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Photography and spectroscopy: instruments that
remember light

Juan Segurola

Core question

How did photography and spectroscopy turn light from a transient visual experience into a
durable record and a source of information about the composition of otherwise inaccessible
objects?

Historical and evolutionary context

Lenses and telescopes had extended vision, and observers could draw what they saw.
Precision optics also revealed that white light could be dispersed into colours. Nineteenth-
century photography and spectroscopy changed the evidential status of light: optical signals
could be recorded, compared and analysed after the original event had passed.

What could communities know before this transition?

Observers could inspect specimens and celestial objects directly, sketch them and compare
colours qualitatively. Fraunhofer and earlier investigators studied spectral structure with
prisms. The limitation was dependence on the observer's immediate perception and memory,
together with weak methods for linking specific spectral patterns to material composition.

What changed?

Photography externalised optical memory

Early photographic processes associated with Niépce, Daguerre, Talbot and others fixed
light-sensitive changes onto material surfaces. Exposure could preserve spatial information
for later inspection. Scientific images could be archived, measured and re-examined by
observers who were not present when the image was made.

Spectral lines became material signatures

Joseph von Fraunhofer systematically mapped dark lines in the solar spectrum. Around 1859-
1860, Gustav Kirchhoff and Robert Bunsen established spectral analysis as a chemical
method: characteristic emission and absorption patterns could identify elements. Light
therefore carried information about matter that could be decoded remotely.

Observation became detector-mediated

Photography and spectroscopy together separated evidence from unaided eyesight. Plates,
prisms, gratings and spectroscopes became intermediaries whose calibration and material
response mattered. Astronomy was transformed because stars and the Sun could be
investigated chemically without sampling them directly.

Why could this capability emerge?

The transition depended on optics, precision glass, chemistry of light-sensitive materials,
improved mechanical instruments and standardised measurement. It also required archives,
observatories and laboratories able to preserve and compare records over time. Fraunhofer's
optical-glass work linked industrial craft directly to scientific precision.

What later forms of knowledge did it enable?

Spectroscopy supported chemical discovery and periodic classification. Photographic and
spectroscopic astronomy enabled stellar classification, radial-velocity measurement and later
evidence about cosmic expansion. More generally, the detector became an epistemic object:
instruments could register signals outside the duration, sensitivity or wavelength range of
human perception.

New limits and risks

Recorded images are not neutral copies of reality. Exposure time, emulsion sensitivity, optical
aberration, spectral response, calibration and processing determine what is visible. Spectra
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likewise require models to infer composition and physical state. Instrumental records can
appear objective while embedding selection, thresholding and artefacts.

What changed in the architecture of knowledge?

Observation gained persistent and analysable light records. Evidence could outlast the
event, circulate independently of the original observer and reveal properties of distant
matter through encoded optical structure.

Loss, exclusion and uncertainty

Histories centred on a few inventors obscure earlier photochemical experiments, optical
craftsmen, laboratory technicians and the parallel development of multiple photographic
processes. Wollaston observed dark solar lines before Fraunhofer systematically mapped
them. Bunsen and Kirchhoff's spectroscopy built on instrument making and earlier optical
work rather than appearing fully formed.

Dependency map

INDIRECT < PIO-043 Glass, lenses and the extension of vision

INDIRECT « PIO-055 Longitude, clocks and precision time

INDIRECT — PIO-071 Mendeleev and periodic organisation

INDIRECT — PIO-075 X-rays, radioactivity and the measurable atom

DIRECT — PIO-078 Leavitt, Slipher, Lemaitre and Hubble: the expanding universe
DIRECT — PIO-092 Modern detectors and the invisible universe
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