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Ethnographic Photography 

Patricia Johnston 

One of the newest and perhaps 
most promisin g areas of photographic history to emerge 
in recent years is the critical study of ethnographic 
photography These "doc ument ary" photographs were 
long relegated to a minor place within the discipline of 
anthropology When first taken, they were viewed as 
useful journali stic description s for public informa­
tion , but inferior scholarly tool s compared with the 
field notes of trained anthropologists. A later genera­
tion of anthropologi sts bani shed them to the base­
ments of museums, seeing them as embarrassments 
that embodied the racial stereotypes and political 
age ndas of the expa nding, imperialist western powers . 
Contemporary anthropo logists and photographic his­
torian s have returned to ethnographic photograph s, 
reading them as valuable document s of the contact 
between culture s and as venues for the study of both 
cultural practice s and conventions of repre sentation . 
Ethnographic photography can no longer be consid­
ered ju st an accurate description of faraway people 
and places, or a patroni zing or idealizing vision of the 
"other "; it must be and is being examined as the 
conjunction between the representation of native 
identitie s and the values of the culture holdin g the 
camera. 

6 

The scholar s featured in this issue of exposure 
examine corollary issues such as the emergence of 
racial types in photography , native participation in the 
production of the image , and the global distribution of 
such images under the rubric s of"travel " or "science " 
or "education. " Alison Devine Nordstrom traces how 
the distribution of images- the sites of their repro­
duction s---co ntribute to their meanings. Her essay, 
"Paradise Recycled : Photograph s of Samoa in 
Changing Contexts ," follows Samo an photograph s 
created for specific personal uses through their re-use 
for commercial purpo ses, which concurrently trans­
formed them into generic markers of the South Seas. 
Deprived of their individual contexts, the photograph s' 
meaning s became more general with each appearance 
in postcards, travel brochure s, and family magazine s. 
Each subsequent re-use reinforced and inten sified the 
stereotype s held by the editor and the observer , and the 
photo graphs becam e crucial in shaping the western 
view of the South Seas during the era of imperiali st 
expansion. 

Vera Viditz-Ward 's essay, "Notes Toward a 
History of Photography in Sierra Leone, West Af­
rica ," may be seen as part of the attempt to reconstruct 
the history ofnative people s' own photographic imag-
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ing of their cultur es. Searching throu gh Afri can colo­
nial archives and famil y album s in priv ate home s, 
Vidit z-Ward hoped to piece together Afri can photo­
graphi c image ry that might count erbalance the preva­
lent itinerant Europ ean photograph ers' views of the 
exotic. She discov ered that the Briti sh colonial aes ­
thetic was the main influ ence on early Sierra Leo nean 
photographi c styles. But despite the European-deter­
min ed look of the images, the photog raph s provided a 
glimp se of one spec ific strata of African soc iety· the 
urban middl e-class Creo les who settled in Free town . 
An African aes thetic in photo graphy, Vidit z-Ward 
observed, emerged only in the mid-t we ntieth centur y, 
con current with nation al independence and the grow ­
ing publi c apprec iation for indi genous art and reli­
gion. 

Victoria Wyatt tried to determin e if native 
vo ices could be discovered in images taken by whit e 
photogra phers. Wyatt points out that in the era of 
large aw kward cameras and slow expos ures, the pho­
togra phers needed the acquie sce nce, if not the coop­
era tion, of their subjec ts. Stud ying the Alaskan studi o 
photograph ers Wint er and Pon d, Wyatt sought to 
untangle the co llabora tion betwee n the native sub­
jec ts and the photograph ers to discove r how they 
worked toge ther to co nstruct the image of native 
identity Like Nordstrom, Wyatt also exa min es the 
production and distributi on of the image and con­
trasts work clea rly craf ted for the tourist trade with 
native-commi ss ioned portraits for private uses. Wyatt 
compares Wint er and Pond 's ethnogra phic photo­
gra phs with much ea rlier draw ings of simil ar cos ­
tumes and ritu als, sugges ting a rich direction to loca te 

the roots of phot ogra phic cultu ral image ry 
In "Popul ar Edu ca tion and Photogra phs of 

the Non-Indu strialized World , 1885- 19 15," Keith 
McE lroy contends that both the oppon ents and apolo­
gists for imperialism, gro ups with diverse viewpoints 
and needs, adopted a unifi ed wes tern vision in pho­
togra phy that survives into our ow n day McE lroy 's 
study outlin es the technol og ica l deve lopments that 
made poss ible the variant venues for the increase d 
popular distributi on of ethnographi c and geog raphi c 
photography· mass magaz ines, publi c schoo l tex t­
boo ks, mi ssionaries' lantern slide shows, and many 
others all of which were instrum ental in reinforc ing 
stereotypes of race and gender. 

As these essays demonstrate, the study of 
ethnogra phic photogra phy mu st be a true interdisci­
pl inary enterpri se. The stronges t studies ev ince a 
thorough knowledge of both the cultur e depicted and 
the culture depicting. Photogra phic history must move 
beyo nd the analys is of anth ropolog ica l imagery as 
simply a generic "western" view of the generic "other" 
to stud y the spec ific circumstances of the contact 
betwee n the photogra pher and the photogra phed and 
the subsequent uses of the images . 

Fina lly, a note on the publi cation schedule 
for exposure: despite generou s support ove r the years 
from the National Endo wment for the Art s, the Soc i­
ety for Photographi c Educa tion, like all other arts 
organizations, is fee ling the effec t of difficult eco­
nomic times and cutbacks in fundin g for the arts and 
educ ation. For the foreseea ble fut ure, we will publi sh 
three issues of exposure a yea r, thus formally adopt­
ing the prac tice we had evo lved out of necess ity 
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Paradise Recycled: Photographs of Samoa in 
Changing Contexts 

Alison Devine Nordstrom 

By the end of the nineteenth 
ce ntury, phot ogra phy was as firml y entrenched in 
Samoa , a small gro up of islands in the western Pa­
cific , as it was in most other parts of the wo rld. 
Amateurs on holiday, scientists in the field, and itiner­
ant profess ionals from Europ e, North America , Aus­
trali a, and New Zea land passe d thro ugh and took a 
wide var iety of images away with them. In the 1890s, 
Api a, the largest town, was home to three whit e 
comm ercia l photogra phers (all originally from New 
Zealand) whose work was regularly put to co nven­
tional private use. Sam oans sat for family portrait s 
and weddin g pictures, and prese nted photogra phs of 
themselves to esteemed vis itors. Unlike comparable 
images from other places , howeve r, many of these 

countri es. Out sider use of ear ly photogra phs of Sa­
moa, like that of As ia and Africa, can be read as 
represe ntin g Western effo rts to class ify an unfamiliar 
cultur e in terms of Western values and sys tems. Pho­
togra phs of Samoa were made, distribut ed, and used 
by Westerners to reinforce stereotypes of the South 
Seas , often limitin g outside know ledge of the place to 
cliches of palms, sunsets and beac hes, sex ually com­
pliant women, barbaric chiefs, and the needs and 
opportuniti es for Weste rn civilization, religion, and 
eco nomic deve lopment. 

In Europ ean Vision and the South Pacific, 
Bernard Smith argues that preco nce ived ideas of Pa­
cific people influenced their depiction by European 
painters , both those who accompanied early expedi-

photograp hs were later translated to other contexts in tions, and those at home who found inspiration in 
cultu res where they were reduced to generic signifiers 
of the exo tic and the other. 

The Samoan Islands have been var iously 
under the contro l of the United States , Germany, 
Great Britain, and New Zea land in the few hundr ed 
year s that they have know n any foreign influence . 
Today, the islands are divided, with Tu tuila, Aunu ' u, 
and the Manu 'a gro up co ntro lled by the United States 
as an unin corpora ted territory, and Upolu, Sava i' i, 
Ma nono and Apolima constitu ting the inde pendent 
state of Western Samoa . Ap ia, loca ted on Upolu, and 
Pago Pago, loca ted on Tutuil a, are the only towns of 
any size in the gro up and, in the nineteenth century, 
were the only places with European and Amer ica n 
co mmuniti es. Today, Samoan populations ca n be 
found in most U.S . cities , particularly Honolulu , Los 
Angeles, and Salt Lake City, as we ll as in New 
Zealand and Au stra lia and on other Pac ific Islands. 

Although small , isolated, and lightly popu­
lated , these islands had an historical relationship with 
their co lonizers that para llels that of many larger 
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trave llers ' tales. Despite an increas ing emphasis on 
sc ientific descr iption, spec ific visions of either noble 
savages or beas tlike heathens were the filt ers through 
which these artists understood their unfamiliar sub­
jects .1 By the nineteenth centur y perhaps to some 
extent thro ugh the increas ing quantity of visual infor­
mat ion prov ided by photogra phy, the apparently co n­
flicting strea ms of nobili ty and degra dation were no 
longer distinct in the image makers' imag inations or in 
the publi c mind. Use rs of early Pacific photogra phs 
showe d the abilit y to hold both ideas simult aneously, 
or alternately The same image co uld be unders tood 
either way, as c ircumstances requi red. 

While the co ntent of a photogra ph may sug­
ges t clues to its make r's attitudes, it is the co ntext of 
what is outside the frame, changing, as Barthes points 
out, from the moment the pictu re is taken,2 that re­
vea ls its meaning as an object. The images of Samoa 
produced for sale were products of a complex context 
when they were made . Thi s would have includ ed, at 
the leas t, the soc ial, eco nomic, and politica l circum-
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Figure 1 Thomas Andrew , Untitled (about 1894 ; 
courtesy of the Peabody Museum , Harvard University ). 

stances of the country, the relationship between sub­
ject and photographer , the photographer 's experie nce 
and under standing of Samoa , the photographer 's tech­
nical and intellectual limit ations , the sitter's under­
standing of the proce ss, and the sitter ' s and the 
photographer ' s intended uses of the fini shed product. 
Once a photograph is distributed , however , particu­
larly when it is made avai lable to those with no 
knowledge of its origina l circumstances , it can be put 
into new contexts for varied use in any number of 
categories unrelated to its earl ier meaning. A portrait 
of a bare-brea sted girl or a tattooed man, for exa mple , 
even if taken at the reque st of the sitter for private use, 
can serve, once it find s its way into the marketplace , 
as pornography , a touri st novelty , a documentation of 
"rac ial type s," or an anatomica l record . The same 
photograph can be used as proof of a visit, proof of a 
political point , a paen to the passing glories of a 
vanishing race, a ju stification of eco nom ic exp loita­
tion, or an affirmation that a particular person or eve nt 
not on ly existed , but was of suffic ient importance to 
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Figure 2. Thomas Andrew (engraver unknown) , 
The Merriest , Sauciest Little Maid (published in John 
Harrison Wagner "The Lotus Land of the Pacific ," 
Harper's New Monthly Magazine , vol. xcv (1897). 

merit a photograph. Photograph s are used in book s 
and magazine s both for the selective information they 
contain , and to decorat e the text. As certain images 
and types of image s are used repeatedly , they beco me 
markers , the primary purpo se of which is to signify 
the place in a quick and efficient shorthand that re­
quire s little real seeing. Photographs that appear to 
contradict the generally accepted ideas of a place are 
dismissed as inaccurate , anomolous, or unimportant. 
As is the case with similar image s from other places 
domjnated by the imperi alist nations of the West, 
early photograph s of Samoa were used in ways that 
reflect the attitudes held by the co lonizer s toward s 
their subject people . 

Sometime around 1894, Thoma s Andrew , a 
New Zealand-born resident of Apia and a trader, 
rubber planter and photographer , produced a portrait 
of a young Samoan woman (Fig . 1). The woman ' s 
gaze is fresh and confident, quite different from the 
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Figure 3. Josiah Martin? Samoan Princess 

Faamu, about 1895; courtesy of the Peabody 

Museum of Salem). 

uncomprehending fear we see in many contempora­

neous photographs of Pacific people. She wears the 

strip of cloth over her breasts that missionaries and 

other Western influences had established as standard 

daily costume in Apia at that time. In her small town 

it was likely that the sitter knew the photographer and 

possible, as was the case in many other Andrew 

portraits, that the work had been done at her request. 

Whatever the original purpose of its making, 

Andrew appears to have recognized the appeal of this 

image. He titled it A Samoan Belle , produced it in 

multiple copies as number 72 in a series of half-plate 

albumen prints , and , on at least some of them, wrote 

title, number, and the abbreviations "Cop. Reg." (copy­

right registered) in the negative so that they appear 

across the top of the woman's upper garment. In 1894, 

Graham Balfour, a cousin of Apia ' s most famo us 

white resident, the writer Robert Louis Stevenson, 

purchased, or was given, one of these prints during a 

six-month visit to Samoa. In 1895, Balfour (who was 

also a distant relation of Henry Balfour , the first 
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Figure 4. Josiah Martin? Samoan Dancing Girl 

(published as a postcard by Muir & Moodie, 

Dunedin, New Zealand, about 191 O; in a private 

collection). 

curator of the Pitt Rivers Museum of Ethnology and 

Prehistory at Oxford) donated the print to the Mu­

seum, where it remains today A duplicate print, 

unsigned and purchased from John Waters, a photog­

rapher in Suva, Fiji , can be found in a similar collec­

tion at Harvard's Peabody Museum, filed under Sa­

moa as an example of ethnic type. The image also 

appears at the Linden Museum filr Volkerkunde in 

Stuttgart, in a similar file , and in the Visual Collec­

tions of the Bernice Pauahi Bishop Museum in Hono­

lulu . 
We do not know to what scientific uses this 

particular photograph was put during the years when 

ethnographic studies included cranial and other 

anthropometric measurement , hierarchical clas sifica­

tion of cultures by skin tone, and the like. It is clear, 

however , that the image also served both illustrative 

and commercial purposes outside of any scientific 

context. Titled "Fa ' apui ," and garishly colored , the 

portrait appears as the frontispiece in an 1896 bro-



Figure 5. Alfred John Tattersall, Some of the Turtles Killed 
for Vao's Wedding Feast ( published in H.J. Moors, With 
Stevenson in Samoa, Boston: Small, Maynard & Co., 
1910). 

chure promoting the Ocean Steamship Company and 
extolling Samoa as a tourist destination. Here the text 
treats Samoan culture as a purchaseable experience of 

Arcadia, claiming "the most interesting thing about 
Samoa is not its fair scenery and tropic flora and fauna 
but the people," who are " noble, simple, honest and 
affectionate," 3 a characterization reinforced by the 

initial smiling image of a young woman . The bro­
chure is illustrated with photographs on almost every 
page including several other images of young women, 
all, like that of "Fa'apui," similarly captioned with 
only a first name, in which the subjects smile into the 
viewers' eyes. Also pictured are two notably hand­
some chiefs with elaborate necklaces and an exotic 
headdress, and a variety of lush tropical landscapes 

that reinforce the presentation of Samoa as an Edenic 
and timeless world. 

This particular image of an attractive, inno­

cent and welcoming female was used again as a 
generic marker for the Pacific Islands in 1897, when it 
decorated the pages of Harper's New Monthly Maga­

zine, in a lush and effusive travelogue by John Harrison 
Wagner entitled "The Lotus Land of the Pacific" 

(Fig.2). Here it appears as the basis for an engraving 
captioned The Merriest Sauciest Little Maid and , 
although its connection to Andrew's original is 
unmistakeable, the engraver has made it conform 

more closely to the stereotypes embodying popular 
knowledge of the Pacific . As reinforced by the slyly 
leering tone of Wagner's article, the sexual availabil­
ity of the South Seas siren is emphasized by the 

Figure 6. Alfred John Tattersall , Greeting from Samoa 
(published as a postcard , Suva: A. M. Brodziak , about 
1905; in a private collection) . 

absence of an upper garment in the engraving. The 
engraver has removed it and drawn in bare breasts, as 
he has replaced her necklace of trade beads with a 

garland of flowers. Furthermore, in this text , the 
subject is named Maua and placed in a new, probably 
fictionalized, set of circumstances that receive at least 
some of their credibility from the "accuracy" of the 
photograph-based engraving. 

Even in more common instances, where the 
content of an image remains constant in multiple uses , 

changes in the context of format, caption, and purpose 
can radically alter the meaning the image holds. A 
formal portrait of Samoan Princess Sao Tama ' ita ' i 
Faamu, the daughter of IGng Malietoa Laupepa, is 
tentatively attributed to New Zealand-based itinerant 
and self-styled artist, Josiah Martin (Fig. 3). The 
image shares many of the conventions of nineteenth 
century photographic portraiture made with artistic 

intent. The subject wears her best clothes : a combina­
tion of Western jewelry and the state dress appropri­
ate to a woman of her title, an elaborate headdre ss, and 
valuab le "fine-mat" skirt, the creases of which sug­
gest that it has probably been brought out for the 
occasion of the photograph. She holds a war club as a 
European woman being photographed at that time 
might hold a fan or a flower, to keep her hands still 
during a lengthy plate exposure, but also to mark her 
status , for as late as the uprisings of the 1890s it was 
the princesses of each village who led the men into 
battle. Faamu stands before a painted backdrop, sur­
rounded by additional greenery as props. She is com­
posed and dignified as befits her station. 
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Figure 7 John Davis, A New Year's Greeting From 
Samoa, (1892; courtesy of the Robert Hull Fleming 
Museum of the University of Vermont) . 

