of the Kodak in 1888, the deliberate decontrolling of representational conventions that Realism had undertaken accelerated into a free-for-all in amateur pho​tography. The means for producing pictures swiftly, cheaply, and without much forethought became available to masses of people who knew little or nothing about art in general, much less the Impressionists in partic​ular, but whose attitudes toward the peculiarities of optical perspective, already softened by years of looking at photographs, were unprece-dentedly tolerant. This resulted in a vast tide of unpretentious images in which satisfactorily served function (regarding Francois' first com​munion suit or bringing home an aide-memoire of a vacation beach) over​rode concerns for niceties of organization and incidental disappointments such as cropped heads, curious voids, antlike people, and so on. While this brought tremendous quantitative expansion of oddities in the lineage of optical/geometric representation, it was another unintentional, extra​curricular explosion that had little effect on serious, main-line Realist representation, which continued (in Salon painting, the Photo-Secession, and early film, for example) largely to deny the "evidence" of this less disciplined vision.
The line of controlled inquiry that Manet, Degas, and Caillebotte had advanced—the inquiry into the expressive potentials of a new realist vision—meanwhile lay fallow. Painting aggressively swung away from realist concerns into antinaturalism; and the continuation of the Impres​sionist experiments with unorthodox concepts of space, time, and point of view were redirected into far more insistently nonmimetic, expressive, or decorative, languages of representation (hence Munch's descendance from Caillebotte, or Gauguin's from Degas).23 Only much later, after the advent of the Leica and Surrealist thought, was serious attention again devoted, by photographers and filmmakers this time, to that line of modern Realist experiment that painters of the 1870s began.24
notes
1. Besides Scharf's Art and Photography (Baltimore, 1968; 1974), the other study that has most encouraged the popularization of such thinking is that of Van Deren Coke, The Painter and the Photograph (Albuquerque, 1964, 1972). Though Coke's book appeared before Scharf's, the latter seems to me the more focused and penetrating consideration of the issues. I was greatly stimulated by reading Art and Photography when it first appeared, and references in my earlier articles show that I was convinced by the premises of the book. Gradually, how​ever, further study of both realist painting and 1870s photography has led me to believe Scharf was fundamentally in error in his notion of the relationship of Impressionism and photography. It is thus to Scharf's discussion of Impres​sionism that my present remarks are primarily directed. In Coke (1972), see especially pp. 13, 15, and 81. In Scharf (1974), see Chapter 7, "Impressionism," 165-79; and Chapter 8, "Degas and the instantaneous image," 181-209.
2. The most complete compilations of such instances are found in Coke, op. cit.; and in the recent catalogue by Erika Billeter, Malerei und Photographic im Dialog (Zurich, 1978).
3. See "Delacroix and Photography," in Scharf (1974), 119-25.
4. The relationship between depiction and sensory perception constitutes far too complex a subject to treat substantially here. A brief introductory reading list on the matter would include several volumes that have been important to my own thinking: E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion (Princeton, 1960, 1961); the updating of Gombrich's thinking in "Illusion and Art," in Gregory and Gombrich (ed.), Illusion in Nature and Art (London, 1973); R. L. Gregory, Eye and Brain (New York, 1966, 1973), and The Intelligent Eye (New York, 1970); J. J. Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems (Boston, 1966).
5. This generalization includes those images (such as occur in microphotography) that depended for visibility on some optical aid, but not specifically on the camera. It does not include more recent developments such as Edgerton's stroboscopic photographs of bullets in flight, which clearly do reveal phenomena beyond human thresholds of perception. In the matter of stop-action as it applies to the Impressionists, however, it is worthwhile to cite the case of L. Wachter, the cavalry officer who, a decade before Muybridge's photographs, published perfectly accurate renderings of the horse in motion, with its legs in correct positions, drawn from unaided observation. The book is in the collection of the George Eastman House, Rochester: Apercus équestres au point de vue de la methode Baucher (Paris, 1862). I am grateful to Robert Sobieszek for this reference.
6. This part of my argument, concerning the place of photography within larger traditions of perspectival and optical picture-making, is especially indebted to Peter Galassi, who is preparing an essay on the origins and inventions of photography that will deal in far greater detail with the historical considerations sketched here. (See P. Galassi, Before Photography [New York, 1981].) 7. For a survey of the history of perspective, see B. A.R. Carter, "Perspective," in H. Osborne (ed.), The Oxford'Companion to Art (Oxford, 1970). See also W. M. Ivins, On the Rationalization of Sight (New York, 1973); John White, The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space (New York, 1967, 1972); and Samuel Y. Edgerton, The Renaissance Rediscovery of Linear Perspective (New York, 1975).
On the relation of perspective and photography see M. H. Pirenne, Optics, Painting and Photography (Cambridge, 1970). For a specific consideration of the problem in relation to Caillebotte, see my essay, with Peter Galassi, "Caillebotte's Space," in Gustave Caillebotte: A Restrospective Exhibition (Houston, 1976).
8. The history of the camera obscura is surveyed in "The Prehistory of Photography," in Helmut and Allison Gernsheim, The History of Photography (New York, 1969). The use of optical devices by Dutch seventeenth-century painters is a subject of much recent research and debate. See Arthur Wheelock, Perspective, Optics, and Delft Artists Around 1650 (New York, 1977); and the opposing view by Walter Liedtke in "The View in Delft by Carel Fabritius," Burlington Magazine, 1976, 61-73, and in his review of Wheelock's book, Art Bulletin, Sept. 1979, 490-96. Despite their disagreements on Fabritius's extraordinary wide-angle picture, both authors (Wheelock with regard to Vermeer, Liedtke more universally) dis​count or minimize the contribution of optical devices to the experimental spatial structures of the Dutch painters—a conclusion parallel to the one I draw here with regard to the role of photography in the experimental compositions of the Impressionists.
9. On the wide variety of early perspective "solutions," see John White, op. cit. For a particularly detailed examination of perhaps the most outstanding case of extraordinary perspectival manipulation, see Rudolph Wittkower and B.A.R. Carter, "The Perspective of Piero della Francesca's 'Flagellation,' "Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 1953, 295 ff.
10. For a selection of comments from such manuals, see Varnedoe with Galassi, "Caillebotte's Space," loc. cit., 72 n. 5, 12.
11. Heinrich Wolfflin, Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, orig. 1915. See es​pecially "Clearness and Unclearness (Absolute and Relative Clearness)" in the translated edition, Principles of Art History (New York, 1950), 168-69 and 196 ff.
12. The image illustrated by Scharf (198) in direct comparison to the Place de la Concorde was made in 1887—a fact Scharf shows in the caption but tends to slide over in the text, where he cites the photo within a reference to "the astronomical number of instantaneous views . . . published from about 1860." No photo resembling Scharf's illustration has been dated before the mid-1880s, much less to the 1860s. The decade between 1875 (when Degas made his image) and the beginnings of widespread amateur photography in the middle and late 1880s, is the critical gap blurred in Scharf's treatment. As for the Caillebotte overhead view, Fig. 3, Scharf acknowledges (176) that no photo showing such a view exists for many years after 1880, when the painting was shown. Aside from a rather lame comparison to a Nadar balloon photo, it is unclear, then, why Scharf appends this picture to his discussion. For another photographic com​parison with the Place de la Concorde—all the more unconvincing for having been taken from an elevated viewpoint, rather than from street level—see Max Imdahl, "Die Momentfotografie und 'Le Conte Lepic' von Edgar Degas," Festschrift fur Gert van der Osten (Cologne, 1970), 228-34.
