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The Camera                       

“The Camera,” an astounding technological piece of equipment, invented before 

mid-century, was an important milestone for the modern society. This apparatus was 

going to change the publics’ perception on “reality”. It was a product of science. The 

camera was a very practical device for proofing what people thought they were seeing 

(Kleiner and Mamiya, 846). It is a scientific miracle, a fast, efficient, and accurate 

invention that has been used universally for decades (The Camera, 12). 


Before the 17th Century, scientists thought that light came from the “white”

perceived by the human eye. Scientist Isaac Newton discovered that light was actually 

composed of different colors. Although Newton did not in fact have anything to do with 

the camera discovery, he did make a large contribution to the study of optics. 


The very first camera was in fact invented centuries before photography. It was 

called “camera obscura” which means “dark room” in Latin. Camera obscura was looked 

at as a tool for helping to see a clearer and more realistic picture of objects (Haslego, 1). 

Towards the end of the 17th century the camera obscura was of use to scientist and artists 

in many countries around the globe (The Camera, 134). In 1807, the camera obscura was 

replaced by the invention of the “camera lucida” which means “lighted room”. It was a 

very long process using both, the camera obscura and the lucida. The images that did 

show on the surface of a paper did not last. Artists and scientists were longing for a faster 

and more direct way to capture an image. 


In 1839, the dream of an easy process finally came true with the creation of the 

“Daguerre” camera. Theatrical set painter and designer, Louis-Jaques-Mande Daguerre, 

together with French researcher, Joseph Nicephore Niepce, came to a more effective 

procedure than the camera obscura (Kleiner and Mamiya, 846). Daguerre simply altered a 

portable camera obscura, so it was able to accept a light sensitive plate. Although this 

invention seemed to be a miracle, the still long lasting exposure time was an obvious 

limitation (The Camera, 138). It was soon after where a scientist named William Hendry 

Fox Talbot speeded up picture taking. Talbot, after using a larger camera obscura, 

realized that smaller cameras with lenses of shorter focal lengths would be much faster

(142). This process called the “Calotype” was able to make multiple copies 

in a shorter amount of time. It was during this time where the cameras made their mark, 

and gave power to visual communication. 


Then, in 1850, a new discovery termed “Collodion process” was made by 

Frederick Scott Archer. The 2-3 second exposure time was a blessing to photographers 

(Haslego, 2). Later in years, photographers went through a new technology called “wet 

plate”. This new discovery was named “wet plate”, because the plate was exposed, 

developed and fixed while wet. This process by Richard Leach Maddox was the universal 

way until the 1880’s. 


Finally, in 1888 George Eastman created “Kodak”. Eastman along with scientists, 

who worked for Kodak, came up with the photographic film in 1889. Since then, the film 

is available in rolls for the mass all around the world. An important and unforgettable 

milestone in the history of communication was indeed created by George Eastman. This 

invention was a help to Thomas Edison in 1891, when he invented the “motion picture 

camera”. During the 20th century, along with many other technological developments 

came the popular “digital camera”(2). 

The photography market today is full of hundreds of models of cameras. The options are endless for make and model, all specified by the photographer. That was not the case in eighteen thirty-nine when only the wealthy could afford to have a camera. The rest of the public had to go to special shops to have their picture taken. Much like the photo studios we have today. 

Back then a camera was called a Daguerreotype. It was the only model and option on the market. It was a direct-positive process. It created a highly detailed image on a copper plate without the use of a negative (daghome). The silver plated copper plate had to be cleaned until the plate looked like a mirror. Then the plate had to be sensitized over iodine until it looked yellow. Then the plate held in a light proof holder was put into the camera. After exposure to light the image is taken. To develop the image the plate is placed in a solution of sodium thiosulfate or salt, and then toned in gold chloride (daghome). These early cameras were made by opticians and instrument makers. Some times the photographers made them themselves. 

The cameras utilized a sliding box design. The lens went in the front box; the second box was placed within the back box, which was used to slide back and forth for focus. A picture would appear upside down if a mirror or prism was not installed. Once the sensitized plate was placed in the camera the lens would be removed and the picture would be taken (daghome).

In the nineteen thirties the flash bulb was made available to the photography market. The typical bulb was the size of a standard one hundred watt light bulb. It was made of clear glass with an Edison screw base (dark light imagery). In the terminal of the bulb was a piece of zirconium filament. This wire was covered with explosive primer paste, which would heat the filament and ignite the tin. Some bulbs were filled with nitrogen gas to delay the burn (dark light imagery). These bulbs are still used today because of their ability to produce one hundred eighty lumen seconds.

In November 1948 the instant camera was introduced to the public. This was the first camera that enabled the photographer to remove a developing print after the camera had been snapped (blpolaroid). This camera was the first to have developing and printing in one process, enabling a smaller camera structure then ever before.

Cameras today are designed to be ascetically pleasing as well as efficient in function. The earlier models before them had no option but to be heavy and often require more then one person to carry and operate them.


Modern day photography is so radically different from the roots of photography one is almost hesitant to even lump them into the same category.  Photography was once considered an art form, those who could take good pictures were the elite, and even owning a camera was rather rare.  Today however there are cameras that allow anyone to do just about anything, digital imaging and computers now allow for effects that early day photographers couldn’t even have dreamed of.  


Obviously with the coming of the digital age there has been room for more expansion with anything that is associated with computers, this change has allowed for people who normally would not have been able to take part in high-level photography to dapple with the technology normally reserved for professionals.  This sudden widespread availability of professional level technology has brought about a significant change in the way people view not only the general media but also the way people are now viewing pieces of media that claim pictures as their source of proof and evidence where their explanations and outcomes might be met with some degree of ridicule and doubt.


The most significant difference that can be seen in cameras and photography today is availability and cost.  It used to be that unless you were going to be earning something of a living by shooting pictures or you were quite rich, you didn’t own a camera.  Another issue was the printing of pictures, a photographer typically had access to a darkroom in order to develop their film and print the final copies of photos.  Recently however we have seen a huge increase in portability, ease of use, and a decrease in cost across the board for camera technology.  High quality 35mm cameras that would have been considered a luxury now can be purchased for relatively low prices, and even some of the high power digital cameras, originally thought to be only for those who couldn’t perform their job without them are being brought more and more to the public eye.


Science is directly tied into the development of these new cameras, sensors that can translate light into a computer language were first used in television and VTR recording devices in 1951 although color versions were not released until 1956.  Digital imaging also was used in government spy satellite technology.


Modern Cameras and Digital Imaging technology has changed the world in the way that people view information, both for the better and for the worse.  Where there used to be the phrase “A Camera never lies” there is now the phrase “A camera is as honest as its user”.  With the power of digital editing tools such as Adobe Photoshop it only takes a minor amount of technical know how and a few hours to turn any picture into something completely different, and once a person has enough practice with these programs it becomes possible to take small pieces of many different pictures and streamline them into a perfect single shot portraying any person or message in ways that may or may not be even remotely within the truth.  This makes for some very undesirable effects on many functions where a photo would be considered an absolute bit of evidence to where it is now a potentially inadmissible piece depending on the various experts that have looked it over. 


Massive advances have been made to the cameras themselves as well.  Originally it was thought that it would be impossible to have an interchangeable lens on a digital camera; as there was no way to make a sensor that could adapt to the distortions that changing the format of a lens, say from telephoto to a macro lens, and still be able to interpret the data in the same way.  Recent development has allowed for a logic system to be programmed into the sensors in the camera and the lenses themselves that allow for the correction of distortions based on the computerized systems in the mechanisms themselves.  This allows for the seamless integration of SLR technology with the digital imaging processors in modern digital SLR cameras.  


The most recent, and possibly most powerful tool that modern day photography has brought to society is the RAW image processor.  Currently this image format is only available on high end digital SLR cameras, but within year or two it will be available on the smaller more portable systems as well.  RAW image processing allows a photographer to take a completely uncompressed photo, bringing the digital image to near film quality.  Using the correct imaging programs this system will allow the photographer to redo the exposure on the shot, in essence, retake the picture from their home computer.  The impact this implies is enormous, this will allow a photographer to literally alter the way light effects any photo they take since you are able to re-expose small parts of the photo at a time.  The way light effects film has always been a small thorn in the side of many professional photographers, with this new technology the photographer will be able to use the available light to their advantage and take almost any photo they want regardless of the awkward lighting conditions that may be surrounding it.

In conclusion camera technology has advanced to the point where photography has become an everyday part of life.  The lines between professional and layman are slowly becoming grey and blurred.  As computer technology continues to evolve through science so will the technologies surrounding it.  This evolution will allow for things like cameras to continue to advance and become more available to individuals all over the world.


Today, people everywhere don’t think twice about buying a camera or taking a picture. The “camera” is more than a piece of technology, it preserves the most treasured moments in a persons life. It is one of the greatest rewards to go back in time and see the expressions of children, marriages, reunions, or a family trip on a single photograph (The Camera, 12). All that could not be without the invention of the camera. The growing population should embrace technology and the possibilities of the modern world. The camera today should be an important part of any family’s repertoire. It is a must have!
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