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The Turbulent
Photographic Field
 

 
 

[Photographic] “Images are significant surfaces. Images signify—
mainly—something ‘out there’ in space and time that they have to 
make comprehensible to us as abstractions (as reductions of the four 
dimensions of space and time to the two surface dimensions).”

Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography

Even though in everyday life we download and consume photographs 
without hesitation, rarely pondering their complex nature, the advent of 
photography as a medium profoundly transformed people’s relationship 
towards the phenomenon of images and visuality. This turbulent field of 
happenings, coursing with meaning and knowledge (Lyotard), in addition 
to visual content, is directly connected to the development of modern so-
ciety and its culture, art, science and media, whereas photography earned 
its artistic status on a par with painting and sculpture only after the Sec-
ond World War. It is embedded in the foundations of what we perceive as 
popular culture, but it seems that the consequences of photography are 
still not sufficiently recognised.

Thanks to the development of theory and criticism, photography has be-
come a discursive field on an international level and an important driving 
force in the all-encompassing development of culture and society (Sekula), 
which has encouraged critics and theorists to consider it outside of stand-
ard frameworks. Over the years, it was observed that an interdisciplinary 
approach, that would allow a comprehensive and multi-layered—scientific, 
artistic and professional—valorisation and interpretation of the medium, 
was still lacking. Although photography is often considered a vital “tool” 
in a gamut of scientific fields, among other things thanks to its ability to 

“witness” the truth of the moment and the fact that, through visual con-
tent, it has the ability to shed light on certain phenomena, civilisational 
discoveries and various aspects of life, photography as a social practice, 
and the role of photographer as a social participant, have affected the 
perception of the photo-taking position, which is, according to Seku-
la, neither passive nor innocent. It is precisely for this reason that the 
historical material, until now considered primarily through the prism of 
historiography, or frequently as the development of specific techniques, 
has unavoidably been subjected to new readings. 

SANDRA KRIŽIĆ ROBAN
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And while, on a basic level, photographic images satisfy the desire for a clear 
sense of identity and belonging to a certain culture, interest group and/or 
community, contemporary critical approaches reexamine how photographic 
perception affects the ways of seeing and acquiring knowledge (Wells). In 
recent years, critics and theoreticians have approached photography not by 
interpreting it exclusively as a dispositive of the pictorial or a visible form 
(Rancière, Didi-Huberman), but by insisting on the realisation that these im-
ages might contain records about history and communication, about tradi-
tions, texts, testimonies and labels, all of which have the power to influence 
the construction of global knowledge. Certain theorists, including Liz Wells, 
are of the opinion that the critical interpretation of photography affected 
the political and social empowerment that began in the 1960s, while a series 
of images from the 1970s, would, for instance, attest to the importance and 
role of social groups that significantly influenced public opinion, the media 
and institutions, and indirectly also the audience, which was becoming in-
creasingly better informed precisely thanks to photography.

Owing to these features, contemporary interpretation of photography 
requires networking and an amalgamation of analytical and interpretive 
approaches that broach it from different angles. And while the debate over 
the nature and manifold influences of photography is contemporaneous 
with the emergence of the field, and has developed since the 1830s, the cur-
rent stance towards photographic images is becoming increasingly com-
plex and requires careful consideration in order to comprehend the reality 
negotiated by the medium. This is precisely why we enter into dialogue 
with the “existing, found and visited” that photography records (Lübb-
ke-Tidow), and which enables new readings and interpretations, simulta-
neously requiring a different methodological disposition. Consequently, 
the scientific research project Ekspozicija. Themes and Aspects of Croatian 
Photography from the 19th Century until Today (HRZZ-IP-2019-04-1772) 
was from the start organised through a synergy of researchers and experts 
in the humanities, social, technical and natural sciences, as well as artists 
ready to explore and interpret the ambiguity and multi-layeredness of the 
medium of photography and the changes in its performative iterations 
with regard to the transition from the analogue into the digital age. A 
series of individual and group research initiatives conducted as part of 
the project do not focus on what photography shows (and what is visible 
at first glance), but through a combination of explorative, analytical, in-
terpretive and performative approaches, pose manifold questions what 
photography is, what it does, what it did yesterday, and what it can do 
tomorrow. Given the wide range of manifestations and heterogeneity of 
photographic images, special attention was directed towards the contexts 
within which they were created, and the realities they themselves generate, 
in accordance with the “ways in which the discourse of photography has 
been produced and elaborated in different historical and cultural contexts” 
(Emerling), which is key to understanding both photography and our re-
flections on the medium and the roles assigned to it.

This publication, compiled on the basis of presentations at the eponymous 
conference organised by the Institute of Art History (Split, 27–29 October 
2022), was formed around several theses which attempted to stimulate 
new critical interpretations of the medium through the inclusion of sci-
entific, disciplinary discourses, interdisciplinary research endeavours, as 
well as from the perspective of artistic fields. We considered secondary 
knowledge, mediated by means of vernacular images, whose banality and 

“insignificance” institute a discussion on the unpredictability, but also the 
emancipation of the medium, as well as photography as a “pedagogical 
tool” aiding the construction and transfer of knowledge. Next, we consid-
ered photography through curatorial and museological practices, which, 
thanks to the changes in the perception of the old hierarchies of artistic 
mediums, have “embraced” the one that simultaneously exists in countless 
contexts. Finally, we observed photographic (de)territorialisation respon-
sible for discursive shifts, accompanied by new ways of understanding the 
photographic phenomenon, and we observed photography as a strategy 
and practice of anticipatory contemplation about society, community, and 
the world, which are considered through a deconstruction and re-seman-
ticization of the medium, alongside discussion of the documentational 
aspect of photography as means of reaching new discoveries.

These approaches were chosen without the necessity of being constrained 
by rules, chronology or any other kind of hierarchy. Inasmuch, the re-
search process, guided (too) by personal interests, was considered from a 
subjective vantage point allowing the selected phenomena to be accessed 
freely, with time jumps across almost two hundred years since photogra-
phy was first patented. Such an approach requires open-minded readers, 
willing to make intuitive connections between the texts and the topics 
they tackle. Divided into five chapters, the volume becomes a medium 
for slowing down and encouraging reflection that, regardless of editorial 
wishes, may be subjective and open to new views. The chapters are not a 
reflection of a need for inventorisation, but function as a loose guide al-
lowing us to delineate the topics and interests engaging the authors. This is 
already visible from looking at the visual content that points to meanings 
and statements about photographic images. The images have, however, 
been placed in challenging relationships, forming a kind of (photographic) 
archipelago the parts of which are not necessarily interconnected.

In addressing photography, we do so by attending to the historical aspects 
of the medium. In Stella Fatović-Ferenčić and Martin Kuhar’s article “Pho-
tographs of Medical Casuistry in the Croatian Journal Liječnički vjesnik 
from 1877 to 1949”, the relationship between image and text is discussed 
on a representative sample of pioneering works of medical doctors and 
their contributions to clinical photography, which the authors connect 
to the humanistic field and critical considerations of documentarist and 
ethical implications. In the article “Skinny and Exhausted: Photographs 
of Underaged Labor Force in Interwar Yugoslavia”, Ana Rajković Pejić 
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discusses the complex topic of social and economic relations in the inter-
war period, whereby the camera portrays not only the workers’ bodies 
at work, but also functions as a weapon in the social struggle for labour 
rights. Ante Orlović also tackles a specific political environment in his 
article “Photo Documentation of Alumina Factory in Obrovac—Rise and 
Fall of the ‘Obrovac Giant’”, presenting the little-known body of work 
of the renowned Zadar photographer, Ante Brkan. These are politically 
motivated documentarist scenes of one of the major “cases” of misdirected 
investment, while the scenes resemble a dystopian architectural model of 
a factory that over time became a symbol of party-political decisions. Ana 
Šeparović and Sandra Križić Roban’s chapter titled “Photography in the 
Focus of Cultural-Critical Discourse: Critical Reflections on Photography 
in Croatia between 1941 and the 1970s”, critically analyses the written 
materials on photography during the war and postwar period, offering 
information on diverse professional material, often lacking in critical dis-
course. Essentially historiographical, the review encompasses specialised 
non-fiction and reflects the socio-political changes that (also) influenced 
photographic content, mediated by images and texts.

Contemporary curatorial and museological practices are the focus of Ivana 
Gržina’s contribution “‘Both Sides Now’: Images of a Museum’s Life from 
Up and Down”, dedicated to photographic eco-systems created outside of 
standard archival canons. She addresses vernacular photography, which 
in the local context rarely captures the attention of researchers, overly 

“relying” on its banality and ignoring the exceptional knowledge of social 
dynamics and contexts that such snapshots make possible. In the chapter 

“The Example of Photography in Print and Circulation—On the Histo-
riography of Photography, Artistic Research and the Multidisciplinary 
and Practice-based Perspective.”, Niclas Östlind emphasises the impor-
tance of a multidimensional perspective vital for the re-examination of 
research theses and dissemination. Through a series of historical examples, 
he introduces the issue of specialised non-fiction writing, promoting a 
practice-based orientation of artistic-photographic research. On the other 
hand, using the example of the schematic proposal for the establishment 
of a museum of photography, advocated in 1986 by Petar Dabac, Lana 
Lovrenčić, in the article “A Midterm Plan: Petar Dabac and His Initiative 
to Establish a National Museum of Photography”, presents the specifics of 
one of the most important private photographic archives in the region of 
former Yugoslavia, highlighting the relationships between cultural work-
ers, as well as the ways in which they championed photography.

The territories that photography “inventories” sometimes consist of per-
fectly ordinary, constructed landscapes, which are the focus of the exhibition 
considered by Alice Haddad in her contribution “The Landscape as Inven-
tory Versus Impression: Exhibiting the Photography Commission of the 
Flemish Government Architect”, focusing on a contemporary perspective 
that interprets the earlier pioneering, and equally ephemeral actions, of the 

Flemish government in a new way. At the same time, the objectifying gaze of 
the photographer is realised as vernacular photography which, from today’s 
perspective, helps to “reconstruct” the historical exhibition. In the article 

“Croatia in Color: Autochromes with Croatian Motifs in Albert Kahn’s Ar-
chives of the Planet”, Hrvoje Gržina analyses a specific archive created in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, thanks to the collaboration 
between geographer Jean Brunhes, photographer Auguste Léon and phi-
lanthropist Albert Kahn, who sought to shape a photographic image of the 
world, bequeathing it to the future. A portion of this unique photographic 
travelogue—whose scenes were shown at intellectual gatherings where pho-
tography served as a medium for transitioning into other, newly discovered 
worlds—was also created in Croatia. In the chapter titled “...ce phénomène 
photographique, la vie”, through a parallel reading of Marguerite Duras’ film 
L’homme atlantique and the works of Croatian artist Katarina Ivanišin Kar-
dum, Leonida Kovač presents a study on the specific cinematic syntax she 
encountered in the film, “instructions” not to attempt to understand this 
phenomenon of photography, or life, through the prism of which she con-
siders the still frames of Ivanišin Kardum’s drawings and photographs, thus 
structuring a registered syntax in relation to diary entries, as well as the film.