This photograph was one of many assembled 
into albums during Alexander Agassiz's voyage of 
the Albatross in 1899, and now held at the Peabody 
Museum of Salem. Like the other portraits obtained 
on that voyage , many of which are of Polynesian 
royalty, the print is hand-captioned with the subject's 
name and title, indicating a familiarity between sub­
ject and collector, and suggesting that the image had 
been used like a European one , given out as a me­
mento of a visit, and respectfully valued by its recipi­
ent. 

Perhaps ten years later, the photograph was 
reproduced as a sepia gravure postcard copyrighted 
and mass-produced by the New Zealand firm of Muir 
& Moodie and sold, probably not as a souvenir of a 
visit to the Islands , but more likely as a titillating 
novelty along with other popular offerings of music 
hall stars , actresses and society beauties. The card 
contains no identification of its subject. It is captioned 
Samoan Dancing Girl (Fig. 4) . 
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Figure 8. John Davis (misattributed to A. J. Tattersall), No. 
30 Crater Lake Lanutoo (about 1892 , reprinted about 
1905 ; courtesy of the Linden Museum of Stuttgart­
Staatliches Museum tor V61kerkunde). 

At about the same time that Thoma s Andrew 
was selling portraits of Samoan belles to visitors such 
as Graham Balfour, Yao , a younger daughter of 
Seumanutafa , Chief of Apia , was preparing to be 
married . As with wedding s of the period held else­
where , photography had an important role , and an 
unattributed picture shows her dressed proudly in her 
bridal clothing of knee length bark cloth skirt , fringed, 
flowered bodice, shark tooth necklace and bare feet, 
standing before a stylized painted backdrop (probably 
made in New Zealand) of banana trees and palm s. 
Outside, A. J. Tattersall, whose remarkable career in 
Apia was to last from 1886 to 1949, was documenting 
the preparations for the wedding feast, perhaps the 
most striking of which was the capture of twelve large 
sea turtles to be used both as ceremonial gifts and as 
part of the wedding meal (Fig. 5). The picture show s 
the turtle s incapacitated on land and upside-down. 
Behind them, holding spears and dressed only in 
trade-cloth lavalavas, are seven muscular Samoan 



men, in front of a thick rank of greenery 

Sea turtles we re unu sual and highly fa ­

vored items in a soc iety that emph as ized 

form al gift-g iving at eve ry imp ortant oc­

cas ion . To a Samoan aware of its cont ext , 

thi s image would have represe nted the 

wea lth , power and pres tige of Api a's high 

chief, and co nfirm ed the status of his 

daughter, the soc ially and politica lly im­

portant tau po, or chief maiden, o f Samo a's 

larges t tow n. 
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Tattersa ll reprint ed thi s image 

in severa l for mats for ge neral sale, the 

fierce and exo tic subj ec t matter takin g 

precedence ove r the perso nal and social 

significa nce of the orig inal image. It ap­

pears as a hal f-tone, with the titl e Some of 

the Turtles Killedfo r Vao's Wedding Feast 

Figure 9. John Davis (misattributed to Lewis R. Freeman) , A Quiet Inlet 

on the Coast of Samoa (about 1892 , reprinted 1920 , in Lewis R. 

Freeman , In the Tracks of the Trades, New York : Dodd , Mead & 

Company , 1920 , frontispiece ). 

in With Stevenson in Samoa, a so mewh at 

se lf-congra tul atory memoir publi shed in 19 10 by H.J 

Moo rs. Th e auth or, despit e hav ing been the entrepre­

neur who bro ught the Samoan hoo tchy-kootchy troupe 

to the M idway plaisance of the Chicago Columbi an 

Ex pos ition of 1893, was married to a Sam oa n and was 

strongly sympathetic to Samoa n cultur e and Samoa n 

attempt s to ove rth row Europea n politica l domin ation. 

Hi s reaso ns for choos ing thi s image are not known , 

but it is unlik ely that hi s readers in Bo ston and London 

could have brought to it any of the und erstandin g that 

Moo rs wo uld have had , and there is littl e in hi s tex t 

that wo uld have helped. 

More typica l of the uses of thi s image is its 

prese nce in an album from a round-th e- world tour 

asse mbl ed in 1897 by Willi am Norm an Ca mpb ell of 

the Union Club , Chi cago, and now in the Butl er 

Library at Dartmouth College. Th e full -plate album en 

print, titled Turtles, j o ins others from Hawa i' i, Fiji , 

Au strali a, and Java, in emph as izing the popul ar idea 

of the primiti ve, exo tic and tim eless ch arac ter of non­

Weste rn cultur es. 

Photogra pher Tattersall was touted in the 

1907 Cyclope dia of Samoa as the maker of "a very 

large co llec tion of po stcard s, al I of the bes t fini sh, and 

show ing all fo rm s of life and sce nery ... eage rly sought 

after by tourists. "4 A vari ant shot of the turtle hunt ers 

and their qu arry appears (here one turtl e has bee n 

turned top-up , and the man at the right knee ls to 

res train it) in a pos tca rd print ed in Germ any aro und 

1905 and ca ptioned Greeting from Samoa (F ig. 6). 

Pos tcard s such as thi s enjoye d tremendous pop ular­

ity, not only as so uve nir s of a trip to the faraway, but 

as amusing and nove l evoca tions of the stra nge, and 

they we re so ld thro ughout the deve loped wo rld at the 

turn of the ce ntur y 

By the tim e Frances Hubb ard Flaherty vis­

ited Tattersall ' s Ap ia studi o in 1923, any co nnec tion 

betwee n the turtl e photograph and the weddin g ce r­

emony that ca used it to be made mu st have bee n long­

go ne. Bes ides, Flaherty was loo kin g for exot ic ism 

and sea monsters, and the print of the turtles j uxta­

pose d with their half-naked ca ptors may have reas­

sured her that she and her hu sband, the filmm aker 

Robert Flaherty, wo uld find in Sam oa the savagery 

needed to ensure the success of their mov ie, Moana of 

the South Seas. Th e openin g paragra ph of one of 

severa l articl es she wro te for Asia Magazine shows 

her stereo typed attitud es and co mm ercial goa ls: 

The traditional romance of the Pacific Islands 

is bound up with the animal life of the sea . The 

natives are children of the sea. Familiar 

enough in the West are the stories of their 

wonderful skill and fearlessness as divers, as 

swimmers , as fishermen . As common as the 

day to them are the creatures of the underwa-
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ter world. To us they are strange and terrify­

ing, particularly if huge, none the less fasci­

nating. Everybody loves to see them on the 

screen; everybody loves the sport of a good 

hunt for them and a fair fight. The first thing we 

had to do therefore, once we were settled in 

Samoa, was to look about us for this one­

hundred-per-cent screen material. 5 

The Flahertys were to be disappointed in 

their search for huge and savage sea creatures, as was 

the public, when Moana of the South Seas, billed by 

Hollywood as "the love life of a South Seas siren " 

turned out to be endless, if beautiful , footage of danc­

ing , eating , and handicraft. Frances Flaherty pro­

duced several thousand romanticized still photographs 

that reflect her approach to "salvage ethnography " 

The subjects are dressed in anachronistic and inaccu­

rate costumes, and all traces of Western influence are 

banished from the frame. The Tattersall image, which 

was some thirty years old when Flaherty bought it, 
confirmed the sense of untamed nature and unchang­

ing primitivism that directed her own work . It was 

deposited in 1972 with her papers and other "docu­

mentation" of Samoa at the Robert and Frances 

Flaherty Study Center in Claremont , California . 

Tattersall sold this photograph again in the 

1930s, when , at the request of the Nationa l Library of 
New Zealand , he prepared 130 whole-plate prints 

from negatives that covered 50 years. Although the 

library sought the material for "ethnographic re­

search ,"6 the selection was left to the photographer , 

and most of these photographs emphasize the inter­
ests of New Zealand and the British Empire rather 

than the customs of Samoan people. None of the 
images is dated , and the captions , written by the 

photographer at the time of sale, are mainly 

uninformative titles. A Fine Catch of Turtles appears 
with Regatta Day, Queen s Birthday, Arrival of Lord 

Bledisoe, Governor General of New Zealand, British 
and Ameri can Troops in the Streets of Apia, Labour 
Boys Making Copra, Packing Bananas for New 
Zealand , German Police Station, Apia, and a set 

featuring Samoan agricultural products labeled Bread­
fruit , Coconut , Cocoa and Mummy Apple. In this 
context , the half-naked men and their turtles become 

a marker embodying the two popular themes of wild -

14 

ness and exploitable wealth by which New Zealand 

chose to know its colony 

Nineteenth-century landscape images of the 

tropics followed generic formulas and and functioned 

interchangeably Like today's conventions for picture 
postcards and illustrated tourist brochures, a few palm 

trees and a beach were sufficient markers of paradise 

to authenticate a visit and confirm expectations. In 

certain consistently popular beauty spots, the rela­

tionship between image and place was mutually rein­

forcing, so that the place became a tourist must-see 

because it looked like an already well-known photo­

graph , while the photograph continued to be saleable 

because it confirmed the significance of the visited 

place. An example can be found in a popular image of 

Lanuto 'o, a palm-fringed crater lake eight miles in­

land through the jungle outside of Apia , and a picnic 
destination within reach even of day-trippers off the 

trans-Pacific steamers. Lake Lanuto'o was described 

in a 1907 promotional publication as "afford[ing] a 

picture surpassingly grand and beautiful" with "rich 

nature pictures on every hand," 7 and it is not surpris ­

ing that a permanent souvenir of these pictures was 

ubiquitously purchaseable and republished for many 

years . Today it appears in at least seven museum 

collections , although , over time , its association with a 

particular place has been subsumed by its generic use 

as an image of the South Seas. 
In 1892, John Davis, photographer, Apia 

postma ster, and A.J. Tattersall ' s first employer in 

Samoa, included an uncaptioned picture of Lanuto 'o 

on a fourteen-image cabinet size photo collage col­

lected by Ebenezer Ormsbee , who served as U.S. 

Land Commissioner to Samoa from 1891 to 1893 

(Fig. 7). The photograph , now conserved with an 
eclectic selection of bark-cloth , war-clubs and other 

Ormsbee family souvenirs at the Fleming Museum of 

the University of Vermont , bears the printed message 
A New Year's Greeting from Samoa. J.Davis . Photo. 
Samoa . Along with four views of Apia, four portraits 

(three of women, two of whom are bare-breasted), 

four generic palm tree-and-path shots , native houses 

with bare-breasted women in front of them , and 

Papasea Waterfall (Apia ' s other standard picnic spot 

for tourists), the card encompasses all of Samoa that 

most visitors cared to know The same image of the 
lake , this time in full-plate albumen format, appears 
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without identification at the Peabody Museum of 

Salem, and in the ethnographic files of the Peabody 

Museum, Harvard , hand-labeled Lake on the Moun­

tain. The Linden Museum of Stuttgart , dates the 

aquisition of a similar print to the German colonial 

period (1899-1914), and it is noteworthy that, by that 

time , Tattersall had appropriated the image, after 

taking over the photography business upon Davis's 

death in 1893 (Fig . 8). The Stuttgart print is labelled in 

the negative No. 30, Crater Lake Lanuto o and ini­

tialed A.T ., an indication that Tattersall was then 

producing numbered sets of souvenir photographs. 

He had also joined the postcard craze, as is shown by 

several hundred Tattersall postcards held in a private 

collection in New Zealand. Among them is the famil­

iar image of the lake , in sepia photogravure , captioned 

Griiss aus Samoa, and printed in Germany, perhaps 

its biggest market. 

In 1907, the Cyclopedia of Samoa ( Illus­

trated) , cropped the picture (although Tattersall ' s 

number , title, and initials remain visible) and pub­

lished it under the heading "Amusements and Diver­

sions" as part of its "complete review of the history 

and traditions and the commercial development of the 

Islands with statistics and dat a never before compiled 

in a single publication ." In the 1930s, numbered , 

titled , and initialed , it was one of the few landscape 

image s obtained by the National Library of New 

Zealand in the purchase described above. 

The success of this image as a generic marker 

of the South Seas is evident in its appearance as the 

frontispiece half-tone in the 1920 publication of In the 

Tracks of the Trades by Lewi s R. Freeman (Fig. 9). 

Here this attractive spot, located eight mile s inland , is 

titled A quiet inlet on the coast of Samoa, perhap s to 

bring it more within the scope of the yacht voyage 

Freeman describes. Freeman claim s in his text to have 

taken the book 's photographs himself . As a comfort­

ing affi rmation of the idealized, timele ss tropical 

paradise with which the reader is already familiar, the 

predictable subject and content provide credibility to 

the narrative , and appear to offer material proof of the 

author's pre sence in the place s he describe s. That the 

photograph was made some thirty years before the 

author's visit, by someone other than the named pho­

tographer and that it is not of the place of which it is 

purported to be, is irrelevant to its real purpo se. Al-

though it appears to inform, the illustration is used 

primarily to decorate and verify Freeman 's memoir s, 

while reinforcing the reader's previously held beliefs. 

As was the case with other unfamiliar places, 

those with no direct knowledge of Samoa were in­

formed about it through a distribution system that 

manipulated visual information to conform to a few 

manageable and marketable cliches. The se cliches 

consistently pre sented Samoans as primitive "ty pes" 

inhabiting an unchanging Eden that did not partici­

pate in the Western world of technology , progress, 

and time. Any unexpected fact of the place , whether a 

woman with her brea sts covered, or the pre sence of 

modem technology and an active merchant class, is 

either forced into the existing pattern of stereotype s or 

rejected as anomolous , insignificant , or untrue and is 

therefore less often purchased or reproduced. Be­

cause photography retains the appearance of reality 

despite easy changes of meaning through cropping, 

changes to the negative , recaptioning , and the like , it 

has contributed more than other media to simplified 

views of complicated place s, helping to justify the 

control and "improvement " that colonization meant 

to the colonizers. The images of Samoa that were 

regularly used were few and repetitive, but , indeed , 

becau se of this, provided the kind of information that 

let viewers outside the culture feel secure in their 

knowledge . 
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Notes Toward a History of Photography in Sierra 
Leone, West Africa 

Vera Viditz-Ward 

During the past two decades 

numerous books, articles, and exhibitions have ad­

dressed the use of photography by non-western 

peoples. Scholarly research on nineteenth century 

Indian , Japanese, and Chinese photography has re­

vealed a rich synthesis of European and Asian imag­

ery I These early photographs show how non-Euro­

pean peoples created new forms of artistic expression 

by adapting European technology and visual idiom s 

for their own purposes. Because of the long history of 

contact between Europe and Africa, indigenous Afri­

cans were also making photographs in the last cen­

tury 

I began to co llect data toward a preliminary 

history of black photography in Sierra Leone , West 

Africa, when I Ii ved and worked there as an art teacher 

and photographer between 1977 and 1980 . Through 

friendships with local photographers who opera ted 

busy Freetown studios, I was introduced to contem­

porary photographic practices . The expense of im­

porting all photographic equipment and suppli es pre­

vents most Sierra Leoneans from owning their own 

cameras. They tend instead to hire photographers to 

make portraits and to document most of their soc ial 

occasions , from formal weddings, baptisms , and fu­
nerals to the less formal and more raucous festivals 

and all-night part ies that are characteristica lly West 

African. As with any studio photography , patrons 

se lect exposures and buy copies of these photographs 

to put in family albums or display in their homes. 

When visiting people in their homes , I noticed that 

photograph s made in the nineteenth century were also 

frequently on display I was told usually that these 

image s were portrait s of deceased relatives and that 

they had been made locally Seeing antique photo­

graphs time and again in private homes, I realized that 

16 

the Sierra Leonean enthusiasm for photography was 

not a recent development, but had taken root in the last 

century 

In 1985 I returned to Freetown on a Fulbright 

research grant to stud y nineteenth-century photogra­

phy made by Sierra Leoneans . For two years I viewed 

fami ly portraits and photograph albums in the homes 

of Freetonians and I interviewed contemporary pho­

tographers throughout the country Sierra Leone un­

fortunately has no extant photo archives, but I was 

able to work in the various co lonia l arc hives in En­

gland to locate photographs preserved from the period 

of co lonial rule . I discovered that a continuum of 

African photographers had been producing photo­

graphs in Freetown for an African audience for at 

least 130 years. The fo llowing is a survey of photog­

raphers who worked in Freetown, Sierra Leone, from 

the origin of photography until 1980. 

