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Introduction

Photographers’ interests in capturing architecture goes 
back to the beginnings of the medium. In the 1840s 
though, the very earliest camera pictures were intended 
to play mainly practical functions. At that time the role 
of photography was believed to be limited to transpar-
ent, pure documentation – a simple, genuine recording 
of country’s heritage.1 This approach was a result of the 
theories and models of understanding the medium of 
that time. It has long been common to consider photo-
graphy as a reflection of recorded light through “absorp-
tion” of it.2 This attitude was supported by photography 
pioneers, such as William Henry Fox Talbot (1800–1877), 

1  However, it is worth to underline that the crucial, documentary 
function did not exclude the urge to modify the images. This com-
plicated process was showed for example at the exhibition entitled 
Faking It: Manipulated Photography Before Photoshop in The Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art (October 11, 2012 – January 27, 2013, 
New York).

2  Gelder and Westgeest 2011: 190–198.

who has characterised calotypes in the introduction to 
The pencil of nature (1844) as “pictures wholly executed 
by the new art of Photogenic Drawing, without any aid 
whatever from the artist’s pencil”.3 Talbot in his publica-
tion was underlining that those images, which imprint 
themselves durably, are created by Nature’s hand. Soon, 
however, the medium’s ability to translate the three 
dimensions into two became even more appreciated 
and approach towards it has changed. Critics started 
to acknowledge that works created by photographers 
such as Charles Marville (1816–1879) or Henri Le Secq 
(1818–1882) discovered details that were not perceiva-
ble to the naked eye in the original objects. The camera 
became an optical instrument allowing not only the fully 
appreciation and indeed worship the works of art, but 
even a means to interpret them.

In consequence, in the 19th century we can observe 
a tendency to beautify and improve the vision of herita-ge 
as artists selected the most picturesque views. For exam-

3  Talbot 1844: 1.

Fig. 1. Édouard Baldus, Arles. Cloister of 
St. Trophime, ca 1851, salted paper print. The 
J. Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles), inventory 
no. 84.XM.641.22
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ple, Édouard Baldus (1813–1889) in 1851 used cut-and-
paste technique to construct a perfectly detailed view 
of the Cloister of Saint-Trophîme in Arles, which is now 
appreciated as one of the most important examples of 
French Medieval architecture (Fig. 1). The photographer 
made about a dozen pictures of the interior, each focused 
and properly exposed for the specific part of the scene. 
Then he combined the negatives along the contours of 
columns. Therefore, he had to retouch the first print with 
ink in order to hide the visible seams. What is more, he 
also used a brush to retouch the negatives themselves, 
clarifying details and indicating the sections of stone-
work.4 As an outcome Baldus achieved a paradoxical 
document: the intention was to create a vision faithful to 
its subject, but it was highly fabricated at the same time.

We can observe a similar paradox while examin-
ing works presenting architecture taken by Jan Bułhak 
(1876–1950) who is considered to be the father of Polish 
fine-art photography (Fig. 2). It can be stated that Bułhak 
shared Geoffrey Batchen’s5 conviction that the strength 
of photography lies in its ability to influence on the 
masses and its capacity to actively oppose the passage 
of time. In Bułhak’s vision, fine-art photography was not 
a perfectly accurate, visual proof of a certain reality. His 
oeuvre proves that he was using this medium’s power to 
isolate, define and interpret illustrated objects. This study 
hopes to reveal how pictorial, inter-war Polish photogra-
phy contributed to creating a very specific vision of the 
native country by underlining the connection between 
the architecture and its surroundings. Selected examples 
of photographs of architecture show the great potential 
of the medium not only in promoting but also inventing 
a new cultural value by raising the subject of the relation 
between human creations and natural environment.

Jan Bułhak and his role in defining Polish 
pictorialism

Pictorialism was a movement in photography that 
reached the peak of popularity in the late 19th century. 
The style strived to endow the resulting image with 
features of a painting. In principle, Pictorialists op-
posed images that were sharp in focus and approved 
manipulating the images, adding unique features to 
the prints. The final effect of such free artistic expres-
sion was supposed to prove that the status of photog-
raphy is not lower than that of other forms of visual 
art. The French model of Pictorialism – as represented, 
e.g., by Robert Demachy (1859–1936) or Constant Puyo 
(1857–1933) – was adopted in Poland in the inter-war 
period and acquired special significance as one of the 
keystones of the programme formulated by the pioneer 
of Polish fine-art photography, Jan Bułhak. This idea was 

