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Who were those aficionados who, only days after the discovery of photography, 
were already fighting their way into the Paris optical shops that were selling the 
incredibly complicated machines that made and developed daguerreotypes? 
Marc Antoine Gaudin, an eye-witness to the events of 1839, spread the incredible 
news. By tracing his steps, many things become clear. Indeed, he was a scientist 
who financed his own numerous inventions and relative patents in the fields of 
optics, chemistry and mechanics, dedicating much of his attention to 
photography and even opening a photography shop with his brother. He also 
published important studies, including, in 1844, Traité pratique de photographie: 
exposé complet des procédés relatifs au daguerréotype for the Editions J.J. 
Dubochet and, in 1861, Vade mecum du photographe. Notice abrégée du 
daguerréotype et de la photographie sur papier. Avec un répertoire de chimie et 
de physique, et un formulaire for the publisher Histoire. 
Characters like Gaudin, who were linked to the positivist circles that celebrated 
the great discoveries of the time, were undoubtedly surrounded by artists. Some of 
these feared that their professions as painters, draftsmen or miniaturists were going 
to lose in importance; others hoped to acquire new influences from 
it. They all had a point, for it soon became clear that it was more convenient and 
fashionable to have a photographic portrait than one painted in oils. It was also 
true, however, that painting was forced to find new ways of expression by 
abandoning descriptive realism which had by now run its course, and espousing 
more radical aims. Nevertheless, it was evident that since the beginning, 
photography and painting were inextricably linked despite those first years in 
which the relationships between art and technique, art and representation and 
technique and technology were blurred. Photography, in fact, seemed relatively 
easy, allowing even those who had little familiarity with pens and pencils to obtain 
surprising results. This point of view, however, was soon revised once a body of 
criticism began to grow. The initial wonder of those early years was soon replaced 
with greater knowledge of the medium. The need to continually juggle bellows, 
tripods, lenses equipped with beautiful brass ferrules, different focal lenses, silver 
pewter photographic plates, alembics, graduated carafes, chemical products 
and fans for channeling the mercury fumes made many believe that the technical 
aspect was such an integral part of photography that it precluded it from having 
a position in the world of art. 
This is not the place to exhaustively explore the old question “is photography art?”, 
not least because a convincing definition of the latter is needed. Suffice to say 
that, in the same way as there is bad painting, inconsistent sculpture, mediocre 
films or average acting, which, as such, need not be considered art, there also are 
photographs that are veritable works of art and others that are not. 
When the images were first fixed onto a support - whether metal, glass or paper - 
that which was missing right from the start was a specific language with which to 
communicate appropriately about it. 
Inevitably the language used was mediated by that used for painting. The fact 
that early photographers had had previous experiences in this field and that the 
first critics were more used to discussing drawings and paintings meant that the 



vocabulary created was modulated according to the one used in the field of 
visual arts. From an aesthetic point of view there was a similar trend: those who 
took portraits knew about oil paintings, those who made still lifes followed the 
models characteristic of the genre, those who started with nudes, then, seemed 
even more concerned with classic poses. It is not by chance that there were also 
many painters amongst the first photographers who had decided to “change 
jobs”, but had not abandoned their way of seeing and interpreting the world. Only 
the arrival of photo-reportage would introduce new and more dynamic elements 
belonging to a new way of referring to reality. It is surprising because, only a few 
years later, the invention of cinema would bring with it a new language and new 
expressions which were very independent from those of the theatrical world from 
where it had originated. If cinema was able to immediately distance itself from 
theatre, photography and painting seemed destined to confront one another for 
much longer. 
Even amongst those who sustained that photography was not art, there were 
those who thought it could reproduce art. Jules Janin, novelist and member of the 
Academie française, but known above all as the “prince of critics” was amongst 
the first to understand that photography would have been able to reproduce 
works of art and thus spread knowledge widely. This is an aspect which has not 
been analysed enough and whose importance is wide-reaching. After-all, since 
the end of the nineteenth century, it has allowed scholars to see the objects of 
their study. Before the invention of photography, the only way of knowing a 
painting, a drawing, a statue, an archeological discovery or a piece of 
architecture, was by travelling to the place in which the copy was kept. At times 
drawings were reproduced with incisions then used as matrices for numerous 
copies which could be acquired by museums. Naturally the results were very 
different from the originals and this is why the arrival of photography - especially 
once the complicated daguerreotype system was replaced by the process of 
negatives and relative copies on paper - revolutionised everything. 