When photography was introduced in 1839, 

Freetown was already a bustling city with an active 

commercial, governmenta l, and socia l life. Its history 

dates from 1787, when a group of destitute former 

slaves from London were sent to establish a self ­

governing colony with the help of a British benevo­

lent society Over the next 60 years the British settled 

three other groups of liberated Africans in Freetown: 

escaped American slaves who had fo ught for the 

British during the American revolution; Jamaican 

"Maroons ," who had waged guerri lla attacks on Euro ­

pean plantations from mountain stro ngholds; and thou­

sands of Africans released from slave ships by the 

British navy after Parliament prohibited the transat­

lantic slave trade. The descendants of these four gro ups, 

ca lled Creo les, have dominated the urban culture of 

Freetown, whil e more traditional African soc ieties 

(partic ularly the Mende and the Temne) inhabited the 
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rural areas of Sierra Leone. The Creoles, who had 
more contact with wes tern cultur e, rapidly evo lved a 
unique society combinin g both Afr ican and European 
elements. In their private lives the Creoles continued 
with many of their Africa n soc ial and religious prac­
tices , but in publi c, with the active encourage ment of 
missionaries and co lonial admini strators, they emu­
lated European dress and manners. Victorian Creo les 
took pride in their churches and publi c buildin gs. In 
1827 Christian missionaries established a co llege in 
Freetown, and by 1876 it offe red university degrees 
recog nized in Brit ain. Creoles actively sought success 
in education, and international commerce , the civil 
service, and an affl uent Creo le profess ional class 
thrived under co lonial rule and kept close contact with 
Britain. By the late nineteenth century Freetown had 
evo lved into a thriving city that its inhabitants called 
the Athens of West Africa .2 

The invention of photograph y was as wel­
come in Africa as it was in Europe and America . The 
most adventurous Europeans immediately embarked 
to document foreign lands that few of their country­
men visited. Late in 1839 French daguerreotypists 
were traveling to North Afr ica, the Middl e Eas t, and 
South America to photograph architecture, landscapes, 
and ruin s. The Briti sh and some Americans in turn 
went to India and Australia. Through such early itin­
erant photogra phers the medium was introdu ced to 
the African continent. Since the most practica l and 
direct route to India and Australia was aro und the 
Cape of Good Hope, the daguerreotype process was 
introdu ced to South Africa as early as 1840 .3 Ship s 
trave ling to Cape Town stopped at various ports of 
call along the West Afr ican coas t, and photogra phy 
was most certainly introdu ced to coastal West Afr ica 
before 1845 through contact with these ships and the 
daguerreotypists traveling on them. 

Given the admjni strative and commercial 
importance of Freetown in the nineteenth century, it is 
not surpri sing that photography appeared there soon 
after its invention in Europe. The first profess ional 
Freetown photogra phers were probably itinerant mer­
chants who trave led between the main ports of the 
West African coast. Although circumstantial evidence 
sugges ts the ex istence of African daguerreotypes in 
Freetown by the mid- l 840s, the ear liest docum ented 
evidence dates from 1857, when a newspaper adver-

Figure 1 Studio Portrait of Woman in "Kaba Slot" (tradi­
tional Creole dress), head tie and Aku country cloth , Sierra 
Leone, c. 1860. Albumen print , photographer unknown . 
Sierra Leone Museum . Itinerant portrait photographer s 
traveled with portable studios which usually included 
painted canvas backdrops depicting classical or European 
scenes. The photographs could have been taken in 
Freetown or perhaps in a village along the coast between 
Freetown and Monrovia . 

tisement announced the arri val of a daguerreotypist 
named A. Washington, who had worked in the United 
States and Liberia.4 Daguerreotypes by Washington 
or by any other photogra pher from this period have 
not been discove red and, because of Freetown' s cl i­
mate, it is unlikely that they will. Daguerreo types 
from northern and southern Afr ica ex ist today be­
cause these areas have clim ates with average humid ­
ity Freetown's tropical clim ate, with an annu al rain­
fall of2 00 inches would have been extremely destruc­
tive to the fragile, many-layere d daguerreotypes un­
less they had been removed to a less harmful environ­
ment. 

The numerous technical innovations in the 
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Figure 2. Dionysius Leomy, Market Scene, Freetown , c. 1870. 

Albumen print. Sierra Leone Museum collection. Spontaneous 

Society or the Colonial Office, soldiers, 

scholars, and adventurers documented the 
people and places they were sent to ob­
serve. The Europeans brought the most 

recent technology and latest photographic 
styles, and they frequently left behind both 
equipment and technical knowledge with 
their African assistants and colleagues. 

By the late 1860s advertisements 

for photography studios established by Af­
ricans appeared regularly in the Freetown 
newspapers . These studios made photo­
graphic portraits and frequently sold pho­

tographic chemicals and supplies ordered 
from Liverpool. News articles from the 

photographs such as this were difficult to record before the invention of 

snapshot cameras and faster film in the late 1880's. Leomy appears to 

British Journal of Photography were even 
occasionally reprinted in the Freetown pa­
pers . Creoles responded to this new art as 

enthusiastically as their European contem-

have specialized in this sort of "candid" photography. Note the two 

young men posing with bottle and glass in center of photograph. 

L 

poraries, for whom photography was a 
major pastime. They collected photographs 
of family friends, public buildings, social 
events , and local scenery, preserving them 
in the ubiquitous photographic album. 

Whether in London or Freetown, the fam­
ily album was an essential part of the re­
spectable Victorian parlor. 

Figure 3. J. P Decker Landing Stage, Freetown, showing harbor 

Although the names of practicing 
African photographers are abundant from 
newspaper advertisements, identifying pho­
tographs made by these men has been diffi­
cult and biographical data is sparse. 5 The 
few extant photographs from the 1880s are 

found in archives in London and in the 
three water -damaged albums that consti­

tute the entire photographic collection of 
the Sierra Leone Museum in Freetown . 

master 's office and customs shed , 1869. Sierra Leone Museum . This 

is one of several hundred photographs Decker made on commission to 
document urban development under British colonial rule. 

1850s made photography considerably easier and more 
portable for its practitioners. During this decade there 
were both African and some European portrait pho­
tographers who ran permanent studios or traveled as 
itinerant photographers among the West African 
coastal towns. But few of the Europeans making 
photographs came to Africa solely as photographers. 
Backed by institutions such as the Royal Geographic 

18 

One photographer, Dionysius Leomy ran a 
studio in Freetown from 1880 until the 

early 1900s. Leomy ' s photographs are easily identifi­
able by his name , which is consistently printed diago­
nally across the lower right corner of each album 
print. His most interesting photographs are Freetown 
street scenes in which he captures the vitality of 
market women and hawkers as they sell their wares . 
He seems to have specialized in birds-eye-view pho­
tographs of Freetown . This style of image making 
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would have been considered clever and 

quite popular with those who collected pho­

tographs for their albums or wanted a sou­

venir view of Freetown. 

Another photographer of this pe­

riod was J.P Decker. Proprietor of a small 

studio in Freetown , Decker was commis­

sioned by the London Coloni al Office to 

docum ent the Briti sh colonial headquar­

ters in Sierra Leone, the Gambia , the Cape 

Coast, the Gold Coast, and Nigeria. His 

photo graphs, which are in duplicate al­

bums in the Sierra Leone Museum and the 

Commonwealth Library in London , prima­

rily record government building s and mili­

tary structures. A few of his carte-de-visite 

portraits of African s with his name em­

bossed on the cardboard mount have sur­

vived, and these demon strate both his tech­

nical skill and his artistic ambitions in his 

choice of vantage points and compo sition . 

In May 1893 the following adver­

tisement appeared in the front page of the 

Sierra Leone Times: 

W. S. Johnston , photographer 

begs to inform the public that he is 

prepared during his visiting tour to 

Sierra Leone, which will only ex­

tend to a few weeks, to receive 

sitters at his residence in Howe 

Street and to solicit their kind pa­

tronage . Specimens can be seen 

during business hours: 7 to 11 

a.m. and 1 to 5 p.m. Pictures of all 

sizes taken. Negatives kept. Cop­

ies may be had always . Land­

scapes , views of the Gold Coast, 

Lagos, Sierra Leone and Native 

Types are always on hand . 

Charges moderate. 

Figure 4. W. S. Johnston , Freetown Botanical Gardens, c. 1880's. 

Private collection. Photographs of Freetown buildings and street life 

were sold to local clients and European visitors for their personal 

albums. This particular image is unusual because of the conspicuous 

absence of urban development. 

Figure 5. W . S. Johnston , The Broderick Family, Freetown , c. 1895. 

Collection of Dr S.M. Broderick , Freetown . Although wearing Euro­

pean clothes and posing in front of a faded backdrop painted with a 

classical motif , the entire family is standing on a large piece of locally 

produced cloth with a traditional African tie-dye pattern . This subtle 

intrusion of African culture into what appears to be a completely 

European portrait was not unusual by the turn of the century. 

A seco nd advertisement appeared in July 1893 in 

which John ston thanked his patron s and announced 

that he was opening a permanent studio in Freetown. 

Business must have been active if a photo grapher 

chose to settle permanently in Freetown after only 

two month s of work . Although Johnston might have 

been a Liberi an, he was probably an itinerant Creole 

photographer who was finally able to establish a 

permanent business at home . His studio was quite 

popul ar with Freetonians and ultimatel y he was able 
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Figure 6. Alphonso Lisk-Carew , Family Portrait with 

Photographs, Freetown, c. 1910. The Royal Common­

wealth Society Library , James Carmichael Smith Collec­

tion. Europeans resided in the exclusive suburb, Hill 

Station , located well above the frenetic African city and the 

photographer traveled to their homes to make portraits . 

The African included in the photograph is most likely the 

household servant. 

Figure 7 Alphonso Lisk-Carew , Natives Dressed for the 

Dance of the Bundoo Devils, southern Sierra Leone, c. 

1905-1910. Many of Lisk-Carew's photographs have 

considerable historical importance. Some depict features of 

life in Sierra Leone that have disappeared. This image 

documents traditional dance of the women of the Mende 

people. T.J. Alldridge , an Englishman , was the first to 

photograph this ritual dance (Alldridge 1901 opp. p. 60) 

but Lisk-Carew 's photographs of the same subject were 

made only about ten years later and are both composition­

ally and technically more sophisticated. 

to turn the business over to his sons. 

Johnston 's photographs are preserved in ar­

chives in London and in private collections in 
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Freetown. Dating from the 1880s to about 1910, they 

cover such subjects as baby pictures , group portraits , 

and the 1910 visit of the Duke and Duches s of 

Con naught, which was the social event of that year in 

Freetown . All his photographs show a consistent high 

quality in terms of artistic composition and technical 

execution. 

The work of one photographer appears fre­

quently in archival collections from the period just 

before World War I. The photographer, Alphonso 

Lisk-Carew, was born in Freetown in 1887 6 When he 

was eighteen he opened his first photographic studio, 

probably after serving an apprenticeship in another 

Freetown studio. Lisk-Carew was active in the Creole 

community , devoting much time and energy to his 

church, to Freetown politics , and to entreprenurial 

ventures that included such activities as selling photo­

graphic supplies and bicycles . 

The Lisk-Carew photography studio was a 

great success. An early albumen print shows his large 

two-story studio with framed photographs displayed 

on the open doors and a large sign advertising his 

business . His photographic output was extensive and 

diverse. Studio portraits of Creoles and expatriates 

are found alongside images of African life and land­

scapes. His zeal for photographing Freetown is espe­

cially evident in image after image of urban panora­

mas, the harbor, markets , bicycle tracks , and numer­

ous other urban scenes. His early images are albumen 

prints made in the 8 x 10 inch format, although he did 

produce a series of landscapes and Freetown harbor 

views with a panoramic camera. 

The photographs made by Lisk-Carew 

present a wide variety of vantage points and composi­

tions. At times he fill s the entire frame with a building, 

mountain , or waterfall. Other photo s are wide-angle 

shots with the main subject off-center. When the 

Duke and Duchess of Con naught visited Freetown in 

1910, Lisk-Carew was appointed the official photog­

rapher. He documented all aspects of the tour from 

public parties and military inspection s to garden teas 

in the exclusive British residences above the city His 

work was rewarded with the royal recommendation 

and patent. From then unti l his studio closed in the late 

1950s , his photographs and postcards were stamped 

with the royal coat of arms and read "Patronized by 

HRH The Duke of Connaught." 
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Figure 8. Lisk-Carew Bros, Studio Portrait of Young Men, 
Freetown , c. 1918. Private collection. Backdrops such as 
that used here became less popular with patrons after 
WWI, replaced by backdrops made of homespun cloth, tie­
dye damask , woven mats or canvas painted with scenes 
from Freetown . 

Alphonso Lisk-Carew' s active business ben­

efited from the support of his large Creole fami ly 

Around 1914 the stamp on his photographs was 

changed to read "Lisk -Carew Brothers," recognizing 

the assistance of his younger brother Arthur. Alphonso 

Lisk-Carew became the most well-known photogra­

pher in Sierra Leone; his work is represented in a 

number of archive s and his reputation has exte nded 

even to the present. 

Alphonso Lisk-Carew's career was the nexus 

between the Freetown photographers of the nine­

teenth and twentieth centuries . The two world wars, 

the changing relationship between Sierra Leone and 

its colonial rulers, and national independence in 1961 
all helped to highlight Sierra Leone's African cultural 

heritage. Africans migrated from the Sierra Leonean 

countryside and other We st African countries to live 

Figure 9. Photographer unknown , Women in African 
Dress, Freetown , c. 1950. The end of European contro l in 
West Africa resulted in a revived interest in traditional 
African culture. Backdrops were now made locally and 
patrons began to prefer portraits in traditional African 
dress. 

dominated by the Creoles. Although photography 

studios proliferated in the capita l city their owners 

were no longer exclusively Creole but were often 

immigrants from Nigeria who wanted to replicate the 

success of studios in the rapidly growing capital of 

Lagos. No longer famj ly-owned businesses , studios 

frequently changed owners. 

Although the materials and equipment used 

by local photographers continued to be of western 

design and manufacture, the aesthetics of the photo­

grap hic image began to be dictated by local African 

styles. Studio backdrops were no longer painted to 

imit ate European parlors or street scenes, but · were 

now local artists' paintings of Freetown, of village 

scenes, or perhaps of mosque s. Locally made cloth, 

traditional tie-dye fabrics, and woven mats became 

popular backgrounds for studio photographs. The 

and work in the city , and Freetown was no longer concept of what made a good formal photograph was 
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Figure 1 0. Daramola Photography Studio, Son of Africa, 
Freetown, 1970s. The exhilaration of independence from 
Great Britain combined with the growing pan-African 

movement reinforced the importance of African culture and 

heritage. Imposing portraits onto maps of one's country or 

the continent of Africa are still popular portrait motifs today. 

no longer based on formal European poses, but in­
stead on local styles, which might employ double­
exposure or split imaging. Indeed, even today, when 
Sierra Leone is suffering severe economic hardship, 

the photographic trade remains vital as Sierra Leonean 
photographers constantly devise new styles to please 
their patrons and challenge their competitors. 

This article presents only an overview of the 
long African photographic tradition in Freetown. From 
1850 until about 1980, Freetown photographers ac­
quired skill and knowledge of photographic processes 
equal to that in Europe and America. Although these 
earlier photographers did not develop a photographic 
vision that could be regarded as distinctly African or 
Sierra Leonean, they did build the foundations for a 
true African photography that has emerged in the last 
few decades . 
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Interpreting the Balance of Power: A Case Study 
of Photographer and Subject in Images of Native 
Americans 

Victoria Wyatt 

Very few primary sources per­

taining to the history of native North American peoples 
that native subjects may have had in determining the 

construction of the photographs . Finally , it empha-

reflect native experiences in native voices . Most writ- sizes the value of analyzing individual photographs in 

ten sources were left by non-native observers who the context of an entire collection. 

wrote with specific motivations from vantage points 

outside the native cultures. Ethnohistorical photo­

graphs-which were generally taken by non-native 

photographers for non-native audiences-are no ex­

ception, and much has been written about their poten­

tial to misrepresent and misinform.' 

However, historical photographs were by no 

means the sole creation of the photographers . In the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, most 

photographers lacked the technology or the opportu­

nity to take candid photographs of Indians. Almost 

always the native subjects knew the photographer was 

present , and usually the photograph could be taken 

only with the passive acquie scence or active coopera­

tion of the subjects. 2 The image that resulted reflects 

an interaction between the photographer and the sub­

jects. By being present in the image, native subjects 

always influenced the image to some degree-and 

that influence could be substantial. When we identify 

photographs that reflect such influence , we add to the 

small number of known historical sources that permit 

native voices to speak for themselves. 