4  Malcolm and Bergdoll 1994: 21–22.
5  Batchen 2005: 35–36, 42–43.

embraced enthusiastically by the whole Polish Photo-
club [Fotoklub Polski] – the first nationwide association 
of the most acclaimed photographers. This organisa-
tion – in which Jan Bułhak served as the first chair-
man – was active in the period of 1929–1939 and had 
a profound impact on the development of this artistic 
milieu in Poland, promoting photography as a discipline 
equal to painting. The members of Polish Photo-club 
were strongly rooted in the Pictorialist aesthetics and 
followed the canon established within that framework. 
It is worthwhile to underline, that even though this 
organisation was based on the French model (due to 
Bułhak’s contacts with Demachy and Puyo), the creation 
of the Polish Photoclub was a consequence of a world-
wide movement within similar organisations developed 
in different countries (such as, e.g., the Wiener Cam-
era Club in Vienna and the Camera Club of New York). 
It should be acknowledged that conservative views 
prevailed in the Polish organisation, which as a conse-
quence postponed popularising avant-garde solutions. 
It is also worth underlining that only 44 photographers 
were accepted to this hermetic, prestigious organisa-

Fig. 2. Author unknown, Portrait of Jan Bułhak, ca 
1937–1939, gelatin-silver print. Museum of History  
of Photography in Cracow, inventory no. MHF 12360/II
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tion. Among the members were for example such prom-
inent artists like Tadeusz Cyprian (1898–1979), Henryk 
Mikolasch (1872–1931), Jan Sunderland (1891–1979) 
and Tadeusz Wański (1894–1958). 

Pictorialism in Poland had its own specifics due to 
Bułhak’s importance – he devoted much energy and 
effort intent on organising the artistic life of photogra-
phers. His main attempt was to gain the recognition of 
photography as an independent domain of the visual 
arts. It is worth underlining that for this theoretician it 
was also important to popularise the vision of Polish 
lands and to bring the inhabitants closer to their history, 
tradition and customs. That is why he borrowed aesthet-
ic models from France and combined it with the German 
idea of Heimatfotografie (at the beginning of the 1912 
Bułhak has spent few months in Dresden). Even though 
his best-known publication on so called “native photo-
graphy” was only published in 1951 (Fotografia ojczysta), 
the idea had none the less been well established in Po-
land since the 1930s, due to various lectures, programme 
manifestos and publications written not only by Bułhak 
himself, but also by other photographers who suppor-
ted his views.6 For the fine-art photographers the notion 
of “native photography” gained the position of a well-
established theoretical framework, which was based on 
combining the pictorial model of perceiving an image, 
along with Bułhak’s notion of recording the beauty of his 
native land. Socially involved photography that showed 
the beauty of the country was consistently popularised 
by Polish publications. Due to its solid intellectual justifi-
cation, the style enjoyed a more stable position in artistic 
circles than other (usually fleeting) trends. The rapidly 
attained supremacy of this “native”, Polish Pictorialism, 
with its atmospheric, blurry images conveying patriotic 
messages, could not be easily broken by foreign, unin-
volved forms of modern photography. For Bułhak and his 
contemporaries, one of the crucial elements of retaining 
this photographic style was promoting a positive image 
of the country.

Methods and techniques

Pictorialist avoided sharp contrasts and preferred rich-
ness of fluctuant, soft shapes, because of the necessity 
of liberating them  from their automated routine. In 
Poland they rejected the potential of “pure photogra-
phy” and appreciated mainly the so-called noble photo-
graphic processes7, such as bromoil, oil transfer or gum 
bichromate.8 Those methods retained the element of 
creative manipulation and the uniqueness of “painterly” 

6  Wieczorek 1938: 82–84; Czerny 1938: 24–27.
7  Mierzecka 1934: 2–3.
8  This information is based on Mierzecka’s own statement included 

in the catalogue of her jubilee exhibition, see: Mierzecka 1986: 1.

