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ARTH350 History of Photography (online/asynchronous)  

Fall 2022 
 

Dr. Colleen O’Reilly 

Email: coreill4@gmu.edu  

Zoom Office Hours: Thursday 2-3, click here to attend Zoom office hours  

 

Course Description  
 

This course engages with photography in a global context from its pre-history up to the present 

day. Course material approaches photography from an interdisciplinary perspective and 

examines its role in spheres such as art, science, journalism, and popular culture. Students will 

learn how various photographic technologies work, analyze famous photographs and their 

impacts on society, and develop skills in research, writing, and critical thinking.  

 

Learning goals  
 

At the end of this course, you will be able to: 

 

• Use a vocabulary that facilitates discussion about photographs and photographic 

technology   

• Understand major historical forces that relate to the history of photography 

• Examine cultural, political, and social implications of diverse approaches in 

photography 

• Compare photographs from a global perspective and develop analytical skills in 

cross-cultural examination  

• Comprehend scholarship about photography 

 

Required Materials  
 

This class will be run entirely through Blackboard. There is no textbook to purchase for this 

course, all course material will be accessible online. 

 

If you are new to Blackboard you can find training and support at the Blackboard webpage. If 

there are technical problems please contact the IT Helpdesk immediately.  

 

This syllabus is subject to change if deemed necessary by the instructor. 

  

  

mailto:coreill4@gmu.edu
https://gmu.zoom.us/j/8247975675
https://its.gmu.edu/knowledge-base/blackboard-instructional-technology-support-for-students/
https://its.gmu.edu/help-support/its-support-center/
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Grade Breakdown 
 

The grading scale for this course is: 

 

93-100                                     A 

90-92                                       A- 

87-89                                       B+ 

83-86                                       B 

80-82                                       B- 

 

77-79                                       C+ 

73-76                                       C 

70-72                                       C- 

67-69                                       D+ 

60-66                                       D 

< 60                                         F 

 

Your grade is made up of the following components: 

 

Comprehension quizzes (25%) 

Each module contains a 10-question multiple choice quiz that will test your comprehension of 

core ideas from that week’s readings and videos. You must get an 80% on the quiz to receive 

credit, and there are 13 quizzes in total. These are open-book and you can take them as many 

times as you want. 

 

Discussion board posts/discussion sessions (25%) 

As part of each weekly module, you are required to submit a short post on the discussion board 

once a week in response to a prompt from me. The prompts may focus on the readings or on 

images discussed in the videos, and they will ask you to offer your thoughts, observations, and 

opinions. If you complete one per module you will receive full credit (14 posts). You may 

substitute up to three posts with attendance in a live Zoom session with me. These will be offered 

periodically throughout the semester and are completely optional. 

 

Analysis essays (40%) 

You have two analysis essays to complete, one due at midterm and one due at the end of the 

course. For each one, you must choose a photograph that we have covered in the course up to 

that point, and write 2-3 pages (500-750 words) in which you analyze its visual characteristics 

and its historical context. Full instructions and a grading rubric are posted under Essays. 

 

Surveys and evaluations (10%) 

At four points during the course (Modules 1, 3, 9, and 14) I will ask you to complete a survey 

and/or evaluation both of the course thus far and of your own work. These will be set up as 

quizzes within Blackboard. If you complete all four, you receive the full 10%. 

 

 

LATE POLICY 

 

The quizzes and discussion posts are due every Sunday (11:59pm). If you miss one, you can 

email me up to twice (but no more than that) during the semester and I’ll reopen it for you with 

no penalty. Late essays and late surveys/evaluations will be marked down 10% per day, 

including weekends. 
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Schedule/Weekly Modules 
 
 

Each week involves readings, videos, an open-note untimed quiz, a discussion post, and 

sometimes a survey or evaluation. Visit Blackboard each week to work through the material at 

your own pace, finishing each module by Sunday night. At mid-term and at the end of the 

semester, you’ll submit your essays. 

 

 

Module 1 (Aug 22-28):   Introduction to Analyzing Photographs  

 

Module 2 (Aug 29-Sept 4):  The Origins of Photography 

 

Reading: Khan Academy article on early photography, William Henry Fox Talbot, “A Brief 

Historical Invention of the Art”; Louis Daguerre, “History and Practice of Photogenic Drawing” 

 

Module 3 (Sept 5-11):  Early Ideas about Photography Part 2 

 

Reading: Lady Elizabeth Eastlake. "Photography," in The London Quarterly Review, (1857); 

Charles Baudelaire, “The Salon of 1859”; Frederick Douglass, “Pictures and Progress,” (1861) 

 

Module 4 (Sept 12-18):  Travel Photography and War Photography 

 

Reading: Marien Mary Warner, Photography: A Cultural History, 50-60; Oliver Wendell 

Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” (1859)  

 

Module 5 (Sept 19-25):  Photography and 19th Century Science 

 

Reading: Robin Kelsey, “Viewing the Archive: Timothy O'Sullivan's Photographs for the 

Wheeler Survey, 1871-74,” (2003); excerpt from Jennifer Tucker on medical photography 

 

Module 6 (Sept 26-Oct 2):  Instantaneous Photography 

 

Reading: excerpts from Robert Hirsch, Seizing the Light: A Social & Aesthetic History of 

Photography; Captain Abney, “Are Instantaneous Photographs True?” (1889) 

 

Module 7 (Oct 3-9):   Photography and Modern Art Part 1  

(Pictorialism vs. Straight Photography)  

 

Reading: Edward Weston, “Photography – Not Pictorial,” 1930; Sadakichi Hartmannn, “A Plea 

for Straight Photography,” 1904 

 

 

MIDTERM ESSAY DUE SUNDAY, OCTOBER 9 (11:59pm) 
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Module 8 (Oct 10-16):  Photography and Modern Art Part 2  

(Avant-Garde and F64) 

 

Reading: Excerpt from Hirsch on modernism/documentary photography; Berenice Abbott, 

“Photography at the Crossroads” 

 

Module 9 (Oct 17-23):  Social Activism, World War II Photojournalism  

 

Reading: Excerpts from Alan Trachtenberg on Lewis Hine and Roy Stryker on the FSA  

 

Module 10 (Oct 24-30):  1950s and 1960s 

The Photo Essay, Advertising, Exhibitions, Science 

 

Reading: Excerpt from Hirsch (Ch. 16) 

 

Module 11 (Oct 31-Nov 6):  Photography and the Art Museum  

 

Reading: John Szarkowski, The Photographer's Eye, (1966) 

 

Module 12 (Nov 7-13):   Photography and Conceptual Art 

 

Reading: Met Museum essay, excerpt from Hirsch 

 

Module 13 (Nov 14-20):  Photography and Contemporary Art  

 

Reading: Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America,” (1977); excerpt from 

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (1980), article on Carrie Weems 

 

THANKSGIVING BREAK 

 

Module 14 (Nov 28-Dec 4):  Digital Photography 

 

Reading: Hirsch, Chapter 20; W.J.T. Mitchell, “Realism and the Digital Image” (2015), article 

about James Webb Space Telescope 

 

FINAL ESSAY DUE SUNDAY, DECEMBER 4 (11:59pm) 
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Course Policies and Resources 
 

Academic Integrity  

At George Mason University, Academic Integrity is demonstrated in our work, community, the 

classroom and research. We maintain this commitment to high academic standards through 

Mason’s Honor Code. It is an agreement made by all members of our community to not “cheat, 

steal, plagiarize, or lie in matters related to your academic work.” Students sign an agreement to 

adhere to the Honor Code on their application for admission to Mason and are responsible for 

being aware of the most current version of the code. 

  

Online Conduct  

I expect all students to communicate with one another and with me in a respectful manner. 

Failure to do so will result in a report to the Office of Student Conduct. In this course we will use 

Virginia Shea’s Core Rules of Netiquette as a guide.  

 

E-mail  

All emails regarding this course will be sent to your GMU email address. All notifications from 

Blackboard will also go to your GMU email address. Also, please send all emails to fellow 

students or me from your GMU email address, and not your personal email address.  

 

Help with Writing  

If you have struggled with writing in the past, or if English is not your first language, you may 

want to seek help from the Writing Center. They offer one-on-one tutoring and workshops 

throughout the semester. 

 

Emotional and Mental Support 

College life is complicated. Students may find it helpful to talk with a professional. Counseling 

and Psychological Services (CAPS) can help address both personal and academic concerns. 

Services are free and confidential.  

 

Disabilities  

Students with disabilities are welcome in this class. If you anticipate or experience any barriers 

to learning in this course, please feel welcome to discuss your concerns with me. GMU is 

committed to creating a learning environment that meets the needs of its diverse student body, 

and students with disabilities are entitled to request appropriate accommodations. Students 

should first register with Disability Services and then bring me the provided letter to receive the 

necessary accommodations.  

 

Diversity/Inclusion Statement  

The Department of History and Art History, an intentionally inclusive community, promotes and 

maintains an equitable and just work and learning environment. We welcome and value 

individuals and their differences including race, economic status, gender expression and identity, 

sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, national origin, first language, religion, age, and ability status. 

The Office of Diversity, Inclusion, and Multicultural Education provides support for an inclusive 

campus, including first-generation and undocumented students. 

https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/
http://www.albion.com/netiquette/corerules.html
http://www.writingcenter.gmu.edu/
https://caps.gmu.edu/
https://caps.gmu.edu/
https://ds.gmu.edu/
https://ccee.gmu.edu/
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Anti-Racism Statement  

As a member of the George Mason University community, I will work to create an educational 

environment that is committed to anti-racism and inclusive excellence. An anti-racist approach to 

higher education acknowledges the ways that individual, interpersonal, institutional, and 

structural manifestations of racism against Black individuals, indigenous people, and other 

people of color contribute to inequality and injustice in our classrooms, on our campuses, and in 

our communities. Anti-racist work strives to provide our community members with resources to 

interrupt cycles of racism so as to cultivate a more equitable, inclusive, and just environment. 

  

LGBTQ Resources 

GMU LGBTQ Resources works to promote the academic success, health and well-being of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer students and their allies.  

  

Name, Gender Identity, and Pronouns Use  

If you wish, please share your name and gender pronouns with me and how best to address you 

on Zoom and via email. My pronouns are she/her and you may address me as Prof. or Dr. 

O’Reilly. I also invite you to let me know how I should pronounce your name. My last name is 

pronounced “Oh-rye-lee.”  

 

Religious Observations  

Requests for religious accommodations should be directed to me or to Human Resources and 

Payroll at: Phone: 703-993-2600, Email: hr@gmu.edu.  

 

Note to Student  

By choosing to remain in this class, you agree to abide by the standards set forth in this syllabus 

http://www.lgbtq.gmu.edu/
mailto:hr@gmu.edu
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