This discussion presents a case study of ways 

to examine images for insight into this interaction 

between photographer and subject. It gives back­

ground information on the Winter and Pond Collec­

tion on which the case study is based, and then ex­

plores questions about the motivations of the photog­

raphers and investigates the photograph s' authentic­

ity in the context of the art work that appears in the 

photographs . It compares photographs made for the 

private use of the native subjects with those made for 

commercial purposes , and examines the influence 

The photographs discussed here come from 

a single collection at the Alaska State Library in 

Juneau, Alaska , which is a substantial portion of the 

opus of the photographers Lloyd Winter and Percy 

Pond in southeast Alaska .3 Winter and Pond opened 

their commercial photography studio in Juneau in 

1893 and operated it for fifty years . Most of the 

images reproduced here date from the studio ' s first 

two decades, in the heyday of its busine ss. 

Winter and Pond photographed a broad range 

of subjects. Their clients were local resident s, touri sts 

who traveled to Alaska during the summer on steam­

ships , and mail-order customer s who bought photo­

graphs sight unseen from a listing of titles. About 400 

of the 4,700 images relate to native Alaskan s: prima­

rily Tlingit and Haida Indians, their villages and art. 

This body represent s one of the largest and most 

valuable collections of ethnohistorical photograph s 

of Northwest Coast Indians , but it is less than 10 

percent of the Winter and Pond collection . The pho­

tographer s by no means specialized in photographing 

Native Americans. The majority of the collection 's 

negatives record other scenes : local town landmark s 

and holiday celebrations ; portrait s commissioned by 

town resident s; scenic views ; ships and shipwreck s; 

photographs of industrial equipment and mine s com­

missioned by local mining concerns ; even a few gold 

rush images. Although clearly interested in Indian s, 

Winter and Pond did not style themselves as Indian 

photographers and they were certainly not attemptin g 

to create scientific or ethnographic documentation . 

Winter and Pond took photographs in their 
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Figure 1 PCA 87-294, Alaska State Library. 

studio when feasible, presumably to control the light­

ing conditions. Even some images they could have 

obtained outdoors without staging- such as views of 

Tlingit women selling art to tourists-they chose to 

recreate indoors under more controlled circumstances. 

However, they also owned their own boat, the Photo 

Friday, and used it to reach remote outdoor locations 

in southeast Alaska. As active, year-round residents 

of Juneau, they had photographic opportunities un­

available to itinerant photographers who traveled to 

the region on steamship s in the summers. 

Winter and Pond did not leave documenta­

tion about the photographs they took , except for the 

captions on the negatives and some printing notations 

on the original negative sleeves. Nevertheless, the 

Winter and Pond Collection lends itself well to analy­

sis of the attitudes of photographers and subjects. A 

fairly comprehensive ethnographic and historical lit­

erature on Indian s in southeast Alaska provides con-

Figure 2. PCA 87-39 , Alaska State Library. 

study some 400 images of Indians taken by the same 

photographers over 20 years. When such an extensive 

sample exists, patterns-or just as significantly, the 

absence of patterns-may become apparent. 

Such patterns afford glimpses into the moti­

vations of the photographers and the native subjects at 

the moment their lives converged with the camera 

between them. They may also hint at the amount of 

control each party exercised in the creation of the 

image . Did the photographers or subjects have a 

preferred "ste reotype" they repeatedly tried to portray 

in the images? How did the native subjects feel about 

the art work displayed-and about their own cultural 

heritage? In short, who is responsible for the "image 

of the Indian" that is recorded in the photographs ­

the image that reached contemporary audiences and 

that is preserved for us today? For most of these 

questions, definitive answers will be elusive, but by 

looking at single images in the context of the collec­

tion, we may gain sufficient evidence for responsible 

text, and this collection offers a rare opportunity to speculation. 
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The Winter and Pond photographs are re­
markable for their striking diversity Winter and Pond 
photographed Indians both in their studio and in vil­
lages, but the tremendous variety in their images is 
due to more than differences in location: the intended 
audience is of greater significance. 

Most of the images of Indians in the Winter 
and Pond collection appear to have been made to sell 
to a non-native audience. Some Indians, like many 
Caucasians , commissioned portraits , and a few im­
ages in the collection clearly were made only for the 
subject and were not circulated commercially but 
they were the exception. When captions are written on 
the negative-often with identification numbers­
the image was almost certainly made to be sold pub­
licly, although the subject may have been provided 
with a copy of the photograph . Even when those 
captions are absent, it is still possible the image was 
created with marketing in mind . 

The captioned portraits fall loosely into two 
categories: Indians in Euro-American clothing with 
no visual reference to their native heritage, and Indi­
ans wearing ceremonial regalia. The images of Indi­
ans in Euro-American clothing were taken both in the 
studio and outdoors. By 1900, Indians in southeast Figure 3. PCA 87-67 Alaska State Library. 
Alaska had been wearing such clothes for at least a 
quarter century-and in some places much longer­
so it is not surprising that so many appear in the 
photographs with no sign of "traditional" or "ethnic" 
dress.4 What is significant is that Winter and Pond 
apparently felt the images would sell even without 
any clothing, art, or other hallmarks of native tradi­
tion. They emphasized the native heritage of the 
subjects in the captions, where the words "Native" or 
"Indian " appear liberally Such generic identification 
was much more important to the photographers than 
recording personal names. 

There are a number of possible interpreta­
tions of this practice. Because the technology pre­
cluded most candid shots, the subjects' cooperation 
was essential to a successful photograph. The nega­
tives that exist may not reflect Winter and Pond 's 
preferences had they been the only ones making the 
choice. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, the tourist s on the steamships were not yet 
regularly carrying their own Brownie cameras. They 

relied on profe ssional photographers for their photo­
graphic souvenirs. Travelers encountered Indians in 
ordinary street clothes ; if they had expected anachro­
nistic dres s, more realistic impressions were formed 
by the time they reached Juneau . Winter and Pond 
may have found tourists most receptive to images that 
reflected commonplace scenes . 

Thi s is not to say that Winter and Pond never 
supplied props to their Indian subjects. Several of the 
images show women wearing robes made of many 
small ground squirrel or marmot furs (Fig. 1). While 
some Indians still owned the robes in Winter and 
Pond 's time (and some still do today ), they probably 
did not normally wear such robes on the streets of 
Juneau as some of the posed images suggest. 5 By 
1881, the robes were "being crowded out by the 
woolen blanket ," according to geographer Aurel 
Krause. 6 Winter and Pond owned at least one of these 
robes, for one appears in an undated photograph of the 
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Figure 4. PCA 87-258 , Alaska State Library. 

interior of their studio, and one, draped over a tree 
sectio n, appears in a photograph of a man displaying 
a ceremonial blanket (Fig. 2). The photographers 
probably supplied at least some of the fur robes that 
appear in their images. 

However, this does not necessarily consti­
tute an attempt to recreate an anachronistic image of 
Indians, and it certainly does not suggest an attempt to 
obliterate evidence of European influence . No effort 
was made to hide the fact that the Indians wore regular 
street clothes under the robes. Winter and Pond prob­
ably included the robes because, as artists, they sought 
to engender a rustic or even "primitive" ambiance, not 
to pretend Indian s wore no European clothes. Simi­
larly , Winter and Pond used a tree section as a prop in 
several images of Indians (Fig. 3). This same tree 
section appears in a few images that Winter and Pond 
took of non-native men dressed in hunting clothes. 
Apparently, they included it in their images when they 
seemed to want to allude to a rustic or outdoors 
atmosphere-something they felt was appropriate in 
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Figure 5. PCA 87-250, Alaska State Library. 

images of Indians. The tree section, like the fur robes, 
was supplied to add atmosphere and not to obfuscate. 

In fact, there are only a few portraits in the 
extant collection of negatives that do not show Euro­
pean clothing, and these all depict Skundoo, a practic­
ing ixt or shaman. In one image Skundoo displays 
rattles and art work; in another scene he is shown 
treating an ostensibly ill patient. In Figure 4, Skundoo 
wears a leather ixt apron with Chinese coins dangling 
from the fringe , a belt with amulets, and an ixt neck­
lace . He wears a headdress and holds a rattle in each 
hand, while a painted drum, some Chilkat weaving, 
and other art works are displayed on the floor in front 
of him. 

It is not clear whether Winter and Pond or 
Skundoo made the decisions about costume. What is 
clear is that all the images of other men Winter and 
Pond called "Doctor" or "Medicine Man " show evi­
dence of European clothing. For example, the 
"Wrangell Medicine Man"(Fig . 5) wears a wig sym­
bolizing the long hair that was related to an ixt's 
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Figure 6. PCA 87-20, Alaska State Library. 

power. 7 Yet along with an apron with dentalia shells 
and puffin beaks, he wears a European-style shirt. 

In addition to commercial images that show 
Indians in street clothes, Winter and Pond circulated 
many images of Indians wearing ceremonial regalia. 
In the studio, these regalia were limited to spectacular 
garments rather than masks and headdresse s.8 The 
man in Figure 2 poses wearing a Chilkat dancing 
blanket , holding it out to display its pattern and fringe 
to full advantage. In an image labeled "Wife of Chilcat 
Chief, Alaska," a woman sits for her portrait in the 
studio with a ceremonial button blanket pinned at the 
neck and draped gracefully over her shoulders. In 
these images and many others, European clothes also 
show clearly 

Winter and Pond's outdoor portraits oflndi­
ans in ceremonial garb show people wearing masks 
and wooden headdresses as well as Chilkat weaving 
and button blanket s. These images were generally 
taken on location in the villages where the subjects 
lived. The two best-known series were taken of a 
procession of Haida dancers in Klinkwan and on the 
occasion of a Chilkat Tlingit potlatch in Klukwan . 
The actual scenes in the Klinkwan images were al­
most certain ly staged. Anthropologist Ronald Weber 
has suggested that the art works were worn by people 
who did not own the right to display those crests, 

which suggests that the image s were not taken at the 
occasion of a real dance. 9 Many of the regalia were 
collected from the villagers by Charles Frederick 
Newcombe for the Field Columbian Museum in Chi­
cago shortly after these image s were made; therefore 
we know that Winter and Pond did not provide the 
costumes. 

The images in the Klukwan series were al­
most certainly taken on the occasion of an actual 
potlatch . In Figure 6, dancer s pause from their indoor 
activities to come outdoors for their portrait. The men 
in the foreground are clearly striking dramatic poses 
for the camera, but in the background , dancers and 
singers turn from the camera and give their attention 
to their own activities. Again , the art work clearly 
belonged to the dancers and not to Winter and Pond ; 
many of the items were later collected from Klukwan 
for museums and are well documented. 

Even when Winter and Pond photographed 
Indian s at potlatches , European clothes figure promi­
nently in their images. The potlatch dancer s donned 
their full potlatch regalia over European clothes. Vests 
and ties are evident, suggesting that the wearers may 
even have chosen particularly dressy European attire 
for the occasion. When these dancer s participated in 
their time-honored ceremonies, they were not trying 
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Figure 7 PCA 87-303, Alaska State Library. 

to construct literal reenactments of the potlatches of 
their forebears. Rather, their dances had living mean­
ing to them; they did not need to eliminate evidence of 
their contemporary dress in order to find that mean­
ing. Since all potlatch images show European clothes , 
it is likely that Winter and Pond did not ask people to 
remove this evidence. 

Although museum documentation suggests 
that Winter and Pond did not supply the art that 
appears in their image s of potlatches , some photogra­
phers of American Indians did supply props in order 
to craft a certain image. An examination of this prac­
tice provides insight into the balance of power be­
tween subjects and photographers in influencing the 
construction of the image. Evidence of this kind of 
manipulation rarely comes to light through looking at 
a single image unle ss the clothing being worn is 
extremely inappropriate to the culture of the subject. 
More often, such evidence surfaces when many im­
ages by the same photographer can be compared for 
pattern s. If the same works of art appear repeatedly, 
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Figure 8. PCA 87-198, Alaska State Library. 

worn by different individuals, in photograph s taken at 
different times and place s, the photographer probably 
supplied the art work. 

The same art is not used repeatedly in the 
photographs of Winter and Pond , and art that they 
definitely did own does not appear. They ran a "curio 
shop" from which they sold native art to touri sts, so 
they regularly purchased art work from Indians. Inte­
rior views of their shop show spectacular examples of 
art they could have chosen in posing their subjects. It 
is quite likely that the native subjects would have 
declined to display crests and regalia they did not 
own. As resident photographers , Winter and Pond 
needed to avoid posing subject s in ways that might 
jeopardize their friendship. 

There is a striking difference between the 
images of Indians wearing ceremonial art taken in the 
studio and images taken in the villages. Wooden 
masks , frontlets, and helmets abound in the image s 
taken in the villages, but only blankets , tunic s, and 
articles of clothing appear in the negatives made in 
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Winter and Pond's Juneau studio. 

In the villages , Winter and Pond came to the 

art work , but art work photographed in their studio 

apparently was brought to them. The evidence sug­

gests that Indians chose to bring only ceremonial 

garments. Perhaps it was not appropriate to display 

masks and frontlets out of context in the studio; 

equally likely, Indians may not have wanted to travel 

with their more cumbersome and fragile art works. In 

either case , this pattern in the collection strongly 

suggest s evidence of native choice that influenced the 

images . 

As noted above, Winter and Pond's com­

mercial portrait s of Indians showed them wearing 
either street clothes with no art work or ceremonial or 

shamanic art over European clothes . In both instances , 

with a few exceptions, their street clothes show signs 

of wear and the people do not seem prosperous. 

Indian s were at the low end of the pay scale in 

Caucasian-run industries , and had suffered tremen­

dous social disruption as a result of white settlement. 

Even Indians who came from high-ranking classes in 

their own society suffered economically ; in Figure 7, 

the two women wear lip plugs , a sign of high rank , but 

their clothes are old and patched. 10 

Figure 9. PCA 87-204 , Alaska State Library. 

style clothes , and poses before spectacular and equally 

The images discussed above were intended prestigious ceremonial art. 

for Caucasian audiences. In addition to portraits taken From these images , it appears that the Indi­

for public consumption, negatives in the Winter and ans who had their portraits taken for private purposes 

Pond collection appear to have been made exclusively were more prosperous than most who appeared in the 

for the native subjects or their families. These private 

images lack captions and catalog numbers, and they 

are not inferior versions of scenes that were circu­

lated. They resemble similar portraits of Caucasians 

that were made for private use, and they almost cer­

tainly were distributed only to the subject. 

Different patterns emerge from a study of 
th pri vat ph otograph . In vivid co ntrast to the co m­
mercial images-and practically without exception­

the images that appear to have been made for private 

use show subjects dressed in elegant European clothes 
that were presumably quite expensive. In Figure 8, a 

young woman stands in a fine dress, her hair styled 

and her arm resting on a fence prop in accordance with 

the portraiture conventions of the time . In Figure 9, 
Winter and Pond apparently went to the home of their 

subject. He wears stately and prestigious European-

commercial images. There is no documentation of 
Winter and Pond ' s fees , but their contemporary Ed­

ward de Groff of Sitka , is known to have charged 

Indians for taking their portraits. 11 Unless Winter and 

Pond were donating service s to maintain good rela­

tions with Indians, they probably charged Indians for 

private portraits just as they charged white s. 

Less is known about the financial arrange­
ments for the comm ercial portrait . Caucasian audi­

ences rarely saw image s of Indians who looked pros­

perous in European terms. To the extent that Victorian 

audience s equated prosperity with sophistication , the 

Winter and Pond photographs could be viewed as a 

deliberate attempt to profit from the stereotype of 

Indians as "primitive. " More likely , Winter and Pond 

paid some subjects to pose, therefore attracting less 
affluent Indians than those who commissioned pri­

vate portraits . 
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Figure 10. PCA 87-313, Alaska State Library. 

Figure 11 PCA 87-7 Alaska State Library. 

The financial incentive to pose created more 

latitude for Winter and Pond to determine the compo­

sition and content of the photograph s. Examples are 

the several commercial image s of women sitting on or 

near the floor surrounded by small carvings, basket s 

and other art works, as if offering them for sale to 

steams hip tourists (Figs. 1, 10). Among the private 

portraits, there are no images reproducing a specific 

scene in this way 

Once, ethnohistorical images were viewed 

by scholar s as ethnographic documents, rather than as 

has emphasized the great extent 

to which photographers manipu­

late "reality " 12 Little attention has 

been paid to the input of the sub­

ject s themselves: the implicit as­

sumption has been that the pho­

tographer controlled the entire 

choreography, arranging the na­

tive subjects in much the same 

way as inanimate props. 