prints. The need for sophisticated laboratory proces-
sing was a consequence of the rejection of an idea of 
photography as a mechanical record of reality. An urge 
to work not only with a camera, but also with a brush 
shows that for pictorialists the attempt at imitating 
paining techniques (which would be tantamount to dis-
missing photography as a less important artistic disci-
pline) was crucial. Those procedures differed and modi-
fied the images and gave them a more painterly form, 
therefore those made the finished works stand in oppo-
sition to naturalism. Pictorialists wanted to imitate the 
way in which the draughtsman renders the theme. That 
is the reason why Janina Mierzecka compared the nega-
tive to a sketch which only serves as the basis for de-
signing the proper work of art.9 Mierzecka propagated 
and defended such processes in various periodicals both 
before and after the war.10 A very similar opinion was 
maintained by one of the main theoreticians of French 
pictorialism – Robert de La Sizeranne (1866–1932): 
“Plates are produced primarily by a machine and only 
the print, just like style, is the reflection of a person”.11 
The most important aspect of pictorial method was the 
intentional development of the negative, in which it 
was possible to introduce corrections, for example in 
the gradation or contracts. The developed negative was 
a sketch which had to be edited in such a manner that it 
was necessary to adapt it to achieve an a priori planned 
effect while developing it. Such a negative became the 
beginning of the essential individual work on the pho-
tographic print, which could gain the status of a fully ar-
tistic expression far from a pure, automatic registration. 
Photographers wanted to reject the mechanical nature 
of the process and shape their works by the will, not by 
the chance. We can observe here a great comeback of 
the romantic myth about the artist who is seeking his 
own path. The intervention of the human hand made it 
possible to cast off the yoke of the mechanical nature of 
the process and allowed the image to become an origi-
nal, unique work. It should be stressed out however 
that pictorialists accepted only improving the image, 
not „adding” anything new to it. That is the reason why 
they were rejecting for example the bold, daring pieces 
by Marian Dederko (1880–1965).

Hidden symbolical meanings

In Bułhak’s programme the emphasis was placed on 
landscape and landmark photography. Already in his 
early works landscape is an important topic. He was 
photographing manor houses (Fig. 3), fields, roadside 

  9  Mierzecka 1928: 82.
10  Mierzecka 1954: 2.
11  Le cliché est dû à la machine; mais l’épreuve, comme le style, c’est 

I’homme; see: Sizeranne 1899: 25.
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crosses – symbols of traditions preserved in the so-called 
Borderlands [Kresy]. Thanks to the town magistrate he 
could pursue his early interest in archiving the cultural 
heritage. In 1912 he signed a contract to make a photo-
graphic inventory of Wilno, when he was depicting every 
element of the town’s structure – different sorts of build-
ings and its details, streets, lanes and courtyards. Many 
elements are photographed against the background of 
trees. Later on, he continued his interest in registering ar-
chitecture, but he was also strongly interested in apolo-
getic views of small cities. Defining and determining the 
topographic location of the photographed scene would 
be quite difficult or even impossible on the basis of the 
photograph itself (Fig. 4).

What is surprising is that Bułhak rarely uses “enno-
bling processes”, working in pure bromide technique 
instead. He was still able to achieve a synthetic vision 
thanks to soft-focus lenses, which excluded the veristic 
details, which were considered not only unnecessary, but 
even unwanted. The visual appeal of some images lay 
primarily in the subtle chiaroscuro, distinctively blurred 
contours and soft lines. In his practice, tough the es-
sential was building a harmonious composition and 
achieving perfect arrangement of the elements. Typi-
cal features for Jan Bułhak’s photographs are extremely 
meticulous composition based on the so-called “gold 
division” and great arrangement of tints. As Bułhaks un-

derlines in one of his articles, truly creative moment is 
that of composing the image, „from its contemplation 
in Nature to its rendition on matte glass”.12 Proportions 
between the main motif and the surroundings played 
a prime role. In consequence, Bułhak was able to achieve 
a perfect tranquillity within the image. Bułhak instead of 
documenting the scene was definitely more interested 
in creating his own personal impression evoked by the 
reality, in which he was bringing out the local, domes-
tic charm (Fig. 5). Very often the clouds gave a painterly 
finishing touch to the landscape by endowing it with the 
supreme beauty of the picturesque and harmony. The 
architecture is sometimes totally dissolved in the line of 
the horizon. As a result, the outcome had a form of a pic-
torial composition of light and shade – those idealised 
cities were far from documentation. Bułhak very often 
was more interested in showing the certain ambience 
and character of different locations than in registering all 
its features. It could be even said that he despised real-
ism while presenting his native soil. In this context it is 
very interesting that one of the most important authori-
ties for Bułhak, Robert de La Sizeranne, praised artists 
that succeeded in going beyond the representation of 
reality, for example he esteemed Pre-Raphaelite pictures 
that referenced poems and essays. He was celebrating 

12  Bułhak 1936: 65.

Fig. 3. Jan Bułhak, A country house, 1925. Digital Collections – University at Buffalo Libraries, accessed December 8, 2017, 
http://digital.lib.buffalo.edu/items/show/9503
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Fig. 4. Jan Bułhak, Nowogródzkie: a village in snow. Digital Collections – University at Buffalo Libraries, accessed December 8, 
2017, http://digital.lib.buffalo.edu/items/show/9517

the works of Rossetti and Millais. Sizeranne also appre-
ciated Camille Corot’s landscapes for their melancholy. 
Corot and Bułhak were both interested in touching the 
essential core and soul of the Nature and both believed 
there is a certain beauty hidden in it.

Summary

Bułhak’s idea had an immense impact on the Polish 20th 
century photography. Not only due to his many publi-
cations, but mainly because of his many loyal students 
and successors, which were often active even after the II 
World War. Polish pictorialists did not propose a simple 
“look at” the architecture and its surroundings. Inspired 
by the Bułhak’s idea, the whole artistic milieu wanted to 
depict the relations between people and nature or arte-
facts of cultural heritage. The work of Tadeusz Wański, 
who was enamoured of native landscapes, often fe-
atures a “fortunate and deliberate choice of staffage”.13 
In Wański’s works the human figures depicted in the im-
ages are but a pretext for showing the beauty of a gi-
ven scenery – architecture and landscape. Moreover in 
these photos he presents his homeland as a mythical 
place untouched by time. He offers photographic tes-

13  Katalog wystawy 1954: 3.

timony of the “mythical kinship between mankind and 
the earth”.14 His photographs were impressionistically 
atmospheric, and this significant feature made his pho-
tographs lose the semblance of reality. Wański, a mem-
ber of the “Poznański Trójlistek” group15, managed to 
create “fantasy-world images out of physically existing 
objects”.16 Another important follower of Bułhak’s idea 
was Edward Hartwig (1909–2003). In the inter-war pe-
riod Hartwig was blurring his images with atmospheric 
mist and taking care to include a wide variety of tones – 
an element which was crucial in the artistic programme 
of his teacher.17 Hartwig’s landscape style aptly captures 
the features of Polish scenery, beautiful in its simplicity 
and reverie.

14  Bułhak 1926: 185.
15  “Poznański Trójlistek” [Poznań Trefoil] was the name used in the 

inter-war period to denote the non-formalised but nonetheless 
often uniform activity of three Poznań-based photographers – Ta-
deusz Cyprian (1898–1979), Bolesław Gardulski (1885–1961) and 
Tadeusz Wański (1894–1958). The phrase pointed to the ideologi-
cal and formal analogies with the Viennese “Trifolium” with Hugo 
Henneberg (1863–1918), Heinrich Kühn (1866–1944) and Hans 
Watzek (1848–1903), interested primarily in making prints that 
resembled paintings (mostly using the gum bichromate method).

16 St.  Sz. 1954: 6.
17  Szymanowicz 2007: 139.
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Fig. 5. Jan Bułhak, A country house. Digital Collections – University at Buffalo Libraries, accessed December 8, 2017,  
http://digital.lib.buffalo.edu/items/show/9518.

Bułhak wanted to present that man’s work is not cre-
ated in opposition to nature. The artist wanted to combine 
nature and architecture within the image as two crucial 
elements of the landscape which coexist together. His in-
tention was not only to document the architecture, but he 
used photography to show certain idea of reality. In the 
same time, Bułhak’s concept of the “native photography” 
took on a burden of a patriotic duty, which is difficult to 
break out of, not only before, but even after the war. The 

post-war history of Polish photography18 is also marked 
by pictorialism – the inheritors of Bułhak’s concepts were 
not interested in different, new means of expression. That 
is why some could argue that Bułhak unwittingly was an 
enfant terrible of Polish photography. This is also the rea-
son why the title of this article contains a subtle ambiguity. 
“Capturing” is a phrase quite obvious in different narrations 
about photography, but it also carries a reference to the 
completely different meaning, which is to “forcefully hold”.

18  See: Kobylińska-Bunsch 2016.
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