The portion of the volume dedicated to the resistance and emancipation of 
the medium of photography comprises the contributions of four authors: 
Katarzyna Ruchel-Stockmans in “Commoning Photography. Grassroots 
and Community-based Photographic Archives in Eastern Europe and the 
(Non)Visibility of Everyday Resistances” addresses the collectives ded-
icated to collating vernacular photographs which they make available 
(online), in line with the intent of changing official historical narratives. 
These procedures contributed to new knowledge about small resistanc-
es and oppositional friendliness, allowing insight into the visual reality 
of the “uneventful” world and its anonymous actors. George Themistok-
leous’ viewing apparatus, elucidated in the chapter “Automated Images, 
and ‘Eye’-dentities along Nicosia’s Green Line Border”, focuses on the 
green line that encircles and divides Nicosia. This so-called protection 
zone, where conflict and division into two closed systems have long hiber-
nated, exists thanks to the author’s writings and photography in line with 
Foucault’s panopticon, based on Bentham’s concept of prison architecture 
subject to surveillance and control. In “Photography as an Emancipatory 
Tool”, Višnja Pentić goes beyond not only the dominance of aesthetics, but 
also the dominance that conditions class and other differences, advocat-
ing the establishment of emancipatory practices which make it possible 
to appreciate and understand photography. In “Tracing the Threads of a 
Relationship through Archival Artefacts: Perspectives on Otti Berger and 
Ludwig Hilberseimer”, Alexandra Matz devotes herself to researching the 
archives of the two Bauhaus students and partners, in order to illuminate 
their relationship through multiple readings of a series of documents, let-
ters, and photographs and the fate she reconstructs, building it as a kind 
of textual interpretative weaving.
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The volume concludes with a chapter devoted to the construction and 
transfer of knowledge. The article by Tihana Petrović Leš, Tihana Ru-
bić and Ivan Grkeš “Milovan Gavazzi’s Ethnographic Photography and 
Ethnological Research in Dalmatia in the First Half of the 20th Century” 
is based on extensive research into the photographic work of Croatian 
ethnologist Milovan Gavazzi. Photos from his photographic archive may 
be considered vernacular photography, while in this case, their “ordinar-
iness” refers to a particular understanding of the customs, appearance 
and everyday life of the region of Adriatic Croatia. At the same time, pho-
tography itself becomes a research “tool” and a museum object that bears 
witness to social changes and their protagonists, while also participating 
in the preservation of national heritage. Heritage is also considered by 
Meri Kunčić in the chapter “A Distant City—Photos from the Past of the 
Island of Rab”, focusing on the importance of the relationship between 
image and text, which jointly participate in the transmission of the island’s 
oral, unwritten history. She focuses on the perspective of women’s and 
children’s daily life, shown in “long duration” photographs, particularly 
the scenes of human labour. Dominik Lengyel and Catherine Toulouse in 

“The Construction of Knowledge Through Virtual Photography of Ab-
stract Geometry” translate verbal knowledge into its pictorial equivalent, 
using their transdisciplinary method—which they term virtual photogra-
phy—based on the knowledge and “tools” borrowed from archaeology, art 
history and architecture. The resulting “snapshots” have the properties of 
perspective, frame and other fixed parameters, while constructing a virtu-
al space aided by photography, which the authors treat as physical reality.

A significant portion of the contributions in the volume are related to the 
understanding of history and attempts of finding a new path, beyond the 
grand (and partly spent) narratives, which we have adopted over time and 
according to which we have tailored our understanding of the world. This 
path is envisioned as a response to the tendency of unreasonable accelera-
tion of all aspects of our life and the ephemerality of photography, which, 
according to Stuart Hall, does not even exist as an original creation under 
this name. Guided by the ambition of realising this volume as the result 
of several years of systematic research into the relationships and ways 
of photographic representation of the world, as well as the knowledge 
produced by photographic images and their implications in power politics, 
the project Ekspozicija and this final publication aimed to outline the di-
rections we had taken—the pathways of specific practices and situations 
in which photographs, seemingly, denote, signify, and perceive something. 
To that extent, this is a heterogeneous area in which opinions, knowledge 
and images “collide”, while textual discourse to which we necessarily re-
sort demonstrates that this area is neither exclusively pictorial nor visual. 
Because it is with the assistance of text that the knowledge we mediate is 
produced and circulated.

Sandra Križić Roban
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Photographs of Medical 
Casuistry in the Croatian 
Journal Liječnički vjesnik 
from 1877 to 19491
 

 
 

After the discovery of photography, scientists almost immediately recog-
nized its potential in different fields of research including medicine. From 
very early days, doctors were involved in applying photography as a tool 
for documenting clinical cases, helping them make a correct diagnosis and 
reaching valid conclusions in clinical research.2 In Parisian hospital Char-
ité in 1840, Alfred François Donné photographed bones and teeth and 
made daguerreotypes from microscopic images.3 In 1852, the founder of 
Berlin’s orthopedic clinic Hermann Wolff Berend started to photograph 
patients before and after operations.4 Hugh Welch Diamond, the founder 
of the Photographic Society, used photography to identify visual signs 
of mental illness and thus study its physiognomy.5 Guillaume-Benjamin 
Duchenne recorded photographically the effect of facial muscle faradiza-
tion and the most typical pathological cases, which resulted in the Album 
de photographies pathologiques published in 1862, the first attempt to 
illustrate a medical book with photographs of living patients.6 His stu-
dent at the Salpêtrière hospital Jean-Martin Charcot believed that pho-
tographs could help the doctors diagnose and understand mental illnesses, 
particularly hysteria.7 In 1882, Charcot employed Albert Londe who, as 
a result of his involvement, published La photographie médicale in 1893.8 
Photography also became an instrumental element in the development of 
medical disciplines such as dermatology. At the same time, it spurred the 
establishment of journals entirely devoted to medical photography, with 
the first being the Revue photographique des hôpitaux de Paris. Bulletin 
Médical founded in 1869.9

1 This paper is an expanded version of a paper currently in print in 
Liječnički vjesnik.

2 Rosen, “Medicine and Early Photography”.

3 Diamantis, Magiorkinis, Androutsos, “Alfred François Donné”.

4 Summerly, “Medical Photography”, 916.

5 Wetzler, “Hugh Diamond”.

6 Parent, “Duchenne De Boulogne”, 373.

7 Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria; Hustvedt, Medical Muses.

8 Brauer, “Capturing Unconsciousness”.

9 Pasquali, “History of Medical Photography”.

STELLA FATOVIĆ-FERENČIĆ 
MARTIN KUHAR
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In the nineteenth century, professional journals became widely available 
and increasingly influential, particularly for the dissemination of new 
knowledge and clinical experiences, thus gathering members of various 
medical specialties in a community of shared interests. Medical journals 
developed into influential forums that stimulated the development of 
medical professions, modified the scientific landscape and even effected 
societal changes. It is believed that the number of scientific journals in-
creased from 900 in 1800 to 60.000 in 1901.10

Among the first medical journals in Croatia was Liječnički vjesnik, the 
official bulletin of the Croatian Medical Association established in 1877. 
In time, this journal developed into a recognizable platform fostering lo-
cal development of clinical medicine and scientific research, and is now 
among only a hundred oldest European journals that are published in 
continuity to this day. This continuity counting 146 years enables mul-
tiple insights, including the changes in editorial policies and the shifting 
healthcare interests, as well as the reconstruction of how broader political, 
social and cultural contexts influenced medical landscape in the country.11 
At the same time, its pages allow us to trace the advent and development 
of medical photography, their quality, content and functionality.

Liječnički vjesnik and MEdIcaL  
PHOTOGRaPHy In cROaTIa

There is almost no medical specialty that remained apathetic towards the 
use of photography.12 However, works that analyze and interpret the role 
of medical photography in shaping ideas on health, medical innovations 
and scientific breakthroughs in Croatia are rather rare. There is an analy-
sis on the pioneering work of traumatologist Vatroslav Florschütz which 
extensively utilized a collection of photographs on glass that documented 
his operating practices.13 Recently, an analysis was published on Božidar 
Špišić, the pioneer of clinical photography in Croatia, who used photogra-
phy to assert the social importance of orthopedics in treating injured sol-
diers during the First World War.14 Photographs preserved at the Croatian 
Museum of Medicine and Pharmacy were used in two studies: first, on 
the connection between tuberculosis and housing misery in Zagreb in the 
early interwar period,15 and second on the visual memory of the otorhi-

10 Brodman, The Development of Medical Bibliography.

11 Fatović-Ferenčić, Liječnički vjesnik.

12 See, for example, Hannavy, Encyclopedia; Neuse et al., “The History 
of Photography in Dermatology”; Milam, Ramachandran, “Dermatologic 
Atlases”; Rogers, “The First Pre- and Post-Operative Photographs”; 
Parent, “Duchenne de Boulogne”.

13 Fatović-Ferenčić, Pećina, Iz Florschützova okvira.

14 Fatović-Ferenčić, Kuhar, “Photography in the Rehabilitation”.

15 Fatović-Ferenčić, Brkić Midžić, “Fotografije zagrebačke stambene 
bijede”; Fatović-Ferenčić, Kuhar, “The Representations of Housing 
Conditions and Tuberculosis”.

nolaryngology clinic.16 Furthermore, photographs kept at the Division for 
the History of Medical Sciences of the Croatian Academy of Sciences and 
Arts were used to discover the ways in which the Department of Ophthal-
mology in Zagreb was visually memorialized.17 Matko and Ana Marušić 
outlined the specificities and the role of war photography in the areas of 
public health, surgery, medical diagnostics, microscopy, psychiatry and 
forensic medicine,18 while Dražen Grgić, Ante Pentz and Zdravko Man-
dić published a paper on digital photographs in ophthalmology.19 Finally, 
Marko Velimir Grgić and Marija Pastorčić Grgić wrote a more general 
analysis on the role of visual documentation in medicine.20

When studying medical photography in professional journals in Croatia 
it is warranted to start from Liječnički vjesnik. At the time of its establish-
ment, there was no medical school in Croatia and medical publications 
such as textbooks were scarce. The journal attempted to compensate for 
these deficiencies by encompassing a broad range of topics, many of which 
were accompanied by visual material such as drawings, X-rays and photo-
graphs. After the establishment of the School of Medicine in Zagreb in 1917, 
this journal transformed into an influential publication for the sharing of 
knowledge and clinical experiences within larger medical community.

Aside from changing its content through time, Liječnički vjesnik altered 
its appearance as well. Its visual presentation points not only to the ways 
the journal was graphically edited in the past, but also reflects the aes-
thetic sensibilities of different eras. In its beginnings, limited financial 
means pushed its visual appearance further down the priority list.21 The 
first medical photograph printed in Liječnički vjesnik appeared in 1887 
in an article entitled Molluscum pedis cum nuce ossea (Soft outgrowth 
with bony nucleus) by Josip Antolković, a secondary physician based at 
the Brothers of Mercy Hospital in Zagreb. It represents a soft tumor on a 
24-year-old male’s foot.22 The photograph was printed at the center of the 
article, pushing into both textual columns. It does not contain a caption 
because the article is essentially a detailed description of the photograph.

After this photograph, the practice of including visual material in the 
articles became more prevalent. Photographs of interesting medical cases, 
apparatuses, medical institutions, departments, micro- and macro-prepa-
rations and portraits became a regular part of the journal’s content, while 

16 Fatović-Ferenčić, Brkić Midžić, “Vizualna memorija struke;” Fa-
tović-Ferenčić, Prgomet, Vizualna memorija struke.

17 Fatović-Ferenčić, “The Eye Clinic’s Visual History”.

18 Marušić, Marušić, “Ratna fotografija u medicini”.

19 Grgić, Pentz, Mandić, “Digital Imaging in Ophthalmology”. 

20 Grgić, Pastorčić Grgić, “Slikovna dokumentacija u medicini”. 

21 Brkić Midžić, Fatović-Ferenčić, “Vizualni identitet Liječničkog 
vjesnika”.

22 Antolković, “Molluscum pedis”.
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after the discovery of Röntgen radiation X-ray images were also printed 
in abundance. 