The Winter and Pond 

photographs suggest that, at least 

in this collection, the native sub­

ject s contributed considerably to 

the content of the image s. Photo-

graphic illustration s were no mys­

tery to Indians in southeast Alaska 

by the 1890s. Many Indian s there 

had had considerable contact with 

missionaries or had seen newspa­

pers or magazines that included 

drawings and photographs . Those 

passing the Winter and Pond stu­

dio in Juneau had certainly seen 

the photograph s in their shop . The 

subjects who posed in front of 

Winter and Pond 's camera clearly 

under stood what the product 

would be, and could choose to 

affect it creatively 

Some of the images show 

evidence of subtle humor based 

on deliberate misrepre sentation s 

of native culture. One of the most 

striking examples is Figure 11, showing twelve Tlingit 

men and boys posing in front of the house ofYeilgooxu 

(George Shotridge ) in Klukwan around 1895. On the 

far right of the image, a young man wears a ceremo­

nial spruce root hat with nine prestigiou s status rings. 

On the far left of the photograph , a boy wears what 

appears to be a similar spruce root hat. However , 

closer inspection reveal s it to be the cover that pro­

tected the hat in storage ; it was never intended to be 

worn. 
Additional oddities appear in other photo­

graphs taken in Klukwan. In Figure 12 a young man 

products of artistic expression. Recent scholarship emerges from the hole in a dance screen picture in the 
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Figure 12. PCA 87-13 , Alaska State Library. 

collection wearing an impressive fringed legging 
around his neck; and in another a man wears a painted 
leather wing-part of a bird costume-around his 
neck. Such anomalies definitely suggest one thing: 
Winter and Pond were not tremendously concerned 
with ethnographic accuracy They may not have no­
ticed the difference between a hat and a hat cover, but 
they certainly knew that legging s and wings were not 
characteristically worn around the neck . 

The question remains-why do these incon­
gruities appear? Since the art was owned and used by 
the Indians, it seems likely that they themselves often 
chose the display In addition to rejecting poses they 
disliked, they probably also influenced content through 
creative expression . 

Analyzing an entire collection of photo­
graphs, and comparing individual images within that 
collection, will provide information about their con­
tent that is unavailable by studying each image alone. 
To illustrate, in Figure 9, a non-commercial photo­
graph, a man poses wearing a suit and tie and holding 
a Caucasian-style cane . He stands near a framed 
painting that appears European, while a bronze U.S. 
eagle and a U.S. flag adorn the table behind him. In 
addition, the image includes three Chilkat dancing 
blankets and a ceremonial frontlet. 

Viewed in isolation, this photograph does 

not give conclusive indication of what the Native art 
means to the man. If he chose to have it in the 
photograph , this might suggest that he still holds his 
traditional art in high regard . However, it is also 
possible that the photographers asked him to include 
the art work in order to make an effective visual 
composition. 

This question may be answered in the con­
text of other works in the collection. Another image, 
taken some years later, shows this same man lying in 
state (Fig. 13). On his forehead, prominently dis­
played, is the same frontlet that appeared in the earlier 
photograph. By Tlingit custom , when high-ranking 
people died, their bodies were displayed for several 
days surrounded by prized ceremonial possessions. 
The lying-in-state image allows us to conclude that 
the man greatly valued the frontlet, and to postulate 
that he chose to pose with it in the earlier portrait. 
Together , the two photograph s tell us that while as­
suming European dress and decorating his home with 
European art, this man retained pride in his ethnic 
identity 

While it is not always possible to analyze 
photographic images in the context of a larger collec­
tion, comparing such images to other visual expres­
sions can also be productive. For instance, there are 
striking similarities between the lying-in- state photo­
graph referred to above and a drawing of a lying-in-
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60 years of upheaval in the lives of the 

Indians. 
Other comparisons between pho-

tographs and sketches yield equally in-

triguing evidence of continuities. About 

1805, George H. von Langsdorff , a Ger-

man botanist traveling with a Russian ex-

pedition, sketched Tlingit Indians dancing 
in Sitka (Fig. 14 ). He wrote, "In their hands 

they each hold a tail of the white-headed 

eagle," and he illustrated those feather fans 

in his drawing. 14 These dancers also wear 

feathers on their heads , and von Langsdorff 

reported that some of them had their heads 

"powdered with the small down feathers of 

Figure 13. PCA 87-267 Alaska State Library. the white-headed eagle." 

Ninety-five years later, Winter and 

Pond photographed Tlingit Indians on the 

occasion of a potlatch in Klukwan . In sev-

~ eral different scenes, they too, waved white 

eagle feather fans (Fig. 6). Some wear feath-

ers on their heads , while others incorpo-

rated fuschia-colored feather dusters into 

headdresses . 15 Again it is apparent that this 

practice survived, at least in some form, 

through a century of change. 

Comparing ethnohistorical pho-

tographs with other sources- written, vi-

sual, and oral-is fundamental to evaluat-

ing their significance as records . These 

images document material culture and make 

suggestions about attitudes, values, the ex-

periences of minorities, and enduring eth-

Figure 14. Photograph courtesy of the Bancroft Library, University of 
California/Berkeley, reproduced from Soft Gold. 

nic identity When viewed in context, they 

present us with a highly poignant record of 

state ceremony for the Tlingit leader Kukhan-Tan , 
drawn by the Russian zoologist Ilia Voznesenskii 

when he visited Sitka in the 1840s. 13 The sketch 

show s a ceremonial frontlet positioned like that on 

the forehead of the deceased in the photograph. Cer­

emonial blankets are prominent both in the sketch and 

in the photograph image made over half a century 

later. The comparison cannot speak about the signifi­

cance of the ceremony, but it does reveal that at least 

the visual presentation had changed little despite 
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human experience that is not available in 

written documentation alone. Often the 

images raise more questions that they answer, for 

they speak about aspects of life that are not easily 

measured and labeled. In leading us to think about 

these questions, they attain their highest merit as 

historical documents. 
Despite this value , Winter and Pond's work 

will never be famous. They participated with commit­

ment and enthusiasm in community affairs in Juneau 

but were not aggressively self- promoting in a wider 

sphere: while they contracted with the New York 
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agency Underwood & Underwood to market their 

photograph s nationally , their main focus alway s re­

mained local. They were technically exce llent pho­

tographer s who se images reflect much thought and 

creativity , but in this they are no different from the 

many other fine commercia l photographers practic­

ing in North America at the time . 

The great importance of their work lies not 

m the aesthetic power of each individual image­

although often substantial-but rather in their role as 

documentarian s of a chang ing frontier. Winter and 

Pond acted as conduit s through which some of this 

history has been preserved . In the proce ss, their native 

subjects exercised some influence over the repre sen­

tation s-and thus, over the historical record s avai l­

able today 

In research it is tempting to pass by some-

3 Th rough the ge neros ity of a private don or, the A laska State 

Libr ary is fortun ate to ow n 4 ,700 glass plate and nit rate 

neg ativ es from Wint er and Pond . Th e images of Indi ans in 

the Wint er and Pond Col lec tion are doc ument ed in Victor ia 

Wyatt , Images fro m the Inside Passage: An Alaskan 

Portrait by Winter and Pond (Sea ttl e : Uni versity of 

Wa shin gton Press , 1989) . 

4 Au rel Krause , The Tlingit Indians: Results of a Trip to the 

Northwest Coast of Am erica and the Bering Stra its, trans. 

(Sea ttl e : Un iversity of Washin gton Press , I 965) , p. IO I , 

Frederi ck W Sewa rd , "Eclip se at Chilk at," Alaska Journal 

2: I ( I 973) , pp . 18-20 . 

5 Bill Holm , personal co mmunic ation (June I 988). 

6 Krause, The Tlingit Indians, p. IOI. 

7 The unu sual ca rving the man is holdin g is now in the 

co llec tion of the Thoma s Burk e Memor ial Wa shingt on 

State , University of Wa shin gton in Sea ttle , Wash ington. 

what obscure regional collections in favor of those 8 Includ ed among the nega tives is a se rie s of the Tlin git 

with more name recognition. Howe ver, used respon­

sibly, these lesser-known collections can do much to 

illuminat e understanding of the past. The above case 

study has sugges ted ways in which one such reg ional 

collection offers valuable contributions to historical 

understanding. There are many more throughout the 

continent waiting to be inve stigated. 

Winter and Pond Photographs Figs. 1-13 

are reproduced courtesy of the Alaska State Libra ry, 

Juneau. 

Endnotes 

See, for instan ce , Chri stopher M. Lyman, The Vanishing 

Race and Other 1//usions : Photograp hs of Indians by Edward 

S. Curtis (Was hin gton, D.C .. Smi th sonian Instituti on Press , 

1982) ; and Bill Holm "Th e Vanishing Race and Oth er 

Illu sions," American Indian Art Magazine 2:3 (Summ er 

I 983) , pp . 68-73. Paula Richard son Flemin g and Judith 

Luskey provid e a more neutral d iscuss ion of the motivations 

of various photog raph ers in The North American Indians in 

Early Photog raphs (New York: Harper & Row, 1986). 

2 Art ic les that refe r to re lationship s betwee n native subjects 

and non-nat ive photographer s inc lude Margar et B. 

Blackm an, "Co pying Peo ple: Northwest Coast Nati ve 

Res ponses to Early Ph otog raphy," B.C. Studies 52, 

(Wint er 198 1/82) , pp . 86- 108; Joann a Sche rer, "Th e Publi c 

faces of Sarah Winn emucca, " Cultural Anthropolog y, 3:2 

(Ma y 1988) , pp . 178-204; and Caro lyn J. Marr , "Taken 

Pictur es: on Interpretin g Native America n Photogra phs of 

the Southern Northwe st Coas t," Pacific Northwest Quarterly 

(Apr il 1989), pp. 52-6 I. 

leader Anaa tlaas wea ring a ce remoni al frontlet in a studi o, 

but the se images c lose ly rese mbl e a se ries taken by the 

photograp hic tea m of Willi am H. Case and Herbert Draper , 

and ca nnot be defi nitely identifi ed as Winter and Pond 

images. Th e co llec tion co ntain s some nega tives of 

photo grap hs that were ac tually take n by the Yakutat 

photo grapher Fhok i Kayamori. It is not clear whether the 

negatives were ac quir ed by Winter and Pond , or whether 

they were inadver tently mi xed in after the co llec tion lef t the 

studi o. 

9 See Ronald L. Weber , " Photogra phs as Ethnograp hic 

Doc uments," Arctic Anthropolog y 22: I ( 1985 ), pp. 67-78. 

10 Thi s inco ngruit y was pointed out to me by an anonymo us 

nativ e co nsult ant (Au gust 18, 1987). 

I I The Alaskan (Si tka , Alaska; Apri l 2 , 1897). 

12 An examp le o f' thi s criti c ism is Chris top her M . Lyman 's The 

Vanishing Race and Other 1//usions . As noted above , Bill 

Holm per suasive ly di sc redit s many o f Lyman's criti ci sms in 

his rev iew of Lyman ' s book. 

13 See also Th omas Vaug han and Bill Holm, Soft Gold: 

The Fur Trade and Cultural Exchang e 0 11 the Northwest 

Coas t of America (Portland : Or ego n Histor ica l Society, 

1982) , p. 247 

14 ·o n thi s image, see a lso Jo hn Frazier Henry , Early Maritime 

Ar tists of the Pacific Northwest Coast 1741-184 1 (Sea ttle: 

University of Washin gton Press , 1984) , p. 29. Thi s drawin g 

is also reprodu ce d and discussed in Vaug han and Holm, 

Soft Gold, pp. 234-235. 

I 5 The co lor has been determin ed from like exa mpl es in 

museum s. 
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POPULAR EDUCATION AND PHOTOGRAPHS OF 
THE NON-INDUSTRIALIZED WORLD, 1885-1915 

Keith McElroy 

... at any given moment the accepted report of an event is of greater 
importance than the event, for what we think about and act upon is the 
symbolic report and not the concrete event itself. 

Will iam M. Ivins, Jr ., Prints and Visual Communications, 1953 

of all professional and ama­
teur photographic imagery , geographic and ethno­
graphic photography, which has yet to be systemati­
cally treated by histor ians of photography , comes 
closest to revealing the essence of the era of interna ­
tional imperialism (1885-1915). Unlike ear lier peri­
ods of colonialism, thi s period saw the advent of new 
practical sys tem s of photomechanical reproduction 
which permitted the public to share a sense of partici­
pation in imperiali st activities through an explosion of 
profusely illustrated popular publication s. The infor­
mation patterns invented at the tum of the ce ntur y 
remain part of the perceptions held in common by 
both indu strialized-and non-industrialized people s. 
Our inadequ ate understandin g and lack of theoretical 
tool s for dealing with these images , and the secondary 
manipulations which used them to shape our shared 
vision, is a continuing threat to understanding in a 
world community locked in the consequences of the 
imperiali st competition. 

The semantic ambiguity of the term imperi­
alism make s its use potentially confusing , since de­
pending on the reader's ideological allegiance or schol­
arly tradition , it can have widely diver gent denotative 
and connotative meanings . In this article, imperialism 
denote s a late 19th and early 20th century economic 
and politic al sys tem used by the industrialized nation s 
to exploit the peoples and resources of non-industrial­
ized areas of the colonial wor ld. 1 

The concern here is not with why but with 
how photo gra phs of the non-industrialized world were 
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manipulated by intere sts in the indu strialized nation s 
to produce a vision reduced to term s of race (labor) 
and commodities. Thi s article wi ll focus on public 
education, which was of particular concern to tho se 
who advocated these new perceptions. While the 
relationships with different portion s of that exploited 
area during thi s period were diver se and constantly 
evo lving, the portrayal of the third world in this 
category of photography had a remarkable homoge­
neit y Fortunately for thi s analysis , writers of the 
period were often blatant and unguarded about their 
motivation s and the critics of imperialism were asser­
tive and insightful. We can therefore take the various 
motive s of the factions within the dominant cultures 
as stated and concentrate instead on how they adapted 
photograph s to their purpo ses, especially through sys­
tematic secondary usages. Despite irreconcilable dif­
ferences in per spectives, in the industrialized nations 
a unified vision prevailed , apparently shared by con­
servatives and reformer s, Social Darwinists and mis­
sionaries , capita lists and soc ialist s, management and 
labor , the social elite and the urban masses , imperial­
ists and anti-imperialists . In the absence of an avail­
able alternative, it survived to haunt our own era. 

During the 19th century visual conventions 
derived from photography became linked to the con­
cept of scientific accuracy and thu s to the expecta­
tion s of the ed ucated cla sses. Spreading quickly via 
maritime trade routes , photography became an inter­
national medium and syste m of repre sentation from 
its first years of existence . Shifting visual conventions 
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mirrored the evo lution of such social sciences as 

anthr opology, which made increas ing use of these 

new photogra phic qualities as tools of study and 

description. The illustra tions in 19th century texts on 

science and trave l evo lved fro m self-co ntained narra­

tive draw ings rendered direc tly from nature to frag­

ments of reality take n directly from photogra phs. 

They simult aneo usly beca me less narrative and yet 

more reliable as acc urate information. 

Standard histories of the photogra phic me­

dium , both those writt en fro m the modernist fine art 

point of view and those of soc ial history, have avoided 

this enormous body of work while concentra ting on 

art photogra phy, photo-jo urnalism, and soc ial docu ­

mentation. Fo r all its pretentions the art photogra phy 

of the imper ialist era was aes thetically deriva tive and 

elitist; photo-journalism was ju st then establi shing its 

place and trying with limit ed success to cas t large ly 

non-visual news eve nts into still images. Such histo­

ries have bee n heav ily influenced by the self-interes ts 

of publi shers and corporate journalism and , within 

art, by the legacy of modernism, which viewe d thin gs 

other than "pure" formalism as tainted by commer­

cialism. In rece nt years, when the photograp hic estab­

lishment has paid any attention to imperialist images, 

it has care full y se lected them base d on formal quali­

ties, deco ntext ualized them, and prese nted them as 

"pure" art. Thi s prac tice lends prestige to vintage 

print s as collec tible co mmodities for the art market in 

the deve loped nations. Scholarship and publ ications 

have bee n emb arass ingly superfic ial. Wh at has 

emerged has not been a significa nt understand ing of 

imperialism or the cultu ral history of the socie ties 

portraye d, but rather a renewe d form of exp loitation 

of the colonial and neo-co lonial world . The appeal is 

to a new exo ticism, which is jud ged not by the visual 

qualities that originally made these images so suc­

cess ful as a too l for dissemin ating a cultural message 

but the degree to which individual print s confor m to 

current aes thet ic expecta tions which postdate their 

production. Whil e rejecting thi s abuse, it is equally 

unacce ptable to mere ly reuse these materials to illus­

trate some current soc ioeco nomic position in the guise 

of visual history We should recog nize and ex plain 

how these co mponents of our tradition encapsulated 

and transmitted the ce ntral values of the dominant 

culture at the time. To do this we must view them in 

Figure 1 Franz Hanfstaegt, Pithecanthropus Ala/us, c. 

