
A Quick History of Color Photography 

The Birth of Color Photography 
When photography was invented in 1839, it was a black-and-white medium, and it remained 
that way for almost one hundred years. Photography then was a fragile, cumbersome, and 
expensive process. 
 
But people wanted color photos. (Portraits before photography were paintings—in full, glorious 
color.) By 1880, once the early technical hurdles had been overcome, portrait photographers 
began experimenting with color. They employed artists to tint photographers' daguerreotypes 
and calotypes by hand. 
 
British photographers introduced hand coloring photographs to Japan, where the practice 
became widespread and Japanese artists further perfected the technique. The refined, delicate 
hand coloring became a defining characteristic of Japanese tourist photography, the results of 
which were carried back to the West, influencing the art of hand coloring there. 

 
 
Fishermen on a boat. 
Hand colored albumin 
print by Felice Beato, 
Kusakabe Kimbei, or 
Raimund baron von 
Stillfried, Japan, ca. 
1870-1890. Image 
courtesy of Spaarnestad 
Photo, Nationaal Archief, 
The Netherlands. 
 
 
 

Autochrome 
Debuted in France in 
1907 by Auguste and 

Louis Lumière, Autochrome was the first practical color photographic process. Autochromes 
were beautiful, but the process was tricky. Autochromes required longer exposure times than 
black-and-white processes. 
 



Alfred Stieglitz, founder of the 
Photo-Secession, and his 
daughter Emmy. Autochrome by 
Frank Eugene, 1907. Image 
courtesy of the Metropolitan 
Museum, Alfred Stieglitz 
Collection. 
 

Color Positive, Color 
Negative Films 
Enter Kodachrome film. In 1935, 
while working at the Kodak 
Research Laboratories, Leopold 
Godowsky Jr. and Leopold 

Mannes ushered in the modern era of color photography by inventing Kodachrome, a color 
positive (or "slide") film produced with a subtractive color photography process. Kodachrome 
became well known for its rich warm tones and sharpness, making it a popular and preferred 
film for over 70 years, despite its need for complicated processing.  

 
In 1936, only one year after the invention of 
Kodachrome, the Agfa Company in Germany 
created the Agfacolor negative-positive process. 
However, World War II prevented release of the 
process until 1949. In the meantime, in 1942, 
Kodak released their negative-positive color 
film, Kodacolor. Within twenty years, after 
improvements in quality, speed, and price, 
Kodacolor became the most popular film among 
amateur photographers. 
 
 
Woman in cell, playing solitaire. Kodachrome 
image by Nickolas Muray, ca. 1950. Image 
courtesy of George Eastman Museum. 
 

Newspapers Embrace Color 
Magazines began using color photography for advertising in the 1890s, but the printing was 
expensive and unreliable. By the 1920s, the techniques had improved and color advertising 
became standard in magazines. 
 



But it wasn’t until 1954 that the first newspaper, the St. Petersburg Times, began using full color 
on its news pages; four years later, another Florida newspaper, the Orlando Sentinel, followed. 
By 1979, 12 percent of American newspapers incorporated color, and by 1990, all but a few 
included color at least partially in their publication. 
 
To print an entire newspaper in color, new equipment was necessary and costly. For others, 
reluctance was about retaining the integrity of news telling. Traditionalists were of the mindset 
that color detracted from the news, infusing it with emotion and subjectivity, and depicting 
content in a way that was considered frivolous or not serious. At the same time, readership 
began to demand color (especially the younger set): in 1986, about 75 percent of all newspaper 
readers wanted their news in color. 

Color Photography Today 
Digital photography advanced color photography. 
 
Black-and-white digital images are shot in color first, meaning that with digital, it's color by 
default, and black-and-white by choice. 
 
Digital photography also made it easier to work in color by eliminating the need to deal with 
multiple color films for each lighting situation. Instead, the white balance is set in camera rather 
than by film choice. Not having to purchase color film or pay for processing has, as well, lowered 
the cost of color photography. The result is that color photography is now more accessible and 
more widely used than ever, a nearly universal human cultural experience in ways that film 
never was. 
 
 
 
 
Response Questions: 

1. Why did people want color portraits instead of just black and white in the 1800s? 
 

2. What are the reasons newspapers resisted printing color photographs for so 
long? 
 

3. How did color photography become the default for photos today? 
 