Visual identity of Liječnički vjesnik varied widely until 1950, which is also 
reflected in the ways photographs were included in its articles. At first, the 
photographs were part of the article as a supplementary material to the 
text. Their dimensions also varied so they could be found either in the 
center of the page or by the left or right text margins. From 1924 to 1934 
photographs were published in a special supplement to every issue on a 
glossy white paper. Even when after 1934 the photographs were again 
printed within the text, sometimes the issues were supplemented with 
glossy paper at the end, especially in cases of a large number of photo-
graphs or when they were particularly striking.

Given the extensive photographic material found in Liječnički vjesnik, this 
analysis is focused on a specific sample concerning only the photographs 
depicting various types of medical casuistry from 1877 to 1949 (diseases 
and other pathologies, congenital malformations etc.), excluding X-ray 
images, therapeutic procedures (such as operations, reductions etc.) and 
medical institutions (such as hospitals, departments and physicians). Our 
sample includes a total of 251 cases accompanied by one or more photo-
graphs. For the purpose of this paper, we have categorized them as follows: 
patient portraits, photographs that visualize patients’ emotions, photo-
graphs of extreme pathologies, photographic sequences and photographs 
used to assert the importance of particular medical specialties. We will 
also reflect on the temporality of photographs, their documentary value 
and the ethical implications that can be extracted from them.

PORTRaIT PHOTOGRaPHS

Several hundreds of identified photographs confirmed our suspicion that 
a substantial number of them would be portrait photographs. This is un-
derstandable given the fact that this was still a time of a holistic view on 
human health and disease, while the observation of individual variations 
within generalized parameters was a standard feature of clinical prac-
tice. Diagnostic capabilities were only being developed, so taking history 
and performing detailed physical examination were indispensable in the 
process of clinical evaluation of the patient. The photographs open the 
possibility to visualize data and distribute it to the reader. According to 
Kendall Walton, the authenticity of a photograph brings us closer to the 
person it represents by providing a sense of closeness—as if we were in 
contact with that person.23

At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, 
doctors mainly attempted to identify and explore the national pathology, 
its features and prevalence. Portrait photographs thus revealed patients 

23 Walton, “Photographic realism”.

with their local specificities and features, such as rural (women with 
scarves, girls with pigtails), urban (suit and tie, haircut) or military. Their 
clothes also tell us whether they were treated at the hospital (if they are 
in pajamas) or in the outpatient department (if they are dressed in a suit).

One of the more striking photographs of this kind is a photograph of 
a mother with a four-month-old male infant diagnosed as meningocele 
occipitalis inferior (Fig. 1).24 The mother is dressed in black with a black 
scarf tied on her head. She is calm and composed with lowered eyelids, 
focusing on the child she holds during the examination. The composition 
of the photograph is diagonal, while the character of a mother dressed 
in all black is contrasted with an infant wrapped in white cloth. At the 
center of the photograph is the child’s head in profile with two round 
protuberances visible in the occipital region. The child’s face is illumi-
nated and it calmly looks away from camera. This photograph was taken 
on November 13, 1902, when the patient was admitted to the hospital. 
Both mother’s and child’s calmness is somewhat unexpected and points 
to the pose created by the photographer to suggest the involvement of the 
mother in the process of physical examination. Trusting the physicians 
and hoping for a successful treatment, she willingly surrenders the child to 
the medical procedure. Her presence gives certain warmth and protection 
to the child, thus alluding to the humanness present in medicine despite 
overwhelming paternalism characterizing the first half of the twentieth 
century. Given its content and composition, this photograph stands out 
from other depictions of small children and infants which are mostly de-
void of parental contact.

Sometimes portrait photography was used to emphasize specific symp-
toms in diagnosing a disease, thus acquiring a didactic role. An example 
is a photograph of three naked, skinny boys with protruding bellies on 
which the doctors drew lines in order to mark the significant enlargement 
of their livers and spleens. Such photographs were frequently taken during 
public health campaigns to suppress malaria in Dalmatia at the time and 
these have become almost paradigmatic for this disease.25 This photo-
graph is subversive, because although it alludes to typical depictions of 
patients suffering from malaria, it actually shows patients with endemic 
kala-azar. (Fig. 2).26 By visualizing the same symptoms, the photograph 
warns about the possibility of mixing those two diseases and the dangers 
such a mistake brings. Namely, the wrong diagnosis resulted in the applica-
tion of inadequate therapy, since quinine—a drug used to treat malaria—is 
ineffective in treating kala-azar, while exposing the children to its many 
side-effects.27

24 Maixner, “Meningocele occipitalis inferior”.

25 Senta Marić, “Arhivska građa”, 130.

26 Krmpotić, “Endemija kala-azara”.

27 Mayerhofer, Dragišić, “Raširenost Kala-azara”.
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SUPPRESSEd EMOTIOnS

The tension between objectification of the body and its individuality 
makes photography a powerful tool when discussing a phenomenon 
Michel Foucault named the medical gaze.28 The medical system subor-
dinates the patients’ emotional reactions to its own need for an objective, 
analytic assessment, with a focus on the realistic depiction which mini-
mizes the role of photographer as an artist. This is due to the fact that a 
doctor expects a realistic representation in order to be able to clinically 
interpret the data. The scenery present in our sample of photographs is 
thus strictly related to the patients’ pathology, while the only décor are 
white hospital walls and functional pieces of furniture, such as chairs on 
which the patients lean or sit, metal medical tripods and bandaging tables. 
Emotions on these photographs are frozen due to the focus—both on the 
part of a photographer and a patient—on the faithful reproduction of 
certain pathological changes. Patients’ faces either show only glimpses 
of tension, fear, confusion and worry or they are expressionless and flat. 
Rarely, however, the photographs captured elements of subjective expe-
rience, as in the case of a photographic sequence showing the results of 
the operation performed on a 27-year-old woman with cleft lip. After the 
successful operation, the woman gained the functional ability to smile, 
which is portrayed through her joyous expression of delight at this fact. 
Her smile thus not only represents a functional ability that she previously 
did not possess, but also expresses the triumph of medicine (Fig. 3).

In the same way that the décor on these photographs was improvised and 
secondary to the medical information communicated through them, the 
photographers also paid little attention to the capturing of what Roland 
Barthes termed the “essence” of a person.29 Still, in the case of a 24-year-
old farmer with ptosis, epicanthus and trachoma, the doctors invoked the 
readers to try to unearth an essential and invisible part of the personality 
beyond the physical level, the so-called animula. The author of this case 
report thus invited his readers to observe the “patient’s unintelligent gaze”, 
seemingly established with the presence of epicanthus, a sign accompa-
nying certain hereditary disorders such as the Down syndrome (Fig. 4).30 
The photograph, which functions as a tool not only in establishing bodily 
symptoms but also mental issues, in this case the patient’s underdeveloped 
cognitive dimension, is thus completely in line with popular contempo-
rary theories on the organic basis of mental disorders.

28 Zittlau, “Medical Portrait Photography”.

29 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 6.

30 Toth, “Kongenitalna ptoza”.

ExTREME PaTHOLOGIES

A significant segment of knowledge in the analyzed period was gained 
through comparing the pathological and the normal. The clinicians at-
tempted to recognize general patterns and exceptions to the rules, and thus 
had a tendency to publish cases with rarely seen pathologies, frequently 
accompanying them with photographs. One such example, which allows for 
the reconstruction of lay conceptualizations of disease and the widespread 
custom of avoiding doctors, is a case from Ogulin hospital. There, in 1934, 
a 21-year-old girl was admitted with a massive vulvar tumor. The girl stated 
that she first noticed a lump on her right labia major when she was 15, but 
only went to the doctor six years later when the tumor started to “bother 
her during walking” and because “as a grown-up woman and a future wife 
[she] felt ashamed and wanted to get rid of it.”31 It is precisely this functional 
aspect of the tumor, i.e., how it impeded the girl’s ability to walk, that the 
photographer wanted to depict with two photographs. In particular, the 
second photograph shows the girl with legs brought together in front of 
which hangs a huge fibromatous tumor that we can easily visualize how it 
strikes the girl’s legs during walking (Fig. 5). Luckily, the hospital surgeon 
made a simple excision of the tumor that weighed 1700 grams, as well as the 
aesthetic genital plastic surgery, and the girl was released fully recovered.

The highest number of photographs of rare cases depicted advanced tum-
ors with extreme dimensions. Some of them represented facial defects due 
to cancers in elderly but also children,32 which additionally emphasized 
the rarity of such pathological changes. The photographs of rare cases 
contributed to the definition of pathological, constructing at the same 
time the concept of normal. Not only is this visible in cases of tumors, but 
also in the first cases of female33 and male hermaphroditism.34 Extremely 
rare combinations of diseases are also photographed, such as the testicular 
tuberculosis in a patient with testicular feminization, whose unfortunate 
diagnosis was reached by observing a mysterious lump in her inguinal 
canal.35 Such cases confronted Croatian doctors with different, sometimes 
incompatible classification systems proposed by other, foreign authors. 
Photographs were used as a tool in convincing the readership as to why a 
particular system of classification was accepted and others rejected. At the 
same time, new names for various nosological entities were inaugurated 
and thus entered clinical practice in Croatia.

Doctors also considered how pathological phenomena corresponded with 
normal dependent on their quantitative variations.36 A good example of 

31 Vodehnal, “Dva rijetka ginekološka slučaja”.

32 Car, “Sarkom der Orbita”.

33 Culek, “Pseudohermafrodismus”.

34 Zanela, “Hermaphroditismus”.

35 Ibid.

36 Zittlau, “Medical Portrait Photography”.
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this is a diagnosis of obesitas universalis, the proof of which was a photo-
graph of a naked woman (Fig. 6). For the author of the article, who worked 
in a rural, less developed part of Croatia where sustenance was scarcer, the 
case was “worthy of special mention” with almost a trivial explanation 
that “the crucial moment is supposedly chemical, i.e., the production of 
fat was larger than the expenditure.”37 When we contrast this case with 
today’s world in which every fifth person in Croatia is obese and that obe-
sity is now strongly correlated with poverty, it is readily apparent that the 
definition of normal depends in large part on the socioeconomic context, 
societal norms and the prevalence of certain pathologies.

THE TEMPORaLITy OF PHOTOGRaPHS

Writing on the temporality of photographs, Barthes claims that a photo-
graph exposes past in the present, underscoring the inevitable transience.38 
The photograph reflects a segment in time marked with a certain experi-
ence and insight, but also a temporal extensibility given the possibility of 
reevaluating its content.

At the start of the twentieth century, Croatian doctors were predominantly 
interested in less known or new diseases. New developments in the area of 
endocrinology, for example, turned the attention of medical community to 
the diseases for which the cause was previously unknown, and such cases 
were frequently accompanied with photographs. A good example is the 
first case of a patient with acromegaly (Fig. 7).39 Both photographs show 
the same patient hospitalized in Osijek in 1894 due to severe rheumatic 
pain in both knees and a tumor on the right side of his skull and face. The 
first photograph shows the head and upper torso of a patient dressed in 
striped pajamas with arms crossed at his chest. On the patient’s face there 
are tumorous growths with those on the left side deforming his ear and 
face, pulling the left corner of the mouth and moustaches downward. The 
patient is expressionless and focused on the photographer, while the fists 
are big and altered. The second photograph shows the lower part of the 
patient’s body who is now sitting on the chair in order to provide a better 
view of his legs that show enlarged joints, particularly knees.