13. Scharf proposed this explanation (171-73), and the idea has been ex​panded upon by Joel Isaacson in Claude Monet (London, 1978), 16. Scharf acknowledges that, since stereo views of Paris had shown stop-action scenes from early in the 1860s, Monet would have been reaching back for an anachronistic photographic "defect." The 1868 photograph cited by both Scharf and Isaacson (Fig. 5) is a detail from a panoramic view. Its blur results from the archaically slow exposure time required by this special picture-making apparatus.
14. Leaving aside the question of influence, there is another issue lurking here, as to whether the particular effects of halation, unity of field, massing of light and shadow, etc., in early landscape photographs may not resemble Impres​sionist imagery in some more convincing fashion. This question needs more examination than can be given here, and it must suffice for the moment to say that the kind of approach evinced in the case of the blurred pedestrians is insufficient to the problem.
15. For the specific assertions that Degas studied and learned from stereo views, and that they provided the stimulus for his manner of composing, see Coke, 81; and Scharf, 183. The type of image cited by both (e.g., Fig. 1) was available in quantity in the 1860s. However, a thorough search of the reference provided by Scharf—a complete album series of Paris Instantane published by Jouvin, in the collection of Andre Jammes—fails to yield an image even remotely suggesting Degas'. Jouvin's own view of the Place de la Concorde (Fig. 9) is instructive as to the nature of the album as a whole.
Scharf loads his argument by reproducing greatly enlarged and radically cropped details of stereo images (182, 200). By thus wholly changing the horizon, the balance, and the proportional system of the image, he pushes it somewhat closer to Degas; but a Brueghel treated in this fashion could no doubt also be made to resemble Degas.
Scharf is right, though, in holding that stereo views are the most likely source for the comparison he searches. The shortened lenses of stereo cameras allowed for very quick exposures, and most instances of "stop-action" photography in the 1860s appear in these views. Furthermore, since a main delight of the stereo​scope was the 3-D effect, stereo photographers were more likely than others to establish dramatic spatial structures. Finally, these view cards at that time con​stituted the most prolific commercial enterprise (other than highly convention-bound carte-de-visite portraiture) in photography, and the least disciplined. Es​pecially given the unpredictable effects derived from shooting through two lenses simultaneously (while composing through one), stereo photographs should be the most fruitful field for accidental eccentricities.
Luckily, this hypothesis can be examined quite fully. The fund of stereo views at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris provides invaluable evidence, since French publishers of the views were required by law to deposit examples, and each view was then dated as to year of acquisition. A thorough search of the Bibliotheque Nationale's holdings produced, however, no significant prototypes for the Impressionist compositional devices in question. The most extreme in​stance of a figure cut by the frame (Fig. 10) and the most extreme instance of an overhead view (Fig. 11) were highly exceptional, virtually unique instances among the thousands of photos, and they seem timidly remote from the radical compositions of the painters.
16. On Mantegna's segmentation of the figure, in relation to Degas, see E. Tietze-Conrat, "What Degas Learned From Mantegna," Gazette des Beaux-Arts, Ser. 6, XXVI (1944), 413-20. My thanks to Theodore Reff for this reference.
17. This radically foreshortened description of a very complicated matter is distilled from the admirable formulations of Linda Nochlin on "The Nature of Realism, "in Realism (Baltimore, 1971). Nochlin states with great economy that the "emphasis on the temporal fragment as the basic unit of perceived experi​ence, like the equation of concrete fact with reality itself, accompanied the re​duction of traditional moral, metaphysical, and psychological values in Realist works" (31). For an analysis of "photographic" devices in Realist literature, see the early sections of Alan Spiegel's Fiction and the Camera Eye (Charlottesville, 1976).
The relationship of the inquiry initiated by Constable to the development of "photographic vision" is suggested by thoughts he set down before the in​vention of photography. "The world is wide; no two days are alike, nor even two hours; neither were there ever two leaves of a tree alike since the creation of the world; and the genuine productions of art, like those of nature, are all distinct one from each other.