Amongst the most interested in becoming truly committed were the Academies of 
the Beaux-Arts, who could now finally complement their gipsoteche and models 
with truthful reproductions, both very useful for teachers and indispensable to 
students. Since then, especially once the evolution of printing technologies 
allowed for the creation of books that could complement text with photography, 
entire generations have studied with such images. In Italy, we have the 
emblematic case of the Fratelli Alinari. The Florentine photographers were 
amongst the first to understand the importance of mapping the enormous artistic 
heritage of the country. Alongside their essential portraiture work they also 
became capable reproducers of every kind of work of art. Today it seems 
impossible to the younger generations, but until the 1960s the best Italian books on 
history of art had an illustrations section for the most part constituted by Alinari 
photographs. Despite the obvious drawback of being in black and white (a 
contradiction especially present when looking at painting), these images had the 
merit of being very well made and especially faithful and accurate in their 
composition, a fundamental element regarding sculpture and architecture. The 
reasons that led Henry Fox Talbot in 1840, one of the pioneers of photography and 
the inventor of the talbotype, to choose busts and small statues amongst his first 
subjects were not linked to their diffusion so much as to his aesthetic taste. This 



confirms photography’s “destiny” of having to confront itself as art, at times limiting 
as mirror, and at others, managing to meet with it on a par. During the second half 
of the nineteenth century, examples of cross-fertilisation abounded and were even 
present in studio portraits in the form of landscape paintings used mostly as 
improbable backdrops complete with ancient ruins emerging from the vegetation. 
Artists, in turn, were inspired by photographs and used them as models. Some of 
the more extraordinary cases include Manet’s famous etching portrait of Charles 
Baudelaire from 1865 painted from Nadar’s photograph taken six years earlier, as 
well as many of Courbet’s and Corot’s landscapes, allegedly inspired by 
photographs. Artists also made use of both mediums. At times the artist proved 
himself highly superior to the photographer, like Eugene Delacroix with his nudes or 
Charles Negre with his urban scenes and in other cases the contrary was true in 
the work of Robert Demachy for example, the remarkable pioneer of French 
pictorial photography, whose exquisitely delicate ballerinas were more fascinating 
than his drawings. Lastly, there are those like Theodore Robinson who, even though 
he went down in history as a painter, proved himself equally adept with 
photographic plates as with canvases while the Italian Francesco Paolo Michetti, a 
pupil of De Nittis, was reassessed as a photographer only very recently. If, since the 
years of the appearance of photography, we were to expand our vision in order 
to reach the historical avant-gardes, the narrative would flesh out even further 
without tampering with the original premises. Photographers such as Laszlò Moholy 
- Nagy, Man Ray or Luigi Veronesi connected with photography in a profoundly 
creative way moving away from a non-problematic approach. It is noteworthy 
that Man Ray decided to buy a camera to reproduce his art works and, at first, 
had even thought to be able to earn a couple of Francs -at the time he lived in 
Paris - reproducing the work of other artists. His project failed as the latter were 
even poorer than him, but it pushed him to deepen his photographic knowledge 
in a way he had not thought of doing beforehand. The case of Luigi Veronesi is 
different. He was an eclectic artist who dedicated a coherent, if not an entirely 
continuous, attention to photography from the 1930s until the 1980s, creating 
abstract images of great beauty that were, however, not appreciated by art 
dealers, and as a consequence, neither by collectors. 
What I have written so far establishes the necessary frame of reference within 
which to tackle the issue of the relationship of art to photography. However, 
everything changed when photography started interpreting artists and their work. 
This relationship excludes the question of the artistic quality of a photograph, which 
was alluded to at the beginning of this essay, and instead simply questions the 
issue of the necessary dialogue that the author of the photographs creates with 
the subject he is representing. In this case, too, historical examples abound and do 
not concern only painting: Robert Doisneau established a veritable alliance with 
the poet Jacques Prevert, Franco Pinna and Tazio Secchiaroli were amongst the 
best interpreters of Federico Fellini’s film, Guy Le Querrec and Giuseppe Pino were 
unrivalled observers of the world of jazz, Silvia Lelli and Roberto Masotti, official 
photographers for the Teatro alla Scala in Milan, portrayed for years the most 
significant representatives of cultured music while Maurizio Buscarino is an 
unparalleled master of the theatrical medium. 
In order to return to art, one could recall Gjon Mili who captured Picasso’s dove, 
drawn in darkness with a flashlight, Henri Cartier-Bresson8 portraying Henri Matisse 



surrounded by cages of white doves or Marcel Duchamp beside his famous 
bicycle wheel and Philippe Halsman, who constructed the scene in which 
Salvador Dali jumps with his cats, his chairs and easel in order to create a scene as 
surreal as his own works. 