If this case had been published without photographs it would have entered 
Croatian medical history as the first documented case of acromegaly. How-
ever, it is precisely the inclusion of photographs that allows for an alter-
native explanation from today’s vantage point informed by contemporary 
notions on this disease. While for the author the photographs are a clear 
proof of acromegaly, doctors today would note how the patient’s face is 
deformed by tumorous growth and does not convey a typical expression 

37 Partsch, “Obesitas”.

38 Barthes, Camera Lucida.

39 Ćulumović, “Akromegalia”.

of a patient with acromegaly, which involves the development of rougher 
facial features due to the enlargement of bones and sinuses.40 One of the 
tools available to the doctor in cases of suspected acromegaly are past 
photographs through which a change in appearance could be ascertained. 
The author did not mention this diagnostic tool and given the fact that 
photography at the time was not widely available, it was probably techni-
cally unfeasible to follow the patient’s disease by photographing him for 
several years. All these factors retrospectively throw doubt on the origi-
nal diagnosis, for in this case, and in accordance with Barthes’ notion of 
photography as a temporal hallucination,41 it is precisely the photograph 
itself which enables us to reevaluate this case as the first description of 
acromegaly in Croatia.

Unlike the previous photographs, which attempted to highlight the 
changes that supposedly point to acromegaly, the next two photographs 
of patients with pellagra—a disease caused by inadequate uptake of niacin 
(vitamin B3)—are much worse in revealing its typical symptoms (Fig. 8). 
Proper visualization of skin changes characterizing pellagra would re-
quire a focused view of such spots, so it is evident that the author was not 
concerned with proving his diagnosis in these cases, but rather with estab-
lishing the time span of the disease. The caption under the photographs 
thus states: pellagra lasts for 5 years and pellagra lasts for 3 years.42 In any 
case, the complex relationship between photography and time is revealed, 
with time being an important framework through which to observe and 
follow the development of the disease.

Unlike the case of acromegaly, where doctors unfortunately did not pos-
sess a patient’s photograph prior to the advent of his disease, in the case 
involving a patient suffering from myasthenia they used a series of photo-
graphs to establish a timeline of the disease and its remission.43 The pho-
tograph, which dominates the article with its central position on the first 
page, depicts a man in an urban suit from the beginning of the twentieth 
century (Fig. 9). The photograph from 1906 reveals the bilateral ptosis, 
myopathic forehead and extensive weakness of the extraocular muscles.44 
Apart from this photograph, several others were printed in the article. 
One, reprinted from foreign literature, shows a patient with ptosis with a 

40 The enlargements of supraorbital arches and the nasal base are 
typical signs of acromegaly. Nasolabial fold and lips thicken. 
Acromegaly also leads to mandibular prognathism and malocclusion. 
Distance between teeth becomes more visible. All these features are 
lacking on the photograph.

41 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 115. 

42 Ćulumović, “Pellagra”, 420.

43 Myasthenia gravis is an autoimmune disease characterized with 
muscle weakness due to the destruction of acetylcholine receptors 
mediated by antibodies and cellular immunity.

44 Gutschy, “Slučaj”.
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picture of microscopic preparation of the affected muscles, and the other 
represents the same photograph from the front page, now reduced in size 
and accompanied with a photograph of a patient during previous remis-
sion. When observing those two photographs, a reader gains insight into 
the patient’s normal appearance and that affected by the disease, as noted 
by the author of the case report: “This can best be observed by compar-
ing the myasthenic facial expression of our patient now with that during 
remission after the year 1902 (photographed from the medallion)”.45 This 
case thus represents the first use of photography in comparing the pa-
tient’s condition during remission and with active disease.

PHOTOGRaPHy aS a TOOL FOR  
aFFIRMInG MEdIcaL SPEcIaLTIES

During the first half of the twentieth century many medical specialties 
used photography as a tool for one’s own affirmation. Unsurprisingly, 
many case reports containing photographs were published by the repre-
sentatives of rather young specialties. Out of 251 cases accompanied by 
photographs in the analyzed period, 64 were orthopedic cases. The person 
most responsible for the introduction of photography to orthopedics was 
Božidar Špišić, one of the pioneers of medical photography in Croatia. 
Already during the First World War, Špišić extensively photodocumented 
the rehabilitation and resocialization of injured war veterans.46 By doing 
so, he inspired a whole generation of younger orthopedists such as Mato 
Šarčević and Vladimir Ćepulić, who followed his lead and took photo-
graphs of their more interesting cases and thus underscored the impor-
tance of their own profession. Given that orthopedics originally arose out 
of the need to correct various deformities in children, Špišić frequently 
published pediatric cases. His argument was that by publishing clinical 
reports, medical community would be able to better understand the causal 
nature of various disorders:

Because of this reason, it is important and useful to publish even the 
simplest cases to the medical public, because by multiplying casu-
istry we would become better at understanding the nature and causes 
of such congenital malformations. This is valid even more so in those 
cases which, after detailed research, enable us to determine not only 
the factors which caused such deformities, but also to establish the 
precise time when these factors started to exert their influence or 
became ineffective.47

With this kind of thinking, Špišić regularly published photographs with 
articles on a wide range of topics, such as the developmental dislocation 

45 Ibid., 131.

46 Špišić, Kako pomažemo našim invalidima.

47 Špišić, “Prirodjene mane”. 

of the hip,48 tuberculosis of the knee,49 scoliosis,50 knee contractures,51 
rickets,52 and others (Fig. 10). It was of utmost importance to him to stim-
ulate a moral and professional evolution in regards to the disabled body 
and to redefine its value according to the capability to perform physical 
work. According to Špišić, medicine was there to help achieve this goal 
and thus help in building a healthy and prosperous nation.53

Such an understanding of orthopedics as a specialty rooted in social 
medicine as much as in clinical, curative practice, was present through-
out Špišić’s career. It is through this lens that one should approach his 
description of hallux varus, a congenital malformation that he present-
ed in Liječnički vjesnik using three examples from his clinical practice.54 
According to Špišić, the causes of this abnormality are both endogenous 
(hereditary factors, syphilis, alcoholism) and exogenous (abnormal fetal 
position, inflammation, amniotic band syndrome). Although his every-
day work mostly involved individualized clinical practice far away from 
public health issues, Špišić presented this anomaly as a direct proof of the 
importance of a state fight against widespread alcoholism. Namely, Špišić 
claimed that in all three cases of children with hallux varus, their fathers 
were “in true sense dipsomaniacs”.55 In interwar period, when syphilis, 
tuberculosis and alcoholism were considered to be the most troubling pub-
lic health issues capable of weakening the nation’s biological capacities, 
Špišić’s social-medical orthopedics demonstrated the correlation between 
social diseases and their clinical manifestations and affirmed the power 
of his profession to correct abnormalities. It thus positioned orthopedics 
as an indispensable element within more general healthcare reforms of 
his time.56

A similarly broad view characterized ophthalmology as well, a profession 
which profusely used photography to demonstrate interesting clinical 
cases and educated readers about the potential causes of ocular diseases. 
The first color photograph published on the pages of Liječnički vjesnik 
in 1906 arose from the ophthalmological practice (Fig. 11). It was a re-
production made in collotype by the Mosinger company in Zagreb,57 for 

48 Špišić, “Liječenje kongenitalne luksacije kuka”.

49 Špišić, “Naše liječenje”.

50 Špišić, “O skoliozi”.

51 Špišić, “Ortopedsko-kirurško liječenje”.

52 Špišić, “Prilog operativnom liječenju”.

53 Osten, “Photographing Disabled Children”.

54 Špišić, “Hallux varus”.

55 Ibid., 92.

56 Fatović-Ferenčić, Kuhar, “Photography in the Rehabilitation”.

57 Mosinger company was founded by the Collotype department (Svjetlot-
iskarski zavod) in 1899, and in 1904 a lithography section was also 
established.
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which ophthalmologist Vladimir Katičić stated: “I should thank profes-
sor Haab in Zürich and Lehman publishing house in München for their 
kindliness with which they allowed me to reproduce these pictures, and 
also the government for their generosity in paying for the expenses.”58 As 
an oldest medical specialty, ophthalmology was well-established already 
at the beginning of the twentieth century. Its strong position within the 
medical system and its broad view on the questions of population health 
was evident through its treatment of trachoma, a prevalent eye infection 
caused by the bacterium Chlamydia trachomatis.59 Ophthalmology ap-
proached the topic of trachoma through a social medicine lens, trying to 
emphasize the importance of changing unhygienic customs prevalent in 
the population, especially in the rural areas:

Given that the major part of our population, including the substan-
tial part of our intelligentsia, unfortunately does not comprehend 
the importance of trachoma and its severe consequences, and given 
that as physicians we are still not in a position to gain experience 
about trachoma and similar diseases at special medical courses, I 
will try with these words and additional pictures to contribute with 
my modest abilities to reduce the aforementioned shortcomings.60

Given the scarcity of ophthalmology atlases, Katičić included the pho-
tographs in his articles, arguing that “even the most schematic picture 
contributes greatly to better understanding and memory”.61 As a specialty 
dealing with sight and vision, it is only natural that the ophthalmologists 
would seek to document visual aspects of their profession. Interestingly, 
after his specialization in Vienna, Kurt Hühn, the son of a prominent Za-
greb lithographer and photographer Julije Hühn, worked at the Sisters of 
Mercy Hospital in Zagreb as the head of the Department of Ophthalmol-
ogy (1903–1940). Sadly, we could not find any photograph of his patients 
on the pages of Liječnički vjesnik in the analyzed period.62 

As with many other medical specialties, ophthalmology gained traction 
with the establishment of the School of Medicine in Zagreb in 1917. On the 
fifth anniversary of the opening, a monograph was published celebrating 
the work done in this short period, with several clinics opting to include 

58 Katičić, “Prilog”.

59 Trachoma is an infection of the eye caused by the bacterium Chla-
mydia trachomatis and represents the leading cause of blindness due 
to infectious diseases in the world.

60 Katičić, “Prilog”,1.

61 Ibid.

62 Hühn was mostly interested in the Röntgen radiation, given that 
the Sisters of Mercy Hospital was the first in Zagreb to procure 
the X-ray machine (1901). Already in 1902, Hühn treated ulcerated 
breast cancer with X-rays, and published first X-ray images ever 
printed in Liječnički vjesnik.

a wealth of photographs.63 Unlike other clinics, whose photographs were 
mainly taken by amateurs, the visual representation of the Department of 
Ophthalmology was left to the famous Zagreb photo atelier Foto Tonka 
run by Antonija Kulčar. Albert Botteri, the head of the Department at that 
time, undoubtedly wanted to represent his clinic, the first of its kind in the 
region, as an institution dedicated to functional organization, specializa-
tion and recognition, and as a mirror of his own competence in equipping 
it in the mold of distinguished European centers.64 

When exploring the role of photography in the context of affirming the 
position of young medical specialties within broader medical system, a 
particularly interesting place belongs to neuropsychiatry, for it was at the 
end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries that 
the brain was understood as the seat of many mental disorders. Doctors 
tried to establish the correlations between organic changes in the brain on 
the one hand and mental disorders and neurologic symptoms on the other, 
while photography was used to objectivize the spotted changes.

Despite this general trajectory of the development of neuropsychiatry, ar-
ticles published in Liječnički vjesnik were rarely accompanied with pho-
tographs. One exception was a case of one insane pastor, which featured 
a photograph of his brain (Fig. 12). It was confirmed during autopsy that 
the patient suffered from a brain tumor and the doctors concluded that it 
was the cause of this patient’s psychiatric symptoms.65 By reducing psychi-
atric symptoms to the changes in brain anatomy, neuropsychiatry utilized 
photography to position itself among other empirically grounded medical 
specialties.66

A photograph of the brain was also included in an article by psychiatrist 
Aleksandar Kuljženko, who described cases of frontotemporal dementia, 
i.e., the limited atrophy of cerebral cortex.67 Photographs of brains rather 
than patients made it clear that the cognitive apparatus was biologically 
determined, thus placing psychiatry in a system far removed from the 
abstract (the soul) and into the concrete (the brain).

One of the most widely used photographic strategies that we have identi-
fied in Liječnički vjesnik and which were used to demonstrate contempo-
rary therapeutic possibilities, were photographic sequences. Photographic 
documentation and medical narratives which follow it travel through time, 
allowing us a view into the past. Although a snapshot is instant, pho-
tography is sometimes temporalized through a process which points to 

63 Anonymous, “Sveučilišne ustanove”.

64 Fatović-Ferenčić, “The Eye Clinic’s Visual History”.

65 Stanojević, “Katamnestički pregled”.

66 Kuhar, Fatović-Ferenčić, “Začetci i razvoj hrvatske psihijatrije”.

67 Kuljženko, “O ograničenim atrofijama”.
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the different phases of a disease or its therapeutic management. Among 
the photographic sequences, one which stands out involves a case of an 
18-year-old primipara from Opatija who gave birth to a child without the 
help of either a doctor or a midwife. Due to very strong labor pains her 
posterior vaginal wall and perineum ruptured and the child was delivered 
through this newly-formed passage which later got infected. The article 
is accompanied with one schematized drawing in order to elucidate the 
anatomical relationships, and three photographs taken from close range. 
The first shows the patient’s condition upon the arrival to the clinic, the 
second after the perineal bridge fell off, and the third after plastic sur-
gery. The temporal sequence established through photography allows for 
a complete reconstruction of the course of the disease and the therapeu-
tic management.68 This case, which included a photograph of a patient 
during recovery, differs from the usual before and after pictures used in 
the overwhelming majority of cases of photographic sequences. With 
the inclusion of a third photograph, the readers were given an even more 
plastic visualization of what they could expect during the management 
of similar cases.

Many other medical specialties published photographic sequences. A par-
ticularly rich material was published by Juraj Körbler from the Depart-
ment for Treatment with Radium in 1934, who published 12 photographs 
depicting six patients before and after treatment with radium in various 
techniques (Fig. 13). His goal was to demonstrate the power of modern 
radiotherapy to spare healthy tissue and target the diseased.69 Generally 
speaking, photographic sequences were focused much more on the com-
petence of a physician and his therapeutic capabilities than on the disease 
itself. Thus, photography revealed the complex relationship between dis-
ease and time, through which it was increasingly visualized.

cOncLUSIOn

Our screening of photographs published in Liječnički vjesnik from 1877 
to 1950 yielded 251 instances of medical casuistry. The photographs ac-
companied, among others, the first descriptions of new diseases, tumors, 
congenital anomalies and epidemic diseases. When looking at these pho-
tographs from today’s vantage point, it has increasingly become clear to 
us that by showing the changed, deformed or misshapen bodies, subjected 
to specific clinical gaze, therapy and rehabilitation, the doctors were con-
cerned with mapping and establishing the national pathology. The main 
incentive was to document these cases for posterity, or, in the words of one 
physician from the beginning of the twentieth century, “to photograph 
the child with this congenital malformation, so that the case would be 

68 Zanela, “Ruptura”.

69 Körbler, “Liječenje raka kože”.

preserved on the pages of Liječnički vjesnik”.70 By publishing the photo-
graphs, the doctors wanted to foster the discussion on certain topics and 
to visually compare local cases with foreign literature. The photographs 
opened up the possibility of a more detailed questioning of proposed 
classifications of diseases and establishing new nosologic entities. In an 
era of poor availability of adequate visual teaching aids, photography be-
came a popular medium due to its visual representation of clinical signs 
and therapeutic procedures. It recorded the process of treatment in all its 
stages and impressively displayed doctors’ valiant efforts to successfully 
rehabilitate their patients.

Most of the photographs published in Liječnički vjesnik at the end of the 
nineteenth and in the first half of the twentieth centuries display a lack 
of technical quality and sometimes even a poor focus on the features of a 
disease represented on them. This can be attributed to the fact that medi-
cal institutions only exceptionally hired professional photographs. Unlike 
in other countries, these photographs were almost exclusively made in a 
hospital setting and taken by amateurs, so they cannot be used to evaluate 
the possible role the commercial photography played in the development 
of medical photography.71 Poor quality of these photographs can also 
be ascribed to the lack of specific instructions for authors regarding the 
necessary quality of photographs intended for publication, their number, 
dimensions or captions.72 In financially difficult times, such as those im-
mediately after the Second World War, the editorial board of Liječnički 
vjesnik even suggested to the authors to keep the number of photographs 
to a minimum, otherwise they would have to participate in covering the 
expenses for their printing.73 Therefore, it can safely be assumed that most 
of the photographs were taken from medical archives, while only a lesser 
number was made exclusively for the articles intended to be published in 
the journal.74

Not only were the photographs not authored in most cases, but also the 
techniques used in making them were mentioned only in extremely rare 
instances. Such exceptions are the first color photographs of trachoma 
published by Vladimir Katičić, and an article penned by the neuropsychi-
atrist Franjo Gutchy from 1897, in which there is a caption stating that 
the photograph is “an autotypy made by V. I. Margetić in Zagreb”.75 As the 

70 Culek, “Prirodjeni rascjep”.

71 Freeland, “Portraits”.

72 The first Instructions for Authors were published in Liječnički 
vjesnik in 1922.

73 See, for example, Anonymous, “Upute”, 58.

74 The founder of clinical photography in Croatia, the orthopedist 
Božidar Špišić, mentions a photographer in his Department of Or-
thopedics, by does not mention his name. The photographs made for 
Špišić are unsigned.

75 Gutschy, “Slučaj porencephalije”.
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author himself states, it is a “photogram” of a patient with cerebral palsy, 
made by Vaso Margetić in relief printing.76

Photographs accompanying the cases published in Liječnički vjesnik were 
either printed alone or in combination with photographs of other patients 
or the same patient after therapy (as comparative material and/or to evalu-
ate the treatment), X-rays (to better visualize the internal changes), photo-
graphs of micro- and macropreparations (most often with pathological or 
microbiological expertise) and schematic or artistic drawings (for better 
understanding of topography and anatomical relationships). The position 
of photographs also changed: at first, they were published together with 
text, but from 1924 to 1934 all the photographs were printed at the end 
of each issue on a glossy white paper.

Despite the fact that almost all medical specialties in the first half of the 
twentieth century used photography to document therapeutic methods at 
their disposal or to record otherwise interesting cases, certain specialties 
such as orthopedics, otorhinolaryngology, ophthalmology, gynecology 
and infectious diseases dominated (Table 1). It is interesting to note that 
among infectious diseases presented with photographic material, rare 
manifestations of certain diseases such as endemic syphilis were favored 
instead of those most commonly found.77 For example, we were unable 
to detect a single photograph showing diphtheria, cholera, scarlet fever, 
smallpox, chickenpox, malaria and typhus, which were some of the most 
prevalent and deadly acute infectious diseases at the time. We suspect 
that this is due to the fact that their clinical manifestations were known 
among medical personnel, so doctors rather opted to address them with 
graphs and other methods used in epidemiological research. There is also 
a relative lack of cases dealing with internal diseases, which can be ex-
plained with the fact that they only sometimes express themselves in a way 
accessible to the camera. On the other hand, it was somewhat puzzling to 
note that in the whole analyzed period only one forensic case was accom-
panied with a photograph. The case deals with violent suffocation and the 
photograph shows petechiae on the palate.78 In any case, the frequency of 
photographs does not seem to correlate with real incidence of certain dis-
eases, but with other factors such as their rarity and success in treatment.

The photographs analyzed in this paper confirmed their role and influence 
in terms of their documentary and academic value. Certain photographs 
also confronted us with a question whether a photograph of an ill person 
that is a hundred years old can still convey a moral message or elicit moral 

76 During that time, Margetić operated his collotype and heliograph-
ic business at 16 Franz Joseph Square in Zagreb (today 18 King 
Tomislav Square). See, Gržina, Sunčani kip, 253. 

77 Grin, “Primarni afekt”.

78 Premeru, “Pokušaj umorstva”.

response. Susan Sontag, for example, claims that old photographs betray 
the fact that “the ethical content of photographs is fragile.”79 Writing 
from a more philosophical perspective, Roger Scruton totally rejects the 
possibility that photographs represent reality.80 On the other hand, with 
a much more compatible view to our own, Stephanie Ross stated that 
photographs can communicate ethical values through emotions stimu-
lated by viewing them.81 We would also add that the photograph can also 
accomplish this through the understanding of its ethos, which in our case 
stems from the relationship between their content and our knowledge on 
the history of human rights. Thus, these photographs do not only play a 
role as documents of a past medical reality, but also point to the ways pa-
tients were exposed, gazed upon and represented by the doctors. Although 
already at the beginning of the nineteenth century, a letter to the editor 
of The New York Medical Journal spurred a discussion on the protection 
of patients’ privacy, our set of photographs demonstrates a lack of care 
in this respect.82 They suggest a thoughtless, even needless exposure of 
various body parts to a photographer, regularly without any measures to 
protect the patients’ identities.83 Sometimes the patients, mostly children, 
were totally naked, while at other times female patients covered only their 
heads with their clothes. One exception are the photographs of a female 
patient who was treated with new chemotherapeutic agent Rubrophen in 
Čakovec for extrapulmonary tuberculosis.84 Photographs show a patient 
with skin changes on hands and on a stump. On all the photographs the 
patient uses her arms to hide her face. Even if based on the first two photo-
graphs one could claim that this position was taken to better visualize skin 
changes, the third photograph, which shows the patient after successful 
treatment, wholly invalidates this argument (Fig. 14).

Unlike classic portraits made for civil purposes, portraits in medical pho-
tography are not symbolic acts emphasizing its own importance,85 but 
are rather concerned with documentation. Patient suppresses his or her 
personality, subjective preferences and a tendency to pose, and becomes an 
object of observation and manipulation not only in the process of medical 
diagnosis and treatment, but also during photographing. According to Su-
san Steward, “the real itself is offered to the viewer, rather than a version 
of the real being given by a subject with his or her own desires, prejudices, 
and so on.”86 The relationship between the patient and the doctor was 

79 Sontag, On Photography, 16.

80 Scruton, “Photography and Representation”.

81 Ross, “What Photographs Can’t Do”.

82 Anonymous, “Indecency”.

83 In the articles, patients are mostly addressed with initials or 
even full names, location and sometimes their vocation.

84 Brodnjak, “Slučaj tbc. luposa cutis”.

85 Freund, Fotografija i društvo.

86 Stewart, On Longing, 138.
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paternalistic and the patients were treated as objects of medical manipu-
lation. The doctor was superior with his knowledge and social standing, 
while the patient occupied a submissive position in the hope of being 
cured. As Margaret Lock states, “any connection between knowledge and 
practice remains essentially obscure, as does the problem of individual 
meanings attributed to cultural symbols and their manipulation, related 
in turn to relationships of power”.87 Photographs analyzed here reflect 
the era in which power was mostly in the hands of doctors, signalizing 
practices which we clearly recognize as unacceptable today.

87 Lock, “Cultivating the Body”, 136. 
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Photography in the Focus of 
Cultural-Critical Discourse: 
Critical Reflections on 
Photography in Croatia 
Between 1941 and the 1970s

 
InTROdUcTIOn

Historical discourse on photography was not a research interest until re-
cently, either in Croatian, barring a few exceptions, or in European and 
American historiography.1 Owing precisely to the decisive influence of 
the cultural-critical discourse on the establishment of photography as an 
art form, the creation of an audience, the formation of the methodology 
of the history of photography, as well as on the canonisation of individual 
oeuvres and works, one of the research goals of the project Ekspozicija 
was to explore (critical) writing about photography from its beginnings.2 
Therefore, this text will present the results obtained through the analysis 
of a large number of relevant writings about photography (prefaces to 
catalogues, reviews, criticism, discussions, essays), published in Yugoslav, 
mostly Croatian, periodicals between 1941 and the 1970s.3

An analysis of the early development of the understanding of photography 
and its nature and the formation of the discourse, reveals that, despite an in-
itial delay explicable by the peripheral political and cultural context in rela-
tion to the European centres of photography, it fully corresponds to general 
trends. It is a fact that early texts about photography in Croatian periodicals 
appear immediately after its invention in 1839 and primarily focus on the 
discovery and development of the medium or provide information about 
the early studios and their services, mostly in the form of short notices and 

1 The important texts that deal with writing about European and 
American photography are: (Marien 1997, Eisinger 1999, Foa 2012).

2 Other results of researching writing about Croatian photography with-
in the project Ekspozicija are: (Šeparović 2022, Križić Roban 2022).

3 This research did not include the reception of partisan photogra-
phy that accompanied partisan exhibitions held during the Second 
World War in the liberated area (in Bosanski Petrovac and Slunj in 
1942, in Livno and Otočac in 1943, etc.). More about partisan pho-
tography in: (Konjikušić 2017).
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advertisements. The development of critical and theoretical thought may be 
traced only from the beginning of the 20th century, when the first exhibi-
tions were organised, societies were founded, and magazines specialised in 
photography began to be published. On the territory of today’s Croatia, nine 
journals dedicated to photography were published in the period from 1921 
to 1941, some aimed at professional and others at amateur photographers, 
which reflects a strong division within the field of photography.

At the beginning of the 20th century, the majority of texts deal with the 
question of whether photography is or is not art, initially following the 
nineteenth-century Baudelairean understanding of photography as a me-
chanical transcription of the visible. During the 1920s, photography was 
recognised as an art medium through the pictorialist demand to imitate 
painting or graphics and only after 1930, under the influence of the Film 
und Foto exhibition, among other things, a consensus was reached about 
the artistic status of photography.4 This was followed by the first attempts 
to historicise photography, along with the recognition of the phenomenon 
of the Zagreb School of Photography and the canonisation of individ-
ual oeuvres and works. Most of the articles correspond to the genre of 
photography criticism, which is characterised by a rather rudimentary 
discursive level and arbitrary and flawed argumentation, mostly without 
critical potential, while the doctrine of modernist formalism, combined 
with the aestheticist understanding of art through beauty, taste and har-
mony, dominates. Among the critics, there are two clearly pronounced 
currents—the national and the social, whereby the national, whose most 
prominent representative is August Frajtić,5 in the spirit of the idea of 

“our expression”, insists on shooting “our motifs” (national landscapes, cos-
tumes, customs and people), while the social one, represented by Otokar 
Hrazdira,6  echoing Marxist ideas, advocates depicting the everyday life 
and work of the poor strata of society.

4 More in: (Šeparović 2022).

5 August Frajtić (1902–1977) was a photographer and promoter of amateur 
photography. He was the secretary of the Zagreb Photo Club for many 
years (president from 1943) and the initiator and organiser of courses, 
annual international exhibitions, the founding of the Croatian Pho-
to-Amateur Association in 1939, and in 1938, he was elected vice-pres-
ident of the then-founded International Union of Photographers. He was 
the founder and editor-in-chief of the magazine Savremena fotografija 
(1940–1941). He collaborated in Independent State of Croatia publica-
tions and after the Second World War left Yugoslavia and emigrated to 
Argentina, where he remained for the remainder of his life.

6 Otokar Hrazdira (1898–1944) was a passionate photographer of Czech 
origin who gained a reputation as a master of artistic photography 
by participating in numerous international exhibitions in which he 
often received awards. In the early 1930s in Ivanec, he founded the 
photo section of the Croatian Mountaineering Society Ivančica, and 
was also the publisher of the photo magazine Galerija, the only in-
ternational magazine dedicated to art photography in Croatia, whose 
goal was to affirm photography as an artistic medium, and which, due 
to its small number of subscribers, achieved only six-monthly issues.

WRITInG aBOUT PHOTOGRaPHy In THE SERVIcE OF STaTE 
PROPaGanda (1941–1945)

After the establishment of the Independent State of Croatia as a satellite 
of the Third Reich in the spring of 1941, conforming to the artistic pol-
icy of Nazi Germany,7 art gained an important place thanks to its strong 
propaganda and ideological potential.8 The main goal of merging art with 
propaganda was the acquisition of cultural legitimacy and the creation of 
the modern identity of the new state with modified borders (extending 
to the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina but without Istria and most 
of the Dalmatian coast) and characterised by totalitarianism, nationalism, 
anti-Semitism and genocidal terror.9 Among the collective exhibitions of 
photography, two organised in Zagreb should be mentioned: Lijepa naša 
domovino [Our Beautiful Homeland], which featured works by Croatian 
photographers (held in October and November 1941), and Umjetnički sv-
jetlopis naroda Nove Evrope [Artistic Photography of the Nations of New 
Europe], which showcased photographers from the Axis member states 
(held in December 1942 and January 1943, respectively). According to 
available sources, only one solo exhibition was held during this period—
that of Mladen Grčević in May 1944 in Zagreb.

Official Discourse: Photography in the Service of the State

The catalogue of the exhibition Lijepa naša domovino organised by the Za-
greb Photo Club, represents the purest example of official narrative. The 
reproductions and the list of works reveal that the selection was guided 
by ideological and national principles: only the photographs that advocate 
conservative and implicitly racist values, glorify the leader, idealise the 
beauty of the homeland, folklore and the traditional way of life, as well as 
people (only Croats and Bosnians) were selected. At the same time, there 
are no Serbs, Jews or Romani people in the photos, which implicitly sug-
gests the idea of purity of the nation. The preface consists exclusively of 
nationalist slogans in the imperative form, addressed to the photographers 
(“Take photos of your place and its surroundings!”), encouraging them to 
photograph Croatian regions and people, which is interpreted as “serving 
the Croatian people”, whereby the importance of organised photo activity 
through amateur societies is particularly emphasised (“It is your duty to 
join the Photo Club!”).10

7 More about the organisation of the cultural and artistic field in 
Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy in: (Brenner 1992, Steinweis 1996; 
Falasca-Zamponi 1997).

8 More about the organisation of the art scene in the era of Indepen-
dent State of Croatia and Socialist Realism in: (Šeparović 2018b).

9 Prančević 2021, 163, 170, 181.

10 Lijepa naša domovino 1941.
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The publication Naša domovina [Our Homeland], a collection of texts 
on the cultural history of Croats, included an article on photography by 
August Frajtić,11 in which he explains and justifies the use of photogra-
phy for state propaganda purposes. He endorses the promotional role of 
photography, which can, according to him, “completely objectively and 
truthfully show various events”, and not only show, but also convince and 
prove the claim: “It is understandable that our country, in its struggle for 
the truth, in its desire for a correct representation of the overall life in our 
homeland, also reached for photography, and that it is used abundantly. 
For this purpose, various state offices were established, whose purpose is 
to use photography in the service of the state [...] State photography insti-
tutions, then some professional photographers, and then the amateurs [...] 
supply various newspapers and magazines at home and abroad with their 
work, in order to spread the word about the Independent State of Croatia 
[...] and the real truth about our life and events in our homeland.”12 The 
state apparatus undoubtedly recognised the political and propaganda po-
tential of photography, as the state-ideological narrative based on radical 
nationalism, racial laws and the idea of “pure” ethnicity start spreading 
through images and the discourse that leans on the interwar national (Hei-
matkunst) photographic representation.

Photo-criticism

It can be said that exhibition selection, official communication and critical 
discourse work in harmony, speak the same language and tell an identi-
cal story.13 Actual photographic artistic production is carefully selected, 
framed with certain political intentions and used as material for adapting 
art in accordance with a particular political viewpoint and ideology.14 Dis-
course serves to explain political ideology; it does not tolerate dissonant 
tones, it is devoid of polemical and critical potential, but also of a coher-
ent interpretive apparatus, and reduced to national (nationalist) stereo-
types. In most cases, it is not photography criticism at all, but cultural 
and political ideology disguised as art criticism. Elementary concepts of 
profession, criticism and aesthetics are abandoned, form is given almost 
no importance, while the focus is on the content, imbued with political 
connotations—it is idealised, romanticised and mystified in a national key.

In a review of the exhibition Umjetnički svjetlopis naroda Nove Evrope, 
journalist and cultural critic Milan Katić,15 despite appropriating the 

11 For more about August Frajtić, see note no. 6.

12 Frajtić 1943, 1077.

13 More about art criticism during the Independent State of Croatia 
in: (Galjer 1998).

14 Prančević 2021, 164.

15 Milan Katić (1900–1969) studied conducting in Zagreb, working as 
a journalist and music, art, theatre and literary critic from 1927 

format of art criticism, offers up an official state-ideological narrative, 
based on radical nationalism and “pure” ethnicity. The article is dedicat-
ed exclusively to confirming and praising the selection of awards, in ac-
cordance with the national ideology, not given to individual authors, but 
to national selections. Katić makes general assumptions and exclusively 
considers the content from an ideological and national perspective, using 
clichéd platitudes, without any critical merit and avoiding even the most 
rudimentary interpretation: “Finland won first prize. It fully deserves this 
award, because it responded to the task in the best way. We were shown 
wonderful Finnish landscapes and given a broad view of the life and work 
of the Finnish country [...] Italy showed us its ancient culture and new life 
in wonderful picturesqueness [...] Germany shows us the efforts of today’s 
country in the great world struggle in an extraordinary way.”16 

Although most of the texts are typical examples of the ideological-prop-
aganda discourse, a certain number of authors still mention elements of 
artistic expression, writing from the position of moderate modernist for-
malism but lacking critical keenness. In his review of Mladen Grčević’s 
solo exhibition, journalist Stjepan Tomičić17 discusses the nature of pho-
tography, emphasising that photography may be considered as fine art if 
it contains aesthetic and emotional elements, whereby it “enriches art at 
large with new, specifically photographic expressive means”. In accord-
ance with the modernist rhetoric, the main emphasis in the text is on 
the author’s personal experience and individuality, which is reflected in 
the photographs: “He undoubtedly has his own view of objects […] with 
a versatile knowledge of technique, in which there are no leftovers or 
gaps.” In his photographs, Tomičić primarily considers the atmosphere 
(“discreet and lyrical sensibility”, “muted drama”), notices an interest in 
psychology and physiognomy of the depicted characters (“the ability to 
reveal characteristic features and capture personal life”) and particularly 
praises Grčević’s contribution in the field of reportage, emphasising his 
sharpness and insight in depicting events, especially sports motifs, “from 
which emerges an artistic view of physical efforts and the beauty of the 
human and animal body and movements”.18

to 1945. He worked in filmmaking since 1942 and is the screenwriter 
of the film Lisinski (1944) by Oktavijan Miletić. After the war, he 
directed numerous documentary films.

16 Katić 1943.

17 Stjepan Tomičić (1919–1999) published several short stories and 
wrote about cultural issues in Croatian conservative magazines 
before WWII (Mladost, Obitelj etc.), and about politics and art 
during the war for the official Independent State of Croatia 
newspapers Spremnost and Hrvatski narod. After the war, changing 
his name to Alfons Dalma, he worked as a prominent journalist in 
Austria. He died in Vienna on 28 July 1999.

18 Tomičić 1944.
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The Early History of Croatian Photography

The nationalist cultural doctrine of the Independent State of Croatia 
encouraged the research of national history, thus, one of the first over-
view of the Croatian history of photography was created at that time. In 
the above-mentioned article published in the anthology Naša domovina, 
August Frajtić highlights photographers who were Croats by nationality, 
while also separately listing and evaluating photographers of non-Cro-
atian origin who worked in Croatia, and likewise mentioning the first 
Croatian photo societies, exhibitions and journals. He also laments that 
during the “old” Yugoslavia (meaning Kingdom of Yugoslavia), the Zagreb 
Photo Club was discriminated, unlike clubs in other parts of the coun-
try, pointing out the journal Foto revija [Photo Journal] as “an opponent 
of the development of Croatian photography”: “Furthermore, another 
non-national consortium published through 8 years, the magazine ‘Foto 
Revija’ [...], which initially enjoyed the moral and cooperative support of 
certain Croatian photo amateurs, very quickly [...] became more and more 
an opponent of the development of Croatian photography.”19 The possible 
cause of such an unfair judgment of the undoubtedly most influential 
and longest-running interwar Croatian journal dedicated to photography 
lies in the fact that it was an official newsletter of numerous photo clubs, 
not only Croatian, but also Serbian (from Vršac, Beograd and Kraguje-
vac), Macedonian and Slovenian, as well as in the Jewish origin of its 
editor-in-chief, Franjo Ernst.

SPREadInG THE SOcIaLIST REaLIST dOcTRInE THROUGH 
PHOTOGRaPHy cRITIcISM

After the Second World War, Yugoslavia makes an ideological turn to-
wards the socialist-communist system, the Soviet Union becomes the role 
model for the organisation and strong centralisation of the field of art 
and culture,20 and the photography scene slowly becomes established. A 
photography exhibition was held in Zagreb in July 1948, in which Tošo 
Dabac, Mladen Grčević and Marijan Szabo, the only photographers that 
were members of the main art association (Croatian Association of Fine 
Artists, ULUH), participated. Since 1949, national and international pho-
tography exhibitions were held regularly in Zagreb, Rijeka, Split and Osi-
jek, as well as in Belgrade and Ljubljana. Solo exhibitions of prominent 
photographers—Milan Pavić (1950), Zlatko Zrnec and Ivan Medar (1951) 
and Tošo Dabac (1953)—held in Zagreb, should also be mentioned.

19 Frajtić 1943, 1079.

20 More about the relationship between politics and art in the USSR 
in: (Groys 1992).

The Role of Criticism

Art criticism becomes the main medium for spreading the official Socialist 
Realist doctrine (the Party line) to all segments of culture and art, which 
is why prescriptiveness becomes a dominant feature of both art and pho-
tography criticism discourse. Criticism represents a corrective to “faulty” 
approaches, and provides instructions on what and how to shoot in order 
to guide artists in visualising the key ideas of ideological discourse, which 
should be translated into the language of art.21 In an article by one of the 
main ideologues, Ervin Šinko, the role of criticism in a socialist society is 
described in detail: “The task of criticism is to help build a socialist social 
consciousness in art and in the artist”, whereby it is necessary to fight 
against Western and “bourgeois” ideas: “This task imposes on critics the 
duty to fight, together with the artist, against the destructive influences 
of the bourgeoisie, which, though economically and politically defeated 
in our country, has not stopped and will not stop acting with its ideology 
for a long time”. Since “the artist does not always have to be aware of the 
ideology he represents”, special importance is given to the critic, who 

“must be aware of the special laws of the artistic creative process and must 
[...] reveal the ideological elements, ideological content, and direction of 
the work of art, so that not only the reader, but also the artist sees more 
clearly, understands more deeply what he has achieved. Thus, the critic 
will actively participate in the shaping of social consciousness and the 
consciousness of the artist himself.”22

At the same time, critics, oscillating between dogmatic and humanistic 
versions of Socialist Realist doctrine, demand heroic themes that glori-
fy the new socialist reality, especially themes from the rebuilding of the 
country. Also, the required realism of form actually implies an idealised 
and typical approach to the depiction of people, as well as respect for the 
three-dimensionality of form, faithfulness of colours and clarity in the 
portrayal of faces. Through criticism, it is also made clear what is not ac-
ceptable—intimate psychological portraits, ‘fragmentary’ landscapes, still 
lives and themes from literature, history and fantasy with regard to motifs, 
as well as obscurity, incompleteness, deformations with regard to form—
while artworks with these features were dismissed as ‘capitalist’, ‘bour-
geois’, ‘formalist’ or ‘decadent’. In addition to the desired subject-matter 
and form of the artworks, the criticism also evaluates the content—which 
implies ‘idejnost’ [ideological commitment] and ‘partijnost’ [party-mind-
edness]—which actually refers to characteristics of the artist, evaluating 
whether an author is truly dedicated to socialist values. The focus is on 
‘contemporary reality’ and on the artist’s awareness of belonging to time 
and space: “It is precisely this move towards the idyllic and idealising that 

21 More about Croatian art criticism in the period of Socialist Real-
ism in: (Kolešnik 2006, Šeparović 2018a).

22 Šinko 1949.
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leads to such extreme results, that in a whole series of photographs—espe-
cially those that were rejected by the selectors—it cannot be determined 
in which country and in which time they were taken. It is no longer a 
question of technique or style, but of the consciousness of the person who 
took the photograph [...]. Guided by the eye of a socialist reporter, the 
camera should and must create an artistic and combat diary of our time”.23

The History of Photography through a Socialist Realist Lens

The new organisation of society affected the establishment of a new re-
lationship with the past, thus the history of Croatian art, including pho-
tography, begins to be viewed through a Socialist Realist lens. In most 
articles, interwar photography is disqualified as “decadent bourgeois for-
malism” that falsifies social reality and produces unrealistic depictions. It 
was pointed out that interwar photography was “exclusively influenced by 
Western photography” emphasising “formalistic solutions to the problems 
of composition, lines, the play of light and shadow”, whereby the “social 
reality was idealised, and the image of the world was distorted and broken 
into the smallest parts”.24

In addition, a new class view on the understanding of artistic creation 
prevails: while in the past only wealthy individuals could engage in pho-
tography, which was unreachable to the wider population, “today’s pho-
tography is mainly made by young people and working class, through the 
photo sections of associations of the People’s Technique”.25 It is pointed 
out that the interwar photo clubs were “a typical expression of the cap-
italist social order” and that “with their narrow-minded understandings, 
they prevented any self-initiative of individuals”, which is why the op-
portunity for photography to play a role in the “struggle for a fairer social 
order” was missed. Special importance is given to photography created 
during the Partisan fight and resistance, as well as to the organisations 
of the Narodna tehnika [People’s Technique], which organises photogra-
phy courses and strives for “technical education, along with cultural and 
physical education, to become an integral part of building every human 
being”. The main goals of photo amateur organisations are education and 
the ‘massification’ of photography, i.e., the expansion of photography 
education to the broadest social masses. Photography was supposed to 
stop being a privilege and become the right of every individual, whereby 

“current photography should be an expression of the gigantic efforts of our 
peoples in building a new and happier life”.26

23 Bihalji Merin 1950, 4.

24 Vučelić 1948.

25 Ibid.

26 Bosnar 1948. The fact that such tasks were carefully planned and 
carried out by the photo clubs is confirmed by documentation from 
the Archive of the Split Photo Club. Aside from monitoring the 
Club’s activities, documents provide the guidelines for the club 

The New Photo Journals

In postwar Yugoslavia two journals specialised in photography were 
launched: Naša fotografija [Our Photography], published by the profes-
sional photographers’ association in Osijek in 1947, and the Belgrade 
based Fotografija [Photography] as an amateur magazine that started 
coming out in 1948. While the official doctrine of Socialist Realism is 
represented by the amateur Fotografija, Naša fotografija remains perhaps 
the only enclave in the cultural field of that time whose discourse remains 
almost untouched by the ideology of Socialist Realism.

Fotografija begins to be published after the Resolution of the Informbiro, 
when strong ideological pressure occurs in the artistic field, ideological 
commissions in charge of implementing the doctrine are established, and 
Socialist Realism is officially canonised.27 Accordingly, this magazine is 
founded in order to provide the field of photography with an appropriate 
critical discourse and the necessary theoretical basis for photographic 
practice. Fotografija only published photos with a socialist-realist content, 
while criticism was supplied with a socialist-realist apparatus: ‘ideologi-
cal commitment’ and ‘party-mindedness’ are presented as a postulate for 
the truthfulness of photography, whereas photographers are required to 
document the construction of the railway and to adopt the teachings of 
Marxism and Leninism. (Fig. 1, 2, 3)

On the other hand, the magazine Naša fotografija, as the official newsletter 
of the professional photographers association, began to be published before 
Informbiro and the canonisation of Socialist Realism, as well as before the 
first post-war photography exhibitions were organised. The articles are 
almost completely devoid of the discourse of Socialist Realism, and in terms 
of the published photographs, although there were some photographs with 
Socialist Realist iconography, it cannot be said to prevail. A series of arti-
cles by photographer and teacher Milan Fizi,28 published between 1947 

activities, such as establishing as many clubs as possible, in-
creasing the number of active members and involving as many peo-
ple as possible, which is called ‘massification’ of the photogra-
phy field. Members of the clubs are encouraged to participate in 
photographic ‘competitions’, to go to construction sites of the 
railway and to record work and life on the construction sites, to 
subscribe to the Fotografija journal, etc. Zemaljskom odboru Saveza 
foto i kinoamatera Hrvatske [To the National Board of the Associ-
ation of Photo and Cinematographers of Croatia], 11 October 1950, 
Raspored odlazaka na omladinsku prugu Banja Luka–Doboj [Schedule 
of trips to the youth railway line Banja Luka–Doboj], 20. II. 1951, 
Svima klubovima foto i kino amatera / Zadaci [To all amateur photo 
and cinema clubs / Tasks], 23 V. 1951, all in folder. Dopisi 1953, 
Split Photo Club Archive.

27 More about ideological pressures after the Informbiro period in the 
Croatian art field in: (Šeparović 2017).

28 Milan Fizi (1904–1976) was a member of the Zagreb Photo Club since 
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and 1949, represent a completely formalist discussion on certain aspects 
of photography in the spirit of classical aesthetics and moderate-modernist 
formalism—photographic techniques, composition, originality, style, ideas, 
content, etc.29 In exhibition reviews, Fizi pays no attention to the photo-
graphs with a Socialist Realist subject-matter, referring to them as ‘docu-
ments’, while at the same time being enraptured by ‘bourgeois-decadent’ 
motifs and forms, especially by the effects of light and shadow.

It can be said that the journal Naša fotografija is a unique case within 
early post-war Yugoslav culture, where the Socialist Realist doctrine was 
not implemented. Although the magazine received a sharp rebuke in the 
form of an article entitled “Anti-scholarly quasi-wisdom of the journal 
Naša fotografija”,30 in which it was accused of “propagating bourgeois 
ideology” and “denying the social character of art”, it did not change its 
discursive policy. In answering the question of how this was possible in 
the totalitarian structure of the art world, we will again be aided by the 
discourse in which the division between amateur and professional pho-
tography was often highlighted. Since amateur photography was custom-
arily regarded as art, while professional photography was considered craft, 
Socialist Realism as an art doctrine was strongly implemented in the field 
of amateur photography, while professional photography, we might say, 
passed “under the radar”. (Fig. 4, 5, 6)

Deconstruction of Socialist Realism

The resolution of the long-standing conflict between amateurs and pro-
fessionals, inherited from the interwar period, began in 1950 with the 
establishment of the photography department at the School of Applied 
Arts in Zagreb. Then, in the wider socio-political field, the deconstruction 
of Socialist Realism and the reconstruction of modernism followed, all 
accompanied by the credit-monetary turning of Yugoslavia towards the 
West. The final break with Socialist Realism in the field of photography 
criticism was marked by the words of Stojan Desnica in the review of 
the Sarajevo exhibition held in 1953: “Wasn’t there enough prescription 
and ‘topics’ that were recognised as ‘real’ and ‘ours’, only hard, eight-hour 
and overtime working hours, the ultimate spasm of muscles, the roar of 
machines and the heat of foundries? […] Is there anything else in life apart 
from those eight hours in one day? Doesn’t man have children, rest, fun, 

1934. From 1948 until his retirement in 1972, he taught photography 
and film at the School of Applied Arts in Zagreb, where he raised 
many generations of artists and photographers. From 1933 to 1952, 
he participated in numerous national and international photography 
exhibitions and wrote many articles about photography in journals 
Foto revija and Naša fotografija. He is the author of the compre-
hensive textbook Fotografija (1960).

29 Fizi 1947–1949.

30 Milojković 1948.

trips, nature [...] Can he see anything beautiful, bright, smiling, pleasant 
around him, besides the hard work?”31

RaRE cRITIcaL THOUGHTS On  
aRT PHOTOGRaPHy aFTER 1950 

Compared to earlier periods, in which critical and theoretical texts are 
rare, at first glance, we could assume that the mid-1950s ushered in a more 
favourable time for writing about photography. However, upon exami-
nation of professional journals, relevant critically intoned articles will 
remain rare. Another problem is a lack of continuous publication of texts, 
necessary in order to achieve a significant shift in critical writing and 
interpretation of photography. 

An important source of writing about photography is the already men-
tioned magazine Naša fotografija. Although, for the most part, their ar-
ticles are addressed to amateurs, primarily given the numerous technical 
tips continuously published throughout the years, occasionally we en-
counter a certain number of articles that come nearer a critical approach 
to photography. 

At that time, there was no general statement regarding art photography, 
whereby photography was very rarely addressed in the context of art; it 
was still considered as belonging more to a technical skill than art. The 
interpretation of the term in the mid-1950s may be found in the critique 
of the exhibition of Slovenian photographer Peter Kocjančić by Franc Bajd 
from Ljubljana. He begins ambitiously, pointing to the so-called “Frank-
furt conversations” run by Georg Basner, that took place a year prior, on 
the occasion of the “big photo exhibition”.32 Although the article does not 
mention the exhibition in question, the author states that it was ground-
breaking, so very likely he is referring to The Family of Man. And, while the 
event in Frankfurt may not be crucial for the Croatian nor for the Yugoslav 
scene, it is still mentioned here, primarily because of the type of discourse 
encouraged in the article. Members of various cultural fields participat-
ed in the Frankfurt conversations (official, sculptor, dramatist, art critic, 
television expert and “ordinary amateur, photography lover”); first they 
discussed photography as a reflection of time; the second conversation fo-
cussed on photography opening its way to art, stressing that “photography 
is best when it soberly documents what is significant”; the third conversa-
tion tackled the role of photography in the contemporary world; while the 
fourth addressed the extent of possibilities of expression—words, descrip-
tion and pictorial representation. Judging by the stated views, photography 
was interpreted in terms of “independent even as art, although this is not 

31 Desnica 1953.

32 Bajd 1956, 30.
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its main goal”.33 Insistence on an artistic approach was considered a sign 
of an inferiority complex that photography does not need. The article ends 
with a critique of the exhibition of the Slovenian photographer, where the 
vocabulary narrows and the opinion is formed around the mood, about the 
content that does not hide itself, and about the artist’s sober and thoughtful 
way of looking. From today’s point of view, the comments seem quite basic, 
however, they still introduce the discrete language of photography into 
the discussion, which is a significant shift compared to the earlier period.

In the mid-1950s, photography was often emphasised as a “means of get-
ting to know and bringing people together”,34 an attitude that to some 
extent anticipates the exhibition The Family of Man, presented for the 
first time in 1955 in New York, then in 1957 in Belgrade and a year later 
in Zagreb.35 Namely, the criticism of the 10th international art photogra-
phy exhibition in Zagreb, along with the mentioned statement, suggested 
that photography is the most powerful propaganda tool used all over the 
world.36 These statements also echo the previous period of the late 1940s 
and early 1950s and the fundamental influence of socialist modernism and 
rigid politics, which would soon become abandoned. The information in 
the articles is often motivated by an effort to discern the national charac-
teristics of photography. Apart from statistical data regarding the number 
of pictures sent to be exhibited, technical details prevail, especially about 
the quality of light, while, from today’s perspective, the very small number 
of illustrations included in the catalogues and/or magazines presents a 
particular problem. Namely, without enough visual data, it is not possible 
to draw conclusions about the quality of the works or their motifs, and 
we are often left only to imagine what the exhibitions looked like without 
knowing many details. The question of artistic in photography is raised 
even in the case of Tošo Dabac, one of the most famous Croatian pho-
tographers of indisputable quality, so it remains unclear how the authors 
of the texts understood art photography. The influence of politics is no-
ticeable in awards decisions, in which both the federal committee and the 
republican committees for photography participate, while comparisons 
in terms of quality of production between American and British authors 
who participated in that exhibition, in relation to domestic ones open up 
a number of problems that have affected the creativity of Yugoslav authors, 
in addition to others related to quality of paper, films, the possibility of 
developing and printing photographs, etc.

The representational meanings of photography in the 1950s were largely 
limited to credibility and the documentary approach, as Bajd pointed out in 
his critique. The writings of Milan Fizi, whose book Fotografija [Photogra-

33 Ibid, 30.

34 Frelih 1954, 10.

35 More on the exhibition in: (Orlović 2020).

36 Frelih 1954, 10.

phy; first edition in 1960] (Fig. 7) is considered an almanac encompassing 
all possible areas, align with such an understanding, while an examination 
of its content demonstrates the breadth of its scope. This professor, who 
educated many generations at the School of Applied Arts in Zagreb and 
exerted a great influence on the scene, took issue with the meaning of rep-
resentation, especially when he undertook criticism of works that leaned 
towards abstraction, surrealism, combined techniques such as collage and 
the like. Given his great influence, it is important to mention his “strug-
gle” with the understanding of photography and his insistence on logical 
forms intended for the “broad masses”. Fizi advocates photography the 
presentation of which people understand, while anything that deviates 
from such an approach almost automatically receives a negative attribute of 

“exclusiveness”, something new and modern that is often incomprehensible 
to him. He wrote editorials in a number of issues of Naša fotografija, in 
which it is evident that he considers photography as “concrete creativity” 
that serves to show “objects that exist in reality, unlike abstract representa-
tions, where something of the concrete reality can only be glimpsed”.37 His 
texts assist us in becoming acquainted with the prevailing attitude about 
the photography scene, where “objects are the starting point of image for-
mation”,38 which is what he taught young generations of photographers. In 
his own words, “An old discarded shoe alone in a picture will not represent 
much. But if we place that old shoe next to the column showing kilometres 
and record it, its meaning in the picture changes immediately. A new value 
emerges from their relationship.”39 This kind of formal narrative is what 
was expected of photography; it was often a carefully arranged meaning 
that was banal, and which had a strong impact on the national scene. Only 
a few photographers will manage to escape this way of thinking, while a 
meaningful discussion about the role and importance of photography will 
have to wait until the end of the 1960s.

The dominance of the attitude about the objectivity of photography, 
which is therefore unlike any other pictorial art, the question of truthful-
ness and the faithful reproduction of reality are qualities that stand out 
in a series of writings from the mid-1950s onwards. The period is inter-
esting because it provides an insight into the details on the amateur scene, 
whereby the magazines served as an educational platform, relatively easily 
accessible to those interested. However, while we encounter encourage-
ment of contemporary tendencies in other environments, the local photo 
clubs and magazines fiercely advocate “beautiful and eye-pleasing photos”, 
while “the direction of photography that is today called contemporary” is 
described as “pointless failed experiments, pictures without head or tail, 
the meaning of which no one understands and which look like a mental pa-

37 Fizi 1954, 85. 

38 Fizi 1954, 85.

39 Ibid, 85.
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tient”.40 The problem will escalate with the attitude that, in photography, 
“art serves only as a reverse, an external sign for internal worthlessness”, 
while the basic criterion was the satisfaction of people not ready for some-
thing new and uncertain. The pictures had to be popular and accessible, 
portray people and scenes with which viewers could identify.41

Even when certain specific terms are used, the writers often do not under-
stand their origin, nor do they delve into the depth of their meaning. Thus, 
the unknown author of the text “My World” will comment on subjective 
photography, a term that has a specific meaning in the history of post-
war photography—the so-called non-functionalised photography, a phe-
nomenon defined by Otto Steinert, specific to Germany, whereby Steinert 
did not only refer to the aesthetic, but also employed it to encompass 
the economic and ideological needs of post-war West Germany.42 Unlike 
him, the unknown author understands the adjective subjective literally, 
considering that, in fact, everything in photography falls under this term, 
which he identifies as “my world”. Although the text was published when 
subjective photography was already defined and in decline (1951–1958), 
at no point does it refer to Steinert, nor does it describe the position of 
the subjective, which is formed from the phenomenological position “of 
the mutual implication of subject and object, from the phenomenolog-
ical method that involves intending, intuiting, reflecting upon, and de-
scribing phenomena”, as Hugunin points out.43 Such taking over of key 
words in the context of national photography and criticism does not bring 
much-needed progress, which may have something to do with ideology. In 
contrast to this contribution, Miodrag Đorđević, a candidate for Master 
of Art Photography in the Belgrade Fotorevija, reports on the exhibition 
of subjective photography in Saarbrücken, attempting to explain it to the 
readership at least to some extent, although he also considers subjectivity 
to be one of the fundamental characteristics of any photo.44 Given that, 
on the national level, truthfulness, documentarity and other representa-
tional characteristics of photography were insisted upon, the position of 
subjectivity in the formally assigned area remains questionable. However, 
unlike the aforementioned unknown author, Đorđević is still more open 
to experiments and a new way of seeing, to a small extent beginning to be 
applied in photographic practice in Croatia and Yugoslavia.

THE “zaGREB ScHOOL” OF PHOTO-cRITIcISM 

To expand the knowledge of art photography criticism, we should mention 
Mladen Grčević, a photographer who was close to Steichen and advocated 

40 Hunert 1955, 113.

41 Karas 1955, 150.

42 An. 1956, 59.

43 Hugunin.

44 Đorđević 1955., 8.

the principles of the exhibition Family of Man in his own work, while 
a small section of his oeuvre is dedicated to experiments with light and 
camera-less photography. In his comprehensive study Art Photography in 
Croatia 1891–1940. The Phenomenon of the Zagreb School,45 (Fig. 8) he 
devotes himself to a topic which continuously caused problems when writ-
ing about and understanding photography. Grčević observes that the pre-
war era magazine Savremena fotografija [Contemporary Photography] 
was one of the foundations of art photography, while Zagreb was a city 
where the progress of art photography was advocated. Grčević is looking 
for a collective expression and style that would unite photographers of 
various generations; however, enumerating the reasons why someone is 
considered an art photographer remains in the realm of statistics—the 
number of top-quality works (exhibited and/or rewarded in juried ex-
hibitions, possibly international ones), the number of participations in 
juried exhibitions, and the like. His study is an important historiographi-
cal contribution to the knowledge of the fundamental events in this area, 
while from the position of critical consideration of the scene written in 
the mid-1960s—without the need to comment on anything recorded after 
1940—it offers basic information about the economic, political and social 
circumstances that influenced the development of photography. For the 
sake of curiosity, let us mention that his Master’s degree is one of the first 
three of such Master’s theses in the world dedicated to photography. Nev-
ertheless, his luminograms and experiments with the medium caught the 
eye of some critics—Belgrade’s Fotorevija publishes the two-part article 

“Abstract Photