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Cubism is like standing at a certain point on a mountain and looking around.  

If you go higher, things will look different,  

if you go lower, again they will look different. It is a point of view. 

- Jacques Lipchitz 
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ABSTRACT 

By examining the relationship between photography and painting at the turn of 

the nineteenth century, it becomes clear that the two mediums have more in common than 

art historians acknowledge. The two share obvious formal qualities such as form, 

perspective, depth, and spatial relationships. These formal qualities make it easier to see 

the potential overlap between the two mediums, as Picasso did during the summer of 

1909. Although Picasso is not well known for his photography, the large collection of 

photographic imagery found in his estate now makes it possible to firmly establish the 

place of photography within his oeuvre. Indeed, when examining the photographs that 

Picasso took in the small Spanish village of Horta de Ebro, it is possible to give 

photography its proper due in the development of the movement now known as Cubism.
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CHAPTER 1: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PHOTOGRAPHY AND PAINTINGS 

AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY  

The photographs Pablo Picasso made at his stay in Horta de Ebro (now known as Horta de San 

Juan) in the summer of 1909 directly influenced the subsequent realization of his first Cubist 

paintings: The Reservoir, Houses on a Hill, and The Factory (See Figures 1, 2, and 3). However, 

the literature on this subject is slim and art historians often overlook photography as a catalyst to 

his development of the movement now known as Cubism. In order to understand these paintings, 

it is critical to understand the way in which Picasso used the camera to try to solve the problem 

that faced both painters and photographers at the turn of the century ï that of trying to represent 

and reconcile a three-dimensional object within a two-dimensional frame. 

 
 

Figure 1. Pablo Picasso, The Reservoir. Summer 1909.  

Oil on Canvas. 24 1/8 x 20 1/8 in.  

Museum of Modern Art, New York.  
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Figure 2. Pablo Picasso, Houses on a Hill. Summer 1909.  

Oil on Canvas. 25 3/8 x 31 7/8 in.  

Museum of Modern Art, New York.  

 
 

Figure 3. Pablo Picasso, The Factory. Summer 1909.  

Oil on Canvas. 20 7/8 x 23 10/16 in.  

The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg.  
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From the very beginning, the relationship between photographers and painters was 

complex. When photography was first announced to the world in 1839, painters both despaired 

and rejoiced.
1
 Photography replicated reality so well that the painter could never hope to achieve 

the same results. However, the French painting style of the 1860s and 1870s would become 

known for its celebrated revolt against the smooth precision of academic painting that mimicked 

life so well. Photography essentially freed painting from the depiction of reality, which was 

indeed a cause for celebration and anguish. Painting decidedly shifted away from representing 

traditional subject matter and the academic representation of reality, yet it also frequently 

remained entrenched in the conventional single-point Renaissance perspective.  

Photography, on the other hand, could both replicate that same perspective and deny it. 

By simply pointing the camera at anything but the horizon line, Renaissance perspective 

vanished. When positioned upwards or downwards, the camera produced an image that had no 

depth. Truly, space became compressed within the image. However, for the most part, 

photographers did not stray too far from conventional subject matter and instead remained 

faithful to external appearances.  

Initially, photography was used by professionals and amateurs alike. This was because 

photography cameras, chemicals, and papers were readily manufactured, affordable, and 

accessible to the middle class a mere twenty years after its invention. Mary Warner Marien, art 

historian and author of Photography: A Cultural History described the reach of photography 

towards the end of the nineteenth century as follows:  

By 1870, photography was no longer a noveltyé Experiments in 

photomechanical processes led to the development of half-tone plates in the 

                                                             
1
 Mary Warner Marien, Photography: A Cultural History (New York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, 2002) xiv.  
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1880ôs. By the 1890ôs, photographs could be cheaply reproduced in magazines 

and newspapers. The Kodak Camera, introduced in 1888, marked the debut of 

photographs produced directly by the middle class consumer, rather than by 

professional photographerséFor the general public, technological advances in 

photography were more compelling than intellectual uneasiness about imitation 

and authenticity.
2
 

 

Indeed, by 1900, the public was accustomed to the quick, easy experience that cameras at the 

time provided and did not bother with intellectual questions concerning the nature of ñreality.ò 

As it was generally understood at the time, the camera mechanically reproduced what was found 

in the viewfinder and, if the practitioner had proficient technical skills, the resulting print would 

represent life as it stood before him, albeit in tonal gradations of black and white.  