"In such an age as this, painting should be understood, not looked on with blind wonder, nor considered only as a poetic aspiration, but as a pursuit, legit​imate, scientific, and mechanical." Lorenz Eitner (ed.), Neoclassicism and Romanticism, 1750-1850, Sources and Documents, vol. 2 (Englewood Cliffs, 1970), 65.
18. Consider, for example, the confusion fostered by Scharf in his use of the word "snapshot." "In 1858," he relates (181), "exposures at Vsoth of a second were possible; they marked the appearance of the 'snapshot.'" By page 187, referring to Degas' La Femme aux chrysanthemes of 1868, he has dropped the quotes on the word, and says that the asymmetry and "fortuitous character" of the Degas painting are "entirely germane to snapshot photographs of the time." These propositions trade unfairly and deceptively on our present idea of a "snapshot," an idea conditioned by years of family albums. The "snapshots" of 1868 to which Scharf refers bear no resemblance to such twentieth-century amateur images, or to Degas'compositions. They were instead pictures like Fig. 1, related to later "snapshots" only by the tenuous and inconsequential conceptual similarity of having been made in the same medium with a similar exposure time.
19. See Nochlin's discussion of these urges to avoid traditional schemata, in Realism, 19—20. Nochlin stresses there what needs restressing here: that Monet's protestations, and the search for "fresh vision" in general, are not to be equated with a simple-minded or passive "spontaneity" of response, but with a difficult struggle against old conventions and toward new solutions. "Spontaneity" and "candor" are hard-won and highly sophisticated fabrications for these painters— a point nowhere so clearly demonstrated as in Robert Herbert's recent analysis of Monet ("Method and Meaning in Monet,"Art in America, Sept. 1979, pp. 90— 108).
20. As has often been noted, it is Degas' ideas on portraiture that seem to lie behind the pamphlet, La Nouvelle Peinture, published by the writer/critic Dur-anty in 1876. Several of Duranty's descriptions in the long manifesto-like pro​gram that begins "Nous ne separerons plus le personnage du fond de Vappartement ni du fond de la rue . . ." seem directly connected to the paintings of Degas (and Caillebotte). Henri Focillon long ago recognized the high originality of this con​cept, and its role in generating the compositional decisions of works like the Place de la Concorde: "Pour la première fois peut-être dans I’ histoire de la peinture, le portrait échappe a sa définition abstraite, il se mêle a la vie; I’ être humain ne se suffit plus comme âme et comme visage, il fait partie d'un milieu et il passe. II n’est pas le résume permanent de toute une existence, lisible dans son passe comme dans son avenir, mais une minute de sensibilité, faite des traits d'un moment, de son costume ce jour-la, du décor de I’ intérieur ou de place publique ou, L’œil du peintre le saisit au passage ou au cours d'un bref repos. De la ces mises en page insolites, qui semblent donner la prépondérance a l’accessoire. . . . On dirait que les regards du peintre sont d'intelligents instantanés, dans le cadre desquels la vie prend place sans être émondée ni contrainte ..." (La Peinture aux XIXe et XXe siècles [Paris, 1928], 182-83).
21. Scharf cites (184-85) a great deal of earlier literature mentioning pho​tography in regard to Degas. None of these comments—all of which were written in the twentieth century—affirm an influence of photography on Degas. The artist's friend Jacques-Emile Blanche stated quite accurately in 1917 (as quoted by Scharf): "His [Degas'] system of composition was new: perhaps one day he will be reproached with having anticipated the cinema and the snapshot. . . . The instantaneous photograph with its unexpected cutting-off, its shocking dif​ferences in scale, has become so familiar to us that the easel paintings of that period [between 1870 and 1885] no longer astonish us ... no one before Degas ever thought of doing them, no one since has put such 'gravity'. . . into the kind of composition which utilizes the accidents of the camera." Though the last line leaves some room for confusion, it seems to me that Blanche was saying, correctly, that Degas originated a kind of composition that we have since come to associate with snapshots. Scharf reads this same passage as Blanche noting "the precocity of his old friend in having used the special characteristics of the instantaneous photograph."
It is debatable, furthermore, whether Degas' pictures do in fact resemble, in a significant sense, a snapshot from any date. Certainly Degas himself would be chagrined to see his compositions categorized with the haphazard and acci​dental products of the Kodak. Perhaps the snapshot resembles Degas in the sense that a beach stone may resemble a Henry Moore—because the work of art instructs us to see form in the artless "accident." For a further examination of this issue, see S. Varnedoe, "Easy Pictures, Uneasy Art," Arts, Oct. 1976.
22. Scharf (198) sees a "propitious conjunction in the early 1860s of both Japanese prints and instantaneous photographs" as having been of "fundamental importance" for Degas. He notes the radical compositional devices that occur in Japanese prints, but holds that they do not occur there as frequently as they occur in photographs (196). This observation obscures the fact that these devices (i.e., the Japanese "looming foreground forms and steep perspective scales") have not been shown to exist at all, much less in preponderance, in photographs of the 1860s or 1870s. Nonetheless Scharf concludes that "it is highly probable that the many compositional innovations and peculiarly natural poses which appear in his [Degas'] work have their source, not in traditional art, nor solely in Japanese prints, nor purely in his imagination but largely in photography" (183).
23. On the connections between Munch and Caillebotte, see Gustave Cail​lebotte: A. Retrospective Exhibition, 69-71 and 149-50; and also my article "Christian Krohg and Edvard Munch," Arts, April 1979, 88-95.
24. The post-World War I revival of interest in the kind of imagery explored by the Impressionists in the 1870s produced some uncanny echo effects, such as the wholly independent near-duplicates of Caillebotte's compositions and/or points of view by Andre Kertesz and Lazlo Moholy-Nagy (see Gustave Caillebotte: A Retrospective Exhibition, 153—57). These photographers of course composed with a strong consciousness of abstract art, particularly the graphic designs of El Lissitsky, while no such model exists to explain the astonishing conception of the 1880 paintings.
Research included in the present essay was made possible by a Fellowship for Independent Study from the National Endowment for the Humanities. Sev​eral collectors and curators of photography in Paris helped me, and I would like to acknowledge the kind aid of: Andre Jammes, Gerard Levy and his assistant Francoise Lepage, Claude Neagu of the Monuments Historiques, Bernard Marbot of the Bibliothèque Nationale, and Mme. Roger of the Société Française de la Photographie.
I have developed this article in constant dialogue with Peter Galassi and Sam Varnedoe, both of whom have made substantial, much appreciated con​tributions to its content and form. Elyn Zimmerman patiently and generously read numerous drafts, and I am indebted to her for countless improvements on every level.
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� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1�. A. Houssin, Boulevard in Paris, 1863, stereoscopic photograph





� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2�. Edgar Degas, Place de la Concorde (Vicomte Lepic and His Daughters), 1875, oil on canvas, Hermitage 





� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3�. Gustave Caillebotte, Boulevard Seen from Above, 1880, oil on canvas





� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �4�. Claude Monet, Boulevard des Capucines, 1873-74, oil on canvas, Kansas City





� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �5�. Adolphe Braun, The Pont des Arts (detail of panoramic View of Paris), 1868





6. Edgar Degas, Miss LaLa at the Cirque Fernando, 1879, oil on canvas, National Gallery, London





7. Edouard Manet, At the Café, 1878, oil on canvas. Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore





8. Lefort, Café Scene, c. 1867(?), stereoscopic photograph. Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris





9. H. Jouvin, Place de la Concorde, 1863, stereoscopic photograph





10. Benedict, Lateran, Rome, 1867, stereoscopic photograph





11 Thiebault, View of a Boulevard, 1858, stereoscopic photograph, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris








