
Pictorialism is the name given to an international style and aesthetic move-

ment that dominated photography during the later 19th and early 20th centu-

ries. There is no standard definition of the term, but in general it refers to a 

style in which the photographer has somehow manipulated what would other-

wise be a straightforward photograph. Typically, a pictorial photograph ap-

pears to lack a sharp focus (some more so than others), is printed in one or 

more colors other than black-and-white (ranging from warm brown to deep 

blue) and may have visible brush strokes or other manipulation of the surface. 

For the pictorialist, a photograph, like a painting, drawing or engraving, was a 

way of projecting an emotional intent into the viewer's realm of imagination. 

Pictorialism as a movement thrived from about 1885 to 1915, although it was 

sti ll  being promoted by some as late as the 1940s. It began in response to 

claims that a photograph was nothing more than a simple record of reality, and 

transformed into an international movement to advance the status of all pho-

tography as a true art form. For more than three decades painters, photogra-

phers and art critics debated opposing artistic philosophies, ultimately culmi-

nating in the acquisition of photographs by several major art museums. 

Pictorialism gradually declined in popularity after 1920, although it did not fade 

out of popularity until the end of World War II. During this period the new style 

of photographic Modernism came into vogue, and the public's interest shifted 

to more sharply-focused images. Several important 20th-century photogra-

phers began their careers in a pictorialist style but transitioned into sharply-

focused photography by the 1930s.  

Pictoralism is not dead.  The underlying philosophies of pictoralism are stil l 

evident in modern photographic works that attempt to give artistic and lyrical 

qualities to photographs through post production.  

PICTORALISM 

EXERCISE—Pictoralism 

Take a scene from a movie or from a 

book.  Try to recreate that scene using 

friends and relatives as actors.  Use 

props and costumes to increase the 

allusion to the story you are telling.  

Convert the image to black and white.  

Darken and lighten areas of the image 

(dodge and burn) until you get a dra-

matic result. 

Give the picture a dramatic title.  