In his article, ñThe Camera Point of View in Painting and Photography,ò the American 

writer and art critic, Charles Caffin (1854 ï 1918), explained important parallels between 

painting and photography: 

   Similarly even the methods of the painter, so far as he represents nature,  

   approximate to the photographerôs é He [the painter] flattens the forms,  

   reduces them to masses, and brings the latter into relations of color and  

   light values. He does it with the brush on canvas, the photographer either  

   by regulating the exposure or by controlling the printing, or, through  

   both.
3
 

 

Photographers and painters, in this changing world at the turn of the century, did not appear as 

different as once perceived. Although the two groups of artists used different media, the inherent 

problem of representing the three-dimensional object on a two-dimensional plane confronted 

both the painter and the photographer. Issues of space, depth, and depiction were inherent to both 

types of media.  

                                                             
2
 Mary Warner Marien, Photography: A Cultural History (New York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, 2002) 141.  

3
 Charles Caffin, ñThe Camera Point of View in Painting and Photography,ò From Camera Work, No. 24, Oct. 1908, 

In Camera Work: A Photographic Quarterly, No. 21 ï 24, 1908 (New York, NY: Kraus Reprint, 1969) 21. 
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Speaking about the reputation of photography at the turn of the century, J.M. Bowels 

explained in his article ñIn Praise of Photography,ò published in October of 1907, that:  

It is very interesting to be at the birth of an art. This is the privilege of those who 

are watching the steady advance of the Photo-Session and their European 

associates. In the best of this work, it seems to me that these men already have 

proved that photography can do certain things that cannot be accomplished by any 

other medium. This will appear a horrifying assertion to a hide-bound laborer in 

one of the older arts, but once granted that the camera is an art tool, it is a 

perfectly logical statement.
4
 

 

Bowels accepted the camera as a tool and went so far as to assert, ñphotography can do certain 

things that cannot be accomplished by any other medium.ò
5
 In this statement, he pushed against 

the accepted norm of the time. The camera had gained the public and the amateurôs trust but it 

had yet to convince the intellectuals of its importance as an ñart tool,ò if not, in fact, an art in 

itself. 

 At the turn of the century, Picasso was already known for his paintings yet even to this 

day his use of photography is hardly acknowledged. However, there is new evidence that 

suggests that Picasso also knew about photography at this time. Several thousand photographic 

images were discovered in his estate at the time of his death. Picasso not only knew about 

photography, but that he was using photography as a resource as early as 1899 ï 1900.
6
 A 

photographic illustration depicting Joan Oliva Bridgmanôs poem ñOde to Phryneò was published 

in Joventut, in April 26, 1900. Only a few months later, Picasso completed Illustration for Joan 

Oliva Bridgmanôs poem, ñThe Call of the Virgins,ò for the July 12, 1900 issue of Joventut (See 

Figures 4 and 5). 

                                                             
4
 J.M. Bowels, ñIn Praise of Photography,ò From Camera Work, No. 20, Oct. 1907, In Camera Work: A 

Photographic Quarterly, No. 17 ï 20, 1907 (New York, NY: Kraus Reprint, 1969) 17.  
5
 Ibid.  

6
 Anne Baldassari, Picasso and Photography: The Dark Mirror (Houston, TX: Flammarion, 1997) 7. 



 

6 
 

 
 

Figure 4. Anonymous, Portrait of Christiansen.  

Photograph illustrating Joan Olivaôs poem ñOde to Phryneò 

Joventut, no. 11, April 26, 1900. 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Pablo Picasso, Illustration for Joan Oliva Bridgmanôs poem,  

ñThe Call of the Virginsò 

Joventut, no. 22, July 12, 1900. 
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This is the earliest example of Picassoôs use of photography as a resource. Indeed, there 

are too many similarities between the two images to dismiss the idea that the preceding 

photograph was not a direct influence on Picassoôs illustration. Although the woman is more 

reposed in Picassoôs illustration, it is clear that from the angle of the womanôs head, the shadow 

and highlight detail on her torso and the omission of her right arm that she is based off the same 

woman. Although this illustration is not based on his own photograph, it does show that Picasso 

was using photography as a resource early in his career.  

Picasso was not the only one to see the potential success of the interplay between 

photography and painting at this time. Indeed, ideas about painting and photography were 

converging in Paris during this period. George Besson (1882 ï 1971), a French art critic, sought 

to find out what those in the intellectual circles of Paris thought about the blurring distinction 

between photography as an art and photography as an art tool. In an article written for Camera 

Work in October of 1908, he observed: 

Photography has a very undesirable reputation amongst the artists of our times. 

They know only the faults of its extremely mechanical precision, its ordinary 

commonplace results, and the absence of feeling and of life, which are shown in 

its modern representations.
7
  

 

He continues to explain that his goal in writing this article was to ñremedying the conditions a 

little.ò
8
 Besson interviewed certain artists, men of letters, and important critics in France such as 

Auguste Rodin, Gustave Geffroy, Henri Matisse, and Frantz Jourdain. He asked them the 

following, ñFirst: Do you believe that by means of photography, works of art can be produced?ò 

and ñSecond: Do you approve of interpretation by means of photography and the intervention of 

                                                             
7
 George Besson, ñPictorial Photography ï A Series of Interview,ò From Camera Work, No. 24, Oct. 1908, In 

Camera Work: A Photographic Quarterly, No. 21 ï 24, 1908 (New York, NY: Kraus Reprint, 1969) 13. 
8
 Ibid. 
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the photography by the different means at his disposal, to realize, according to his taste and in his 

own personal style, his emotions?ò
9
 Unfortunately, it is unknown which photographs Besson 

used as examples for his interviews. However, the responses are telling. It is important to realize 

that these were the questions confronting the intellectuals in and around Paris, questions 

regarding ideas about representation, photography, and the role of photography in producing 

works of art. Although these artists were not using photography themselves, they certainly had 

formed opinions about the value of photography and its burgeoning acceptance in the art world.  

Responding to Bessonôs inquiries, French post-impressionist painter Charles Cottet (1863 

ï 1925) affirmed: 

These photographs reveal a great deal of intelligence, and artistic temperaments in 

the authors, but I must say that the greatest pleasures given to me by such as are 

purely photographic. I am not fond of those prints which are retouched and 

transformed to death by processes of interpretation, for then I find myself in the 

presence of a shocking clash between two different methods.
10

  

 

His response that he finds the ñgreatest pleasureò in the example that was ñpurely photographicò 

shows a changing attitude toward photography at the turn of the century. The camera was 

gaining acceptance as an art tool and also gaining acceptance as a type of art, specifically one 

that remained true to its inherent qualities, rather than mimicked drawing or painting.  

At this time, manipulated gum oil prints suffered a definite decline in popularity. In fact, 

there was a growing tendency to prefer photographs that were decidedly more realistic: 

photographs that remained inherently representative rather than illustrative. French art critic 

Gabriel Mourey responded to Bessonôs questions that, ñphotography produces works of art only 

                                                             
9
 George Besson, ñPictorial Photography ï A Series of Interview,ò From Camera Work, No. 24, Oct. 1908, In 

Camera Work: A Photographic Quarterly, No. 21 ï 24, 1908 (New York, NY: Kraus Reprint, 1969) 13.  
10

 Ibid., 21.  
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when it remains photography.ò
11

 His response implies that this shift to prefer the realistic print 

went further than just a few men in Paris.  

Besson later noted in his article that, ñif it is worth doing, then the camera has no rival, 

for this is the truth of beauty, or to put it in another way, the beauty of truth.ò
12

 Picasso was, 

perhaps not vocally, but nevertheless, an important member of this changing consensus towards 

photography. As a painter, he had already gone as far as to mimic a photographic illustration ï it 

was not a far reach for him to take that one-step further by taking his own photographs and 

thereby coming to specific conclusions, retroactively designated as ñcubism,ò within the medium 

of painting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
11

 George Besson, ñPictorial Photography ï A Series of Interview,ò From Camera Work, No. 24, Oct. 1908, In 

Camera Work: A Photographic Quarterly, No. 21 ï 24, 1908 (New York, NY: Kraus Reprint, 1969) 17.  
12

 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE IMPORTANCE OF THE SUMMER OF 1909  

Picasso took his first landscape photographs during the summer of 1909 at Horta de Ebro (See 

Figures 6, 7, and 8). These photographs directly led to Picassoôs breakthrough in painting and to 

the subsequent development of the movement now known as Cubism. Before this summer, 

Picasso had actively been searching for a way to represent reality. As a painter, and moreover as 

an artist, he was seeking to represent life not from the perceived reality of the eye, so much as 

from an imagined view of reality by the mind. Most importantly, he sought to do this within the 

confines of a two-dimensional space.  

  When Picasso took these photographs, he was not acting specifically as a ñphotographerò 

as we understand the term today. Instead, Picasso was using the camera as a tool. Picasso was 

not a straight photographer as per the usual suspects at the time ï he did not grapple with the 

issues presenting photographers of the day, who were defending their practice as an art. 

Although Picasso was using photography as an amateur would, simply pointing and shooting the 

camera, he was specifically focusing on composition and spatial relationships.  

These images decisively influenced Picassoôs paintings in such a way that his closest 

friends and patrons, such as Gertrude Stein (1874 ï 1946), acknowledged this shift in his work 

(See Figure 9). Gertrude Stein and her brother Leo Stein were American expatriates who moved 

to Paris in 1903. Shortly after, their home on the Left Bank at 27 rue de Fleurus became known 

for its Saturday evening soirees. Stein was a close friend of Picassoôs ï she knew the intricacies 

of his work and received constant updates from him. More importantly, she was his patron (See 

Figure 9). Writing about these photographs, Stein commented: 

  But the essential thing, the treatment of the houses was essentially Spanish  

   and therefore essentially Picasso. In these pictures, he first emphasized the  
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   way of building in Spanish villages, the line of the houses not following  

   the landscape but cutting across and into the landscape.
13

 

 

Examining the photographs, it is clear that just as Stein writes, the lines of the houses did not 

follow the landscape but cut into it instead. Picassoôs vantage point, especially in Figure 6, Horta 

de Ebro (The Reservoir) and Figure 7, Horta de Ebro (Houses on a Hill) diminished the typical 

horizon line. Instead of placing the horizon in the center of the photograph, as per the usual 

Renaissance perspective, the skyline here is in the uppermost part of the picture plane. From his 

vantage point, the houses certainly looks as though they cross into each other, at all angles, and 

look almost as if they sit on top of one another.  

 
 

Figure 6. Pablo Picasso, Landscape, Horta de Ebro (The Reservoir). Summer 1909. 

Gelatin Silver Print. 9 x 11 3/8 in.  

Picasso Archives, Musée Picasso, Paris.  

                                                             
13

 Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1933) 09.  
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Figure 7. Pablo Picasso, Landscape, Horta de Ebro (Houses on a Hill). Summer 1909.  

Gelatin Silver Print. 9 x 11 3/8 in.  

Picasso Archives Musée Picasso, Paris.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 8. Pablo Picasso, Landscape, Horta de Ebro. Summer 1909. 

Gelatin Silver Print. 9 x 11 3/8 in.  

Picasso Archives Musée Picasso, Paris.  

 