1894, 0.18 x 0.125, halftone after a painting, from Heinrich 

Driesmans, Der mensch der urzeit, Stuttgart: Berlag von 

Streder and Gchroder 1907 frontispiece. 

context and attempt to iso late the conce ptual arche­

types and the practica l funct ions which dictated their 

appeara nce . 

Mass literacy was an impo rtant contributing 

fac tor to the intensified riva lry betwee n ind ustria lized 

nations during the late 19th century and to their com­

petition for co lon ial and neo-co lonial markets.2 Edu­

cational refo rms had create d a vast market of literate 

but mostly unsophisticate d peo ple. Publi shers rus hed 

to issue inexpensive editions of many older wo rks to 

meet the ever increasi ng demand for books, and a new 

popular litera ture became widely influe ntial. Themes 

of exot ic trave ls and romanticised imagery of white 

men in the co lon ies were comm on.3 The rise of the 

illustra ted press and "ye llow journa lism" reinforced 

this trend. Ed itors of these per iod icals champ ioned 

such popular causes as nationalism and imperia lism. 

Domestic eco nomic, social, and rac ial anxiet ies were 
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Figure 2. Anonymous , A Bosjesman Family , 1885, 0.20 x 
0.13, chromolithograph , from Friedrich Ratzel, The History 
of Mankind , London: MacMillan and Co. , Ltd., II, 1896, 
frontispiece , trans . from Ratzel , Volkerkund, 1885-1888. 
Printed by Bibliographisches lnstitut , Leipzig . 

rechanneled and exploited by focusing attention on 
the undeveloped world. They profited from making 
colonial ventures a safe voyeuristic, spectator sport 
which served the needs of all classe s.4 Actions which 
would have been wholly unacceptable within the 
domjnant society could be carried out literally or 
vicariously on the subordinate population. 5 

The period from 1985 to 1900 saw rapid 
changes in photographic and reproduction processes. 
Standardized manufactured photographic materials , 
as well as hand held cameras demystified professional 
photography and expa nded the amateur market. Half­
tone relief printing became practical and economjcal , 
but most importantly, photographically illustrated 
books and periodicals became public expectations. 
By 1900 even full-color photographic illustrations 
using various techniques were not uncommon. 
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The nations competing for colonial markets 
and territories accumu lated massive archives of pho­
tographs taken in the non-industrialized world, and 
proponents of imperialism were among the most as­
tute users of photography and popular publications . 
Photographs had long been recognized by the British 
as important intelligence sources for governing their 
world empire, and photography was encouraged 
among military officers, mjssionaries , and colonia l 
officials. Missionary societies and organizations pro­
moting co lonization were particularly interested in 
accumu lating photographic materials for use in per­
suading the public to support their endeavors. These 
arc hives of public institutions and industries were the 
sources most frequently used by picture editors. Trav­
elers and individual scho lars frequently contributed 
to mass publications , and popular literature encour­
aged and instructed amateurs in how to make useable 
documentation. 6 

Germany was often seen in other nations by 
advocates of imperialism as a model of planned ex­
pansion, and it also set the standard in illustrated 
scie ntific books. During the thirty years after its uni­
fication , Germany went from owning no colonial 
territory to being the third largest empire and then 
back to zero at the end of World War 1.7 These were 
precisely the years during which the new systems of 
photomechanical reproduction matured and became 
part of the public expectation. 

Critica l to the successful administration of 
diverse ethn ic populations was knowledge of the in­
frastructure , customs, and beliefs of each group , and 
the nature of intergroup conflicts. In co lonialism 
knowledge translated into power and anthropo logy , 
especially ethnology, rapidly evo lved in the 19th 
century from earlier eclectic compilatio ns of curio us 
anecdotes and bizarre artifacts to the systematic and 
objective research and presentation of information 
that was necessary for understanding every eth nic 
group contacted by European colonials. Thus anthro­
pology became the science of colonialism. 8 A new 
geography, advanced especially in Germany, pro­
vided not on ly reliable maps but also detailed invento­
ries of resources and potentially sui tab le uses. 9 

Socia l Darwinism was one of the most im­
portant and frequently invoked justifications for colo­
nial and imperialist activities and had an appea l for all 
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social classes . 10The European vision of human 
origins and the development of cultural institu­
tions shifted from the Enlightenment's myth of 
the noble savages of a golden age portrayed 
with bodie s derived from classical canons to 
the unsettling renderings of brute bestiality (Fig. 
I). The importance of the new insights of evo­
lutionary biology are apparent in the ape-like 
features of this new vision of the ancestral 
family grouping. As living fossils, individu als 
became specimens to be objectified for study 
The late 19th century sought a sc ientific expla­
nation and definition for the previously am­
biguous concept of race. Comparative side and 
front views of individual s thought to be charac­
teristic of differing population s became a stan­
dard illustration category , reflecting the grow­
ing importance of anthropometrics. Like the 
biologist s, the scientists of human culture 
searc hed for vestiges of earlier stage s of human 
history among the surviving preindustrial soc i­
eties. 

Figure 3. Anonymous, Jaqqa Sword-furbishers , 1888, 0.12 x 
0.13, woodengraving after a photograph by Dr Hans Meyer from 
Ratzel, The History of Mankind, II, 1904, p. 526. 

The illustrated ethnological anthology arose 
as a new model during these years. 11 An import ant 
early example is Profe ssor Friedrich Ratzel ' s 1885 
two-volume work, The History of Mankind, which 
was issued in various editions in Germany and else­
where. Figure 2 shows the chromolithographic fron­
tispiece , from the second English edition which used 
the I, 160 original plate s described by publi sher as "no 
mere book decorations. " 12 Typical of the increasin g 
concern for objectivity, the Ratzel text uses skillfully 
cut wood engravings which seek to faithfully repro­
duce the qualities of the original photographs, col­
lected from a wide variety of sources . In contrast, the 
wood-engraved illustratio ns in earlier works on travel 
and ethnography had emphasized narrative device s 
even when based on photographic source s. Figure 3, a 
wood engraving of Jaqqa Sword-furbi shers from 
Ratzel , demonstrate s how accurately handmade plate s 
could convey the peculiar qualities of the photo­
graphic original. The richness of the random detail 
and the exacting tran slation of the play of light are 
faithful to the source. In contrast to Figure 2 which is 
staged in a shallow space, the se workmen occupy a 
convincing exterior setting and are not hierarchically 
arranged. The 1904 English edition added one photo-

graphic reproduction-a halftone plate showing a 
shrunk en head in the collection of the British Museum 
alongside the original German woodcut illustrat ion 
(Fig. 4) . The juxtaposition is informative and demon­
strate s the limited range of mjddl e values in most 
early halftone s. Well executed woodengravings co m­
pared rather favorably 

In illu strate d compilations by Ratzel and his 
followers , pre-indu str ial peoples were presented in 
the context of their dome stic and ceremonial material 
culture from a determinist viewpoint (Fig. 2 and Fig . 
5). 13 Each person in Figure 2 repre sents a gender and 
age grade role which is related to the object the person 
is holdin g. The institution of the family is portrayed 
by gro uping ; technology was to be read in the ubiqui­
tous still lifes of artifacts. Such carefully arranged still 
lifes and studie s of local plant s often stood alone as 
other categories of illustration s in works based on this 
formula. Figure 5 is typical of staged studio image s of 
aborigines, complete with prop architecture and 
painted background s, here co nvincingly translated by 
German illustrators into a wood engraving. Ratzel 
instructed his popular audience in how to read such 
imag es . 14 While photographs of exotic people s had 
long been used as the basis for illustration s, the 
unromanticized photoreali sm of the Ratzel wood en-
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Figure 4. Anonymous , Dried Human Head, Macas Indians, 
Ecuador, c. 1904, 0.12 x 0.52, halftone, and Mundrucu 
Skull-Trophy , 1888, 0.13 x 0.6, woodengraving , from 
Ratzel, The History of Mankind, II, 1904, p. 138. 

gravings would have made them seem contemporary , 
progressive, and thus believable. 

When halftone reproduction became practi­
cal, new ethnographic anthologies were issued. Fig­
ure 6 is an example of a family grouping after W 
Lindt of Melbourne, Australia. Lindt's work was 
frequently reproduced in this genre of literature . The 
artificiality of his photographic tableaux became ap­
parent when the newer photomechanical technology 
permitted their direct reproduction. The textile floor 
covering and the flatness of the painted backdrop had 
not been apparent in the wood engrav ings derived 
from the photographs. 15 Anthologies were printed in 
numerous editions and translations , and illustrations 
were reused continually Publication depended heavily 
on scho larly and commercia l picture archives, their 
cred its appear beneath book and periodical illustra­
tions with regularity The structure of such publica­
tions usually ordered the races by continents, with 
each group illustrated by the same general repertory 
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Figure 5. Anonymous , New South Wales Women and 
Child, c.1885, woodengraving after a photograph , 
0.16 x 0.13 , from Ratzel , The History of Mankind, I, 
1896, p. 366. 

of pictorial types . For example, H.N. Hutchinson's 
two-volume work The Living Races of Mankind con­
tains nearly 650 photographs made over severa l de­
cades and collected from various sources. 

Despite the seemingly objective presenta­
tion of the information, such publications were not 
merely scientific catalogues . Hutchinson ' s introduc­
tion to this work clearly states its purpose as a tool of 
imperialist education . He observed that " until lately 
our relations with the rest of the world seemed so 
remote and accidental that colonial expansion was a 
fact for which statesmen were almost apologetic," but 
he noted, "a great change has now taken place ." With 
"the rise of ... Imperial Spirit, we have begun to realize 
that the most promising fields of enterprise for our 
ever-increasing community, the profitable markets 
for our wares, may some day be found in places which 
are now the darkest corners of the earth," Hutchinson 
continued: 
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It is now perceived that, if we are to 

maintain a great Imperial policy and a 

lasting supremacy in trade, it must be 

through a better understanding of the 

needs and characteristics of the vari­

ous peoples with whom we are brought 

in contact .... Everything should be done 

to popularize the study of ethnology ; ... 

Pictures, or wood engravings , may 

sometimes be prettier but they can 

never be so absolutely trustworthy as 

the products of the camera ... such a 

collection of photographs from life­

carefully selected ... can never be en­

tirely superseded .16 

The illustrations which acco mpanied 

this frank statement are equally remarkable. 

The first was the portrait of an extravaga ntly 

dressed African male and the remaining three 

are hum an freaks. None of them is mentioned in 

the text but their presence certainly contains an 

encoded message of Soc ial Darwini sm. Hum an 

anomalies were widely regarded as vestiges of 

earlier evo lutionary stages , and Krao, the Bur ­

mese hairy child , had been exhibit ed in London 

durin g the 1880s as ju st such a living "missing 

link" (Fig 7). Cartes-de-visite photogra phs of 

her were widely distributed. The disjun cture 

betwee n text and illustrations was common to 

popular publi cations of imperialist prop aganda 

Figure 6. W Lindt , A Native, with Wife and Mother , n.d., 0.22 x 

0 .15, halftone , from H.N. Hutchinson et al. , Living Races of 

Mankind (U.S. Edition) , New York : The University Society , Inc, 

IV of the Standard Library of Natural History, 1906 . p. 63. 

and was in large part due to each being prepared by 

different individuals, but the syntax between the writ­

ten and the visual, as here, is often important to the 

intention of the publi sher. In these popular books it 

was the editor rather than the author or the photogra­

pher who ultim ately controll ed the message that 

reached-the publi c.17 

The general public 's desire for exot ic pic­

tures soon meant that the pretense of a scientific 

purpose could often be dispensed with altoge ther. 

Such publi cations are mere parodies of more serious 

works. The Australian family in Figure 8 was print ed 

in violet ink and included in a collection sugges tively 

titled The Secret Museum of Mankind. 18 The plates for 

The arrangement of plates is unsystematic exce pt as 

dictated by dimensions and layo ut requirements, and 

the chaos is increase d by the use of four garish mono­

chromatic colored inks for printin g. Other publi shers 

reached a mass audience by crea ting new formats 

such as the National Geogra phic Soc iety magaz ine, 

which translated significant new research and explo­

ration into language and, more importantly, pictures 

that were eas ily unders tood by nonspec ialists. 

The National Geogra phic Soc iety of the 

United States was founded in 1888 , and its j ournal, 

first issued in 189 1, consisted of a scholarly report 

with few illustrations, all of which were physical 

geog raphic features . In 1896, at the sugges tion of Dr. 

this five-part series were reused from previous publi- Alexander Graham Bell, the Society reoriented its 

cations, as can be inferred from their cryptic captions. publi cation to educate a popular audience and the 
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Figure 7 W. and D. Downey , Krao , n.d., 0.125 x 0.92, 
halftone , from H.N. Hutchinson et al. , Living Races of 
Mankind , IV p. ii. 

supply fund s to support its activities. The rapid grow th 
of circulation and the numb er of commercial advertis­
ers it attracted demonstrated the appeal of its new 
formula. By 1912 there were 150,000 subscribers, 
and an annual income of $350,000 .19 The j ournal 
established a repertory of subjects and pictorial treat­
ments early in its deve lopment and has remained 
relative ly unchanged to the present. In 1896 a Zulu 
couple, the first of the "naked native" pictures that 
beca me standards of American pop-cultur e, ap­
peare d. 20 The title, a bride and bridegroom, is not 
merely factual information, but an indir ect refe rence 
to their sexuality The inev itable voye urism assoc i­
ated with such images in a strict purit anical soc iety 
was commonly encouraged under the guise of science 
in all popular public ation of the period. Polyga my, 
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polyandry, harems, court ship , and marri age customs 
rece ived constant attention in captions in many popu­
lar publi cations. The financial success and the blatant 
merchandizing by the National Geographi cal Society 
were both envied and criticized by similar bodies in 
other industrialized countri es. 

The National Geog raphic magaz ine ' s atti­
tudes with regard to nationalism and imperialism 
were forthright. The first popularized issue noted that, 
"on this continent the rudim ents of empir e are ... plas­
tic yet and warm," a poetic refe rence to the persistent 
idea of the United States' Manifest Destiny The 
editors promi sed to suppl y "the latest and most au­
thentic geog raphic intelligence concerning countries 
in which the people of the United States are now 
takin g an excee dingly keen and friendly interest." 
They made reference to a part icular concern for our 
economi c futur e in Latin America, our "s ister repub­
lics of the two Americas." 21 The Society's president, 
Gilbert H. Grosve nor, asse rted that it was their ambi­
tion to "s trive to make the study of geog raph y more 
interesting in our schools and to the public at large," 
and he also set this into an international context: 

Great Britain 's success in acquiring the choic­
est portions of the globe is partially explained 
by the fact that her statesmen have usually 
kept a good map and secret reports of reliable 
explorers before them when a 'partition ' or 
adjustment of boundaries was in progress ; 
while the rapid development of Germany 's 
foreign commerce in recent years empha­
sizes the truth that a knowledge of other 
nations and other peoples is as essential to 
the success of a nation nowadays as an 
understanding of other men is necessary to 
the success of the individual .22 

Thu s Grosve nor clearly saw the mission of 
the j ournal as support for American imperialism, and 
in additi on to supplying its readers with maps, the 
magaz ine was soon publi shing more than I , I 00 pho­
tographs per year. 

A reexamin ation of women's role s in soc iety 
and femini st issues also charac terized the last decade 
of the 19th century in the industrialized nations. These 
issues were discussed within many disciplinary con-
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texts. Social observers saw a direct link between 
colonial expansion and the changing roles ofwomen. 23 

The roles in colonialism for educated women from 
industrialized states were defined in such popular 
forms as a slide lecture entitled Enlightened Women 
in Dark Lands.24 The roles of native women in colo­
nial dependencies were described in books such as 
Otis Tufton Mason's Woman's Share in Primitive 
Culture, which used the format and the same types of 
illustration already established for photographic an­
thologies in ethnography 25 (Fig. 9). Mason's work 
and that of many other writers heavily depended on 
Dr. Heinrich Ploss ' s 1884 encyclopedic study , Das 
weib in der natur und volkerkunde. 26 Ploss systemati­
cally and in "scientific" fashion considered the physi­
cal and cultural nature of the human female, all of 
which was profusely illustrated with wood engrav­
ings from photographs. Within the redeem.ing context 
of a scientific study, images which would have other­
wise been unacceptable were made widely available 
for inspection. An entire chapter with explicit illustra­
tions examined the comparative anatomy of genitalia 
and another meticulously investigated types of breasts . 
The bare-breasted female was stock-in-trade for eth­
nographic photographers and has been widely dis­
cussed as evidence of the use of photography as an 
instrument of sexual aggression and exploitation. Ploss 
did devote considerable space to European women as 
well, in illustrations mostly derived from contempo­
rary pornography! The caption of one such illustra­
tion of a woman , nude except for a small waist band 
and playing in a swing, simply identified her as Span­
ish. Spain was commonly perceived by more industri­
alized states in western Europe as part of the 
unindustrialized other. The obvious conclusion then 
was that the swing and corsette would be important 
ceremonial artifacts in that exotic culture below the 
Pyrenees. 