Gianni Berengo Gardin’s work with the painter Marcello Mariani inevitably belongs 
to this dimension. 
Although a photographer’s choices are original, he will always supply his musee 
imaginaire with the experiences of others, making them emerge transfigured by his 
style. If there were a reference to make, it would be to the work of Ugo Mulas who, 
in the early 1960s, went to New York and met Andy Warhol, Jasper Johns, John 
Chamberlain, Robert Rauschenberg, Frank Stella, then unknown but who were 
destined to fame. 
The photographs he made of these artists in their studios are characterised by a 
great complicity. Mulas did not create a verbal dialoque so much as use his 
sensitivity and classical culture with the artists at work, and in this way managed to 
surprise them with his capacity to translate the sense of their work process into 
images. This is what happened for Gianni Berengo Gardin. Personally removed 
from contemporary fashionable photographic conceptualism and capable of 
creating formally clean classical photo-reportages, the photographer was 
confronted with a complex problem. Indeed, Marcello Mariani belongs to the 
genre of Informale painting, which is particularly hard to render in descriptive 
images, especially if - like in the case at hand -the photographer uses black and 
white. Precisely because he is a documentary photographer, Berengo paid more 
attention to the spirit of things than to their simple appearance, and wanted to 
come as close to the painter as to the person. This is revealed by the many 
images, which appear to aim at interpreting the works, of connecting with them 
by privileging Mariani’s creative gestures, the moments of reflection and study that 
precede and accompany those of the creation of a painting. The operation is 
more complex than it seems, considering the result obtained, because it 
immediately required that the photographer be perfectly in tune with the artist, 
without which he would have remained metaphorically on the doorstep, without 
being able to access the problem internally. 
There are cases in which the camera becomes an obstacle because he who uses 
it feels it is invasive and he who stands before it feels its constant presence, which 
embarrasses him. Here the opposite happened: Berengo managed to uncover 
the public aspect of the painter when he zoomed in, taking closeup portraits (with 
Marcello Mariani looking straight at the camera, a pose that is generally not 
recommended, but which here is totally natural) while also understanding how to 
investigate a more intimate dimension, taking pictures of cards from relatives, 
observing the artist surrounded by his carefully stacked books, taking a picture of 
an extremely traditional but elegant family portrait, or following the painter’s gaze 
lovingly arrested on the landscape of his region or lost in space while sitting on the 
edge of a cliff. 
The result is a visual trip in the company of the painter, from which a thousand 
details emerge, all of which contribute a complete portrait of the artist. If, indeed, 
the settings and the peculiar contrasted relationship between the works of art and 
the deconsecrated church environment containing the works (with surprisingly 
harmonious results), are immediately striking, the even more beautiful aspects, 



generally seen out of the corner of the eye, are the ones Berengo focuses on in 
some of his photographs. There are the abandoned frames at the foot of a 
column creating an involuntary and elegant composition, the bucket from which 
paint brush handles emerge, and especially the thousands of objects that “live” in 
the studio - the hearth brushes, ticking clocks, notebooks, folded papers, large 
scissors and even the surreal presence of a pair of snow rackets. 
Particular attention is given to the sense of space, as can be seen in certain 
ceiling-to-floor photographs or in the studies of prospective visions. However, that 
which is constantly repeated is the peculiar atmosphere of the creative moment 
that Berengo won’t let escape. His lens investigates curiously, zooming in on the 
artist’s hands that move a long paintbrush over the surface of the painting, then 
stands at a distance, as though not wanting to disturb, and observes him from 
above as he concentrates on the canvas. 
For a moment he walks about in the studio as though wishing to reflect on the 
confusion of objects, cans, colours, bottles, paintbrushes, glass and fragments of 
unfinished works that will perhaps remain that way or will perhaps acquire new life. 
Then he returns to the artist. He does so by coming in very close, barely skimming 
the table, or looking through a window, not to hide himself, but to feel like a part of 
that silence, of that cigar smell, of that tension that floats in the air while ideas are 
still in the process of being transformed into works of art. It is a magic moment that 
cannot be described in words but that one can at times capture in images when 
evoking an atmosphere. There has to be a strong connection between the people 
involved, the patience of knowing when to expect the right moment and, above 
all, the wisdom of a great photographer who knows how to be deeply present 
without being pointlessly apparent. And Berengo Gardin, by these standards, is 
truly incomparable. 