In 1909 the anthology, Women of All Na­
tions was issued in 24 biweekly parts . It promised 
subscribers "a feast of entertainment and instruction " 
on such subjects as woman's "evolution from the 

Figure 8. Anonymous, A "Blackfellow" and his Family 
Settled Down to Farming Life, n.d., 0.185 x 0.125, halftone 
from Anonymous, The Secret Museum of Mankind, New 
York: Manhattan House , n.d., unpaginated. 

National Geographic naked couple illustration. ln the 
context of this suggestive anthology its erotic appeal 
becomes transparent. In each issue the last of the 
heavily illustrated chapters was cut off in the middle, 
making readers wait for the next two weeks to satisfy 
their curiosity For their female audience, such publi­
cations were patronizing in descriptive texts and for 
their male subscribers they were titillating in their 
photographic objectification of non-European women. 

Commodities formed another significant cat­
egory of photographically illustrated subjects indica-

sexless age," "strange engagement ceremonies, " "ritu- tive of this period. While distantly related to the 
als," "kissing customs," "curious ideas of feminine 
modesty," "with comparisons of her status in savage 
tribes , under the harem system and in Western Civili­
zation."2 7 Figure IO is almost identical to the first 

botanical catalogues of previous generations, they are 
the mature expressions of the imperialist world view 28 

The material is organized by commodity, and then as 
a narrative to explain the steps necessary to produce , 
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Figure 9. W. Lindt , The Australian Family, n.d., 0.135 x 
0.10, halftone , from Otis Tutton Mason, Women's Share in 
Primitive Culture, London: MacMillan and Co., 1895, 
between pp. 218 and 219. 

ship , and manufacture the finished product. The pho­
tographs include the same type of plant studies and 
still lifes which had long been used , but image s of 
labor and capital inve stment in equipment are even 
more prominent. No longer do near-naked native s 
face the camera bedecked with unique and strange 
ceremonial paraphernalia ; rather, they are productive. 
For examp le, in Figure 11 laborers harvesting sugar 
cane in the We st Indies all face away from the camera, 
anonymous and totally engaged in their work . Al­
thou gh the illustra tion s concerning any single com­
modity might be drawn from widely dispersed geo­
gra phic and ethnographic source s, the workers in 
their white clothing and straw hats look amazing ly 
hom oge neou s in the photo gra phs. The same photo­
graphs were used and reused in diverse publications , 
and merged identification of the people with the prod ­
ucts they supplied to the international system. Imperi­
alist planner s and academics took for granted that 
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Figure 10. Anonymous , A Married Bangala Couple, 
n.d., halftone , 0.20 x 0.135, T Athol Joyce and N.W. 
Thomas , Women of All Nations, II part 10, p. 325. 

each area should concentrate on the commodity best 
suited to its resource s and conditions regardles s of 
other loca l consideratio ns that might favor a more 
diver sified economy Indeed one geographic educator 
even sugge sted that teacher s dispense with instruct­
ing their students about political boundaries in the 
Third World because they were essentia lly irrelevant 
and confu sing .29 

Each colonial power had publication s in­
tended to familiarize citizens with the areas and peoples 
under their government's control. These were rela­
tively unimportant in the United State s until after the 
Spani sh Ameri ca n War in 1898, when there was an 
abrupt change in conditions and in public awareness. 
Many photographically illustrated books were issued 
at that time . Figure 12 is from a sumptuou s two­
volume quarto- sized publication entit led Our Islands 
and Their Peoples, published in 1899. 30 While some 
of the images were made under Spani sh rule , most 



Figure 11 Anonymous , Reaping Sugar-Cane in the West Indies, n.d., halftone. 
0.8 x 0.10 from W.G. Freeman and S.C. Chandler The World 's Commercial 
Products , Boston: Ginn and Company , n.d., p. 87 

Figure 12. Walter B. Townsend(?) , View of Rio Piedras, Porto Rico, from the Old Dutch Bridge, 
c.1899 , colortype process , 0.23 x 0.355, from Jose D. Olivares , Our Islands and Their People as 
seen with Camera and Pencil, I, St. Louis: N.D. Thompson Publishing Co., 1899, between pp. 192-
193. 
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TIil, LOGIC OF STEl{EOPTICON <>l A I OHY 

I " 

Loo k at thi s Af ,i..:.11 one tmnut('-dO c your eyes .ind chi h I 

TRY IT before reading the item l>tlow 

(Slidt No. C. T 72. Plain, 40 an ts ; colo,-td, 75 ce,,ts.) 

(Copyrighted 1913 by The Christian Lantern Slide and Lecture Bureau, 
Chicago, lllinois.) 

It is said that eighty-two per cent of the information we receive 
com es through the eye, but a lecture of eight-two minutes describing 
this witch doctor of Portuguese, East Africa, could not convey to the 
minds of your hearers such an accurate and vivid description of this 
old savag e as this photographi c reproduction has in one minute in­
delibly stamped upon your brain. Furthermore , eighty-two minutes 
of eloquence without the picture will be forgotten by the average 
mind in a comparatively short time . You can lecture until you arc 
gray-headed and you cannot possibly make such an impression as 
this upon a man's brain without the picture. 

MORAL . 

"Lift up your c~ and look on th~ helds 

Figure 13. Anonymous , The Logic of Stereopticon Oratory , 
n.d., halftone, image 0.8 x 0.105, from Anonymous , Open 
Door Catalogue No. 6, Chicago: The Christian Lantern 
Slide and Lecture Bureau , c. 1907 p. 1 

were commi ssioned by the publi sher. The prim ary 
photogra pher, Walter B. Townsend, trave led through­
out Cuba and Puerto Rico on this proj ect. The text by 
Jose de Oli vares is parallel rather than integrated with 
the illustrations. Great attention is given to what 
Anglos considered to be strange and eve n shockin g 
customs: cock fightin g, mortuary practices, and His­
panic Catholicism. There were also constant refe r­
ences to Spanish atroc ities, Yankee benevo lence, beau­
tiful women of the upper classes , local products, and 
potentials for investment. The two volumes contained 
more than 1,200 photogra phs, of which 24 full-p age 
images were handsomely reproduced in the Colortype 
process. Such lavish use of co lor increase d the rich­
ness of the prese ntation but the subjects represe nted 
were seldom of great importance in themselves. Like 
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stereo photographs they frequently lead the eye through 
the space, the advancin g and rece din g of the co lor in 
the original reproductions intensify ing the spatial il­
lusion. 

Mi ssionary zeal was a prim ary force em­
ployed by imper ialists in co lonizing the non-indu s­
trial world , so much so that it is practically impo ssible 
to separa te eco nomic and religious motivations. David 
Livingston is credited with the motto, "C hri stianity, 
Commerce, and Civilization;" other missionaries pre­
ferred "education, toothpaste, and steel rails."31 Prot­
estant missionaries in the United States were among 
the strongest advoca tes for the retention of political 
control ove r the Philippin es and other former Spani sh 
territories. The clergy was certainl y aware of the 
powe r of photographi c images in their work. The 
photogra phic archive of the Education and Culti va­
tion Division of the United Methodist Genera l Board 
of Global Mini stries in New York possesses more 
than 270 album s co ntaining approx imately a quarter 
of a milli on photographi c print s.32 Many such ar­
chives were asse mbled by gove rnments and private 
age ncies ; this par ticular archive was used for making 
lantern slides to illustra te the church's mission work. 
The images were purchased, commi ssioned, or take n 
by missionaries in the various co untri es. 

Illu strated slide lectures on many instructive 
subjects were an important co mponent of Chautauqua, 
a favo rite turn- of-the-centur y entertainment, that in­
clud ed concerts and other progra ms for self improve­
ment. Figure 13 is a page from a catalogue issued by 
a co mmercial firm that suppli ed Protestant churches 
with the necessary slide sets, promotional materials, 
tickets , projection equipm ent, and eve n tents when 
there were no appropri ate fac ilities for such activities. 
Thi s first page of the catalogue graphica lly encapsu­
lates the strategy· "Look at this African one minut e­
close your eyes and see him still... " 33 The image, the 
ad contended, would prese nt "such an acc urate and 
vivid desc ripti on of this old savage " that the audience 
would be immediately and indelibly informed. Thi s 
idea was widely shared not only by missionaries but 
especially by educators, who placed great emph asis 
on the use ofl antern slides in schoo ls. Such progra ms 
offe red by churches carried multipl e leve ls of propa­
ganda includin g messages of sec tarianism, racism, 
and eco nomic exploit ation. The promotional poster 
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for one such slide lecture offered by this catalogue 

demonstrates the genre (Fig. 14). Despite the fact that 

this is intended for a church activit y the empha sis is 

on investment and, more importantly the political 

debate on whether the United States should sponsor 

Cuban independence or keep the island as a coloni al 

territory 
The practical education of childr en for the 

realities of the new international economy was a 

maj or concern to advoca tes of imperiali sm. Briti sh 

and American writers constantly refe rred to the supe­

riority of German efforts in education.34 Not only 

were German scholars preemin ent in ethnogra phy 

and geogra phy but students in their publi c schools 

and universities were rece iving pragmatic instruc­

tion. There was even a school spec ifically dedicated 

to training co lonists.35 Refo rms in the teac hing of 

geogra phy were perceived as matters of great ur­

gency Geogra phy as an academic discipline at the 

university leve l in Brit ain and the United States was a 

product of the era of international imperialism. What 

we commonly refer to as geography was created by 

combinin g areas of study prev iously spread among 

various disciplines such as geo logy and history The 

concept of "reg ionalism," which was first used in 

Germany, combined the physica l, politica l, and cul­

tural aspects of an area under one topic. 36 The proce ss 

of formul ating the disciplin e has a complex history 

and the struggle to impl ant this new attitud e in publi c 

school curricula was a central educat ional issue of the 

time. The intention of this movement is clear from 

some of the many names they gave to the new region­

alist approac h: applied geogra phy, rea listic geogra­

phy, economic geogra phy, commercial geog raph y, 

human geog raphy, anthropo-geogra phy and economic 

ethnograph y 37 The shift in content and the crucial 

role of photograph y in this refo rm can be eas ily 

grasped by exa minin g the changes in schoo l text­

books between the 1880s and World War I. 

Figure 15 is from a text writt en in the 1880s 

and revised in 1891 The wood engrave d illustrations 

are not based on photogra phs; they are highly roman­

tic and exce pt for the maps serve a decora tive func­

tion. The landscape caption asserts, "In the beg inning 

God created the Heave n and the Eart h," and the 

preface states that: "In order to avo id confusing the 

mind of the student, controversial matters have been 
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Figure 14. Anonymous , Facsimilies of Advertising Hangers , 

c. 1907 actual poster size 0.23 x 0.61 from Anonymous , 

Open Door Catalogue , c.1907 p. 6. 

carefully avoided ."38 Thi s was a code to assure par­

ents that their children would not be exposed to the 
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Figure 15. E.B. Bensell del. and F Faas sc., In the Beginning , 
woodengraving , 0.19 x 0.145, from The Elements of Physical 
Geography for the Use of Schools, Academies, and Colleges, 
Philadelphia: Eldredge and Brother 1892, p. vii. 

ideas of Charles Darwin . The book 's title, Houston's 
New Elements of Physical Geography, accurately 

describes the preimperialist emphasis. Only the briefest 
reference is made to race or commodities and these 

are illustrated in decorative plate s such as children 
lying in a corn field or a racially stereo typed African­
American child sitting in a sugarcane field holding a 
stalk of cane. A second textbook publi shed in 1893 for 
California schools has some wood engravings that are 
clearly derived from photographs but the layouts are 
still decorative (Fig. 16). 39 It is significant that by the 
time this geography text was written in the early 
1890s it was necessary to elaborate the white-yellow­
black racial clas sifica tions that had been used previ­
ously with specific examples such as Lapps and Ha­
waiians. During the last decade of the century the 
discipline of geography evolved rapidly and text­
books reflected the new emphasis . Redway's Natural 
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School Geography, first issued in 1898, rel­

egates physical geography to an introductory 
chapter and concentrates on the regional ap­
proach and especially commodity production .40 

It was illustrated with many halftone photo­
graphs and included substantial coverage of 
Mexico and South America . 

Unfortunately for its publisher, in the 
United States all geography textbook s became 
obsolete in 1898 with the Spanish American 
War and the nation' s sudden acquisition of dis­
tant territorie s. When informed by Admiral 
Dewey of the victory at Manila, President 

McKinley is said to have had to consult a globe 
to find out where the Philippine s were located. 41 

The word Cuba had appeared only once in The 

Elements of Physical Geography of 1892 and 
that was as a label on a small secondary map 
illustrating how islands formed chains. 42 But in 

1907 the Redway textbook was reissued with a 
supplement, "Insular Possessions, Cuba, and 
Panama," which gave ample attention to statis­
tics on Cuba and the other territories .43 

The abundant pedagogical literature of 
this period repeatedly emphasized the impor­
tance of properly using the photographic re­
sources available for teaching the new geogra­

phy 44 Such book s as The Teaching of Geogra­
phy by William J Sutherland recognized the 

ambiguity of picture s as teaching device s and in­
cluded detailed instructions on "Reading a picture, 
that is, in reducing it to language. " Sutherland admon­
ished, "Do not trust the pupils to read the pictures for 

themselve s."45 The Journal of Geography, a periodi­
cal which was published specifically for teacher s, 
carried many articles on teaching the new geography 
with photograph s.46 Stereographic cards were par­
ticularly recommended despite cumbersome prob­
lems in their classroom use.47 The principal advan­
tage cited was not the three-dimensional illusion, but 
rather the systematic way in which the photographer s 
working for the major stereo companies documented 
the production of raw material s and their use in indus­

try 48 For each region and commodity a set of stereos 
formed a seria l narrative , and each card carried a 
printed commentary on its reverse. Companies such 
as Underwood and Underwood (founded in 1882) and 
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Figure 16. Weekes , Mankind , c.1893, woodengraving , 0.21 x 0.26 , from 

Advanced Geography, Sacramento : California State Printing Office , 1893, p. 33. 

Figure 17 Anonymous , Harvesting Sugar Cane on a Great Plantation , Santa Clara, Peru, V21912 , stereo card , 

Keystone View Company , Meadville Pa., n.d. 
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Keystone (founded in 1892) supplied schools with 
boxed sets accompanied by a scholarly guide. By 
1901 Underwood and Underwood was producing 
7,000,000 cards per year. 49 The card in Figure 17, 
from a set documenting sugar cane production in 
Peru , devotes half its text to describing the regimen 
and diet of the workers . Teacher s were provided with 
manual s that gave further information on each scene 
but also pointed out the specific questions which 
could be used to assure the student under stood what 
was intended in each image .so The large investment 
necessary for lantern slide equipment or to provide 
students with viewers and a complete array of 
stereocard s was beyond the budgets of many schools, 
but they remained the ideal. 

Another use of photography was in conjunc­
tion with what was called a School Museum. In its 
simplest form such a museum was a collection of 
samples of commodities, carefully packaged and la­
beled , which could be used to familiarize students 
with the actual appearance of each raw material and 
its finished products_S I Thi s is an extension of the 
European tradition of collecting for curiosity cabi­
nets. The plain black cabinet in Figure 18 is an ex­
ample of such a school museum. The commodities are 
permanently arranged inside wooden drawer s with 
glass covers. Each sam ple is carefully labeled , and 
each drawer is dedicated to a different commodity, 
including rice, coa l, corn, coconut, wool , cotton, flax, 
silk, and the beverage s coffee, tea, and cacao. Inside 
the door below, shelves contain slices of wood, half a 
coco nut shell, and whole plant s glued to card stock. 
Maps for each commodity are included, with co lored 
areas indicatin g where it was produced and a stack of 
mounted photographs provide s visual evidence. This 
cabinet was among the earliest school museum project s 
and was issued by the Philadelphia Commercial Mu­
seum in 1902. Several hundred such collections of 
more than 400 articles were distributed free to public 
school s in Penn sylvania. s2 A similar project was car­
ried out by the Chicago Bureau of Geography , which 
circulated l l 0 traveling museums, and later by the 
Chicago Normal School. S3 The idea was widespread 
and other gro ups produced such study collections. 
The Philadelphia Commercial Museum, known as the 
Philadelphia Museums, was founded by business in-

commerce by collecting, exhibiting, and distributing 
information about product s and industry The photo­
graphs in the cabinet were obtained from a wide 
variety of source s and some of the photographer s are 
well known ; but the print s are from copy negative s 
and each is mounted on heavy gray 9 1/2" x 12" card 
stock with a typeset caption_s4 Figure 18e show s the 
interior of a silver mine in Guanajuato , Mexico. Like 
other cards in thi s series it carries a lengthy text which 
after desc ribing the mining technique in use, notes: 

It is ... often more economical to get out the ore 
in a very laborious fashion on account of the 
cheapness of labor and the high price of coal 
needed to run machinery. 

Together the sample s, maps, and photograph s 
present an integrated tool for convey ing to the student 
a perception of the world gro unded in commerce, but 
the configuration goes beyond the static , unique qual­
ity of each component; together they synergistically 
constitute an experiential proce ss. The concern for 
proce ss and flux, the functioning of the sys tem rather 
than its part s, was the final objective of turn-of-the­
century thought, and still photography was about to 
give way to cinema as the most effective tool for mass 
education. 

By the time colonialism evolved into the 
highly competitive stage of imperiali sm, visual con­
ventions derived from photography had become linked 
with scientific accuracy in illu stration . Photographic 
qualities were carefully rendered in wood-engraving s 
even before the practical systems of halftone repro­
duction, which were developed at this time , made 
pos sible the publication of massive picture antholo­
gies for the increa singly literate masses. Working 
from enormous archives collected by various colonial 
organizations, ethnologists and advocates of imperi­
alism created a new awareness of racial diver sity 
Staged images of preindustrial families as naked, 
exo tic, and highly particular others arrayed with dis­
tinctive material attribute s were incre as ingly supple­
mented by image s of the same people as anonymous , 
homogeneou sly clothed, cheap laborers with roles in 
the production of a single commodity dem anded by 
the new international economy All segments of the 

tere sts expressly to educate the public and promote dominant culture benefited from a Social Darwini st 
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Figure 18. Anonymous , School Museum, 1902, Philadelphia Commercial Museum, 1.065 x 0.29, McElroy Collection , 

Tucson . a. exterior b. objects , maps, and mounted photograph storage, c. The Sheep drawer d. Cocoanut (sic) drawer 

e. Mounted Photograph of Silver Mine. 
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interpretation of this photographic propaganda. Popu­
lar diversion, release from domestic political and 
class tensions , and voyeuristic eroticism were permi s­
sible despite puritanical mores under the guise of 
scientific curiosity and self-improvement. A perva­
sive reevaluation of the roles of wome n in both the 
dominant and the subordinate societies made use of 
the same formats and photographic documentation . 
Missionary societies intertwined their religious ob­
jectives with economic and political exp loitation. 
Reformers seeking a more practical education for the 
young in the industrialized nations introduced region­
alist geography to the curriculum of public education 
and made particular use of sets of photographs as 
tools for popular education. 

Photography and photographic reproduction 
played a significant role in the formation of the impe­
rialist world view and in the education of the masses 
for this new international order. Critical to this pro­
gram was the role of the editor who manipulated 
photographs , which in many cases were decades old, 
and who controlled the juxtaposition of text and illus­
trations that often implied an important subtext. Stan­
dardized sequences of these images were used to 
construct a coherent stereotype for each colonialized 
people. The collective anthologies of these ideologi­
cal configurations came to be accepted by both the 
dominant and the subordinate societies as accurate 
and scientific, and remain today in a post-imperialist 
context as uncritically accepted stereotypes. This genre 
of images which is the very ground on which modern­
ism arose, remains to be interpreted and integrated 
into postmodern photographic history 
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Photography From Now On? 

Mary Panzer 

Photography Until Now 

by John Szarkowski 

Museum of Modern Art, 1990 

I n February, 1990, the photogra­
phy department of the Museum of Modern Art 
launched Photography until Now, one of the final 
hi sto ric al exhibitions to appear in honor of 
photo graphy 's sesquicentennial year. The accompa­
nying catalogue by the exhibition curator (and head of 
the photography department) , John Szarkowski , re­
call s MoMA 's influential publi cat ion by Beaumont 
Newha ll, which first appeared in conj unction with an 
exhibition celebrating photography 's centennial in 
1937 With its text aimed at the intelligent non- spe­
cialist, its splendid illustration s, and its comprehen­
sive chronologic al swee p, Szarkow ski 's book makes 
a bid to replace The Histo ry of Photog raphy from 
1839 to the Present Day as our standard classroo m 
history 

Ear ly on, Szarkowski quote s a letter in which 
Wi lliam Henry Fox Talbot described the new medium 
to a friend in terms of its utility · "Suppose that in 
traveling , you arrive at some ruin s unexpectedly You 
stop , make your exposure , and in ten minute s are 
aga in on your way" (44, 47). Through this quotation , 
Szarkowski invite s us to consider the func tion Talbot 
intended photography to serve, and the culture that 
created the need for it. He deftly spins out the Roman­
tic, Victorian passion for archaeo logy and history, the 
widespread enthusiasm for buried and decayed evi­
dence, the need for and fasci nation with incidental 
detai l, the easy equation between photography and 
objectivity , or truth . Talbot himself beco mes exem­
plary of a particular kind of photo grapher, one who 
repeatedly appears throughout the cata logue. Neither 
frivolo us amateur nor vulgar entreprene ur, Talbot 's 
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seriou s commit ment to his own work comes to distin­
guish the stance of each of this narrative's most 
esteemed practitioner s. Through this disarmingly 
simple use of metaphor to define photography 's so­
cial and pictorial function, Szarkowski lays out the 
structur e through which he consider s the rest of 
photograp hy's short history For Szarkow ski, Talbot 's 
proce ss, provides "the foundation on which photogra­
phy until now has been built " (48). 

The power of Szarkowski ' s method can best 
be demon strate d by analyzing the author 's own casual 
allusions, which present assum ptions as normative as 
Talbot' s easy reference to ruins . Through these im­
ages Szarkowski recall s a world many readers will 
find foreign : the gent le reasonab leness of tenni s be­
fore televi sion corrupted it, the dull evening with a 
neighbor 's color trave l slides, the gentee l chaos of a 
jumble sale, the peripatetic profe ssional affi liations of 
a jazz musician , and the thri ll perform ers such as 
ju gglers, or tenor s, get from an audience. He quote s 
Dragnet' s Sergeant Friday , who insists on "just the 
facts." He imagines the child's first problem in phi­
losophy· what wou ld you save from a burning house? 
Szarkowski prai ses images bearin g tactile , sensual, 
sculptural values as "transparent " and "p lastic." 

This wreath of references coincides neatly 
with the vocabu lary of a group (neither truly a class or 
a generation) whose golden Manhattan world exists 
most fully within the pages of the New Yorker Like its 
institutional author, this style is at once glamorous, 
demanding, down-at-the-heels, intelligent , cynical , 
energetic and capable of enormous, child-like delight. 
Thi s set of reference s also coincides with New York 
of the fifties, the heyday of American formalism, of 
powerful critics, notab ly Clement Greenberg, and the 
art they championed, abstract expressionism . It is the 
era during which John Szarkowski' sow n photograph s 
first entered the collection of the Museum of Modem 
Art. 

Today historian s view this period with great 
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disfavor, largely for the unexamined nature of the 

assumptions on which formalism's influence rests, 

and for the reluctance of its stars to acknowledge their 

impact on art in the marketplace. In the name of 

American democracy, this position assumes free, uni­

versal access to culture. One purchases privilege 

through native intelligence, a kind of intellectual grace. 

(As a midwesterner whose girlish infatuation with 

this stuff propelled her into the Ivy League, I recog­

nize it all with fondness and considerable chagrin.) 

A more important set of metaphors accom­

panies these simple cues to the archaeologist or li­

brary scholar Photography Until Now is filled with 

references to evo lution. Early on, photographers 

struggle for scarce resources in order to survive, 

negotiating changing technology, enlarging opportu­

nity, and fickle reception to their wares. When Stieglitz 

attempted to rescue photography for fine art, his 

experiment appeared to be a dead end, for like a 

species grown too specialized it provided no inspira­

tion for the next generation. Eastman's success took 

an opposing course, when a wildly ambitious scheme 

to turn the whole nation into a society of photogra­

phers drastically altered the conditions for survival. 

Evolutionary progress is not always conscious, or 

controlled, thus Atget can be identified as an artist, if 

an unintentional one. 
Photo mechanical reproduction created a 

whole new market, and a new set of challenges, for 

those who continued to navigate between the Scylla 

of shallow amateurs and the Charybdis of grasping 

profess ionalism. One solution came early on in the 

durable form of the photographic book, another in the 

form of the photographic essay, and a third in the 

studio of independent and powerful fashion photogra­

phers. But these forms were eventually compromi sed, 

and Szarkowski laments the dimini shing opportuni­

ties for professional photographers by the end of the 

nineteen fifties because this restricted the "gene pool" 

of wo rke rs co ntributin g to th e fi e ld . Wh en 

Szarkowski 's narrative reaches the work of that su­

premely self-directed photographer Robert Frank, 

we learn that his images distressed "American pho­

tographers and editors and curators" because of their 

"indirection." And so for the purposes of this history 

Frank becomes "like a prophet reciting enigmas" - a 

description that better fits the work and texts of some-

one like Minor White. Frank 's disruptive, irreverent 

work threatens the continuing evolutionary process, 

while Minor White strengthens and supports it by 

deve loping a new environment in which future work­

ers can flourish. This environment is of course the art 

school. Its product, the art photograph made by the art 

photographer, arrives as a conclusion, and an evolu­

tionary goal to which every image seems to have been 

leading from the start. 
As this account reaches its close, we can see 

that it also tracks another competition for survival, 

one in which images and photographers strive to 

attain glory in the historian's eye. To have survived 

the test of history, to have landed a place in this text 

and this exhibit ion, a photograph must somehow aid 

the evolution of photography to fit the museum wall, 

the lavish text, the sensuous reproduction. In fact, 

Szarkowski makes no secret of his intentions. At the 

conclusion of a concise introduction, he states his 

interest in "the art of photography" as that segment of 

the medium "that embodies the clearest, most elo­

quent express ion of photography's historic and con­

tinuing search for a renewed and vital identity" (9). 

Because the narrative shows no real concern 

for or interest in the maker's reputation during his or 

her lifetime, many figures of conventional historical 

significance do not appear. (Independent-minded prac­

titioners of the sort this narrative most admires rarely 

find conventional, financial success for long. In fact, 

material success works against them in this scheme.) 

Successful stereographers, advertising photographers, 

portraitists, and hobbyists have no place here, and 

neither do their most typical, popular spokesmen, 

such as Napoleon Sarony, E.O. Hoppe, or William 

Mortensen. Instead, images and photographers have 

been chosen to meet today's aesthetic standards, and, 

incidentally, to serve a more instrumental function, to 

propel the narrative. 
Other specific criteria distinguish the win­

ners in the historical march for survival. All change 

contributes to progress, and all progress travels west. 

Some idiosyncratic historical interpretations emerge 

as a result. For example, pictorial roots to the Histori­

cal Section of the Farm Services Admini stration are 

traced to the government-s ponsored illustrated guides 

to national history that Isidore Tay lor and Charles 

Nodier originated in France in 18 18 and published as 
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Voyages pitt oresques et romant iques. Photo -mont age 
is di sc ussed in light of its dr as tica lly modifi ed Am eri ­
can inc arnation as adverti sing art , to which German , 
Swi ss and French predec ess or s app ea r to be es tee med 
but ev olution aril y un success ful ances tor s. Simil arly, 
tho se Ameri can s and Europ ea ns who pra c tice d art 
photo graphy before the turn of the centur y (such as 
Marcu s Aur e liu s Ro ot or F . Holland Day , the Parisian 
studio s of Duri eux or Marconi , or the ori enta list pro­
du ction s of the Bonfil s famil y) va nish from the rec ord ; 
their work contradict s too man y of the survivor 's ke y 
fea tur es ; they mixed it up with printmakin g, repro ­
du ction , ca ree rism , and they adher ed to aes the tic stan ­
dard s not spec ific to the ir medium , rea din g and appl y­
ing rom anti c theory by aes thetic ian s then popul ar and 
now ob sc ure (writ ers wh o have los t out in anoth er, 
re lated , comp etiti on for rec ognition ). Stereograph s, 
with the ir ex hibition -res istant illu s ions are di sc usse d 
in term s of the formal e legan ce of the ir ima ges as seen 
outside the viewer, a perspectiv e that has mea nin g for 
tod ay's archivi sts, but which mu st have bee n irre l­
evant for the ori g ina l makers and viewers of the se 
popular picture s. Oth er im ag es do not appear at all ; no 
crass ly co mm erc ial or dully amat eur color pictur es, 
no se lf-con sc iou sly arti stic table aux, and , as the exhi­
bition approa ches the prese nt , nothin g th at cha llenges 
the work of tho se photo grapher s who se car ee rs hav e 
pa id res pectful hom age to the tradition la id out here . 
In fac t the ove rwhelmin g volum e of photo graph y of 
the pre se nt day is ex clud ed by the stri ct standard s of 
Photography Until Now. 

Forty out of the catalo gue ' s rou ghly 250 
images are by anon ymou s work ers. Oth er ima ges, by 
familiar hand s, hav e bee n little see n or exhibited . 
Th ere is a ce rtain democra cy is such indu striou s con ­
noi sse urship . An y archive ca n yie ld imp ortant tro ­
phi es. But many archives mu st be sea rched in ord er to 
asse mbl e a convincin g array of evid ence to support 
any argum ent. 

For tho se still see kin g a tex t book to ass ign 
the ir student s, Photography Until Now ha s som e im ­
port ant virtu es. It av oids som e featur es of Newhall 's 
history that today ' s student s and teac hers mos t reg ret. 
Th e old familiar ca non, w ith all its predictable im ­
ages, acquir es new images and new worker s. At the 
same tim e, the story of photo graph y ' s tec hnolo gical 

Sza rkowski explain s import ant episode s in that stor y 
are co nvin cing, clear , and backed up by compellin g 
illu stra tion s. Thi s text could con vey the real exc ite ­
ment and fru stration of early photo graphic experi­
ments to even the mo st re luctant audi ences. (No small 
fea t, g ive n stud ents for whom the Viet Nam W ar 
see ms an cient hi story.) Th e book 's many im ages a re 
be autifull y re produ ced . In c ontra s t to Naomi 
Rose nblum 's World History of Photography thi s text 
see m s writt en with grac e and effic ienc y, but it also 
lac ks Ro se nblum 's commendable range , and her at­
tention to the natur e of the photo graphic medium as a 
whol e. 

Tho se who see k a histor y fo r the medium 
inside and out side the Mu se um of Modern Art will be 
di sappoint ed , even angry with thi s book . Yet its frank 
bias ca n be dee med a v irtu e in the end. For Photogra­
phy Until Now arti culates the fundam enta l prejudi ces 
which have informed the exhibiti ons, publi cati ons 
and ac tivitie s of that influ ential institution over the 
pas t qu arte r of a ce ntur y, prejudi ces which the publi c 
has absorb ed large ly without qu es tion . But , like every 
mod erni st author Szark owski provid es the tool s with 
whi ch to di smantl e his ma sterful con struction. 

Beca use images by the ir nature offer an enor ­
mous amount of ev idence that res ists did ac tic control , 
the illu stration s here eas ily prompt qu es tion s th at 
qui ckl y ex pose the fictiv e natur e of thi s (or any) 
deve lopm enta l narrative . Eve ntu ally eve ry rea der is 
bound to wond er wh ere a ll the fo rm s of phot og raph y 
that fill his life fit in. Unle ss you were the on e who 
took that snapshot at Coron ado Beac h around 193 0 
( 159), you mu st as k wh y these anon ymous wo rkers, 
and not oth ers? Wh y these se lf-portrait s and not min e? 
But , as an evolutioni st, Szarkow ski provid es the struc­
tur e throu gh which we can perce ive the signific ance 
of the many phot og raph s th at ca n not appear in thi s 
histor y In the ov erwh e lmin g mass of phot og raph s 
that lie out side thi s narrative we will find the lar ~e , 
health y ge ne pool from which the " renewe d and v ital 
identit y" of the medium mu st com e. 

At the that moment Sza rkow ski 's structur es 
clas h mo st vigorou sly with the experience of eve ry 
rea der, a dial og ue beg ins. With a di alog ue , comes the 
rea l po ss ibilit y for chan ge . Thi s vo lum e eloqu entl y 
prese nts our histor y of phot ogra ph y until now But it 

d eve lo pm e nt re m a in s; th e p assages in whi c h do es not nee d to be our histor y from now on . 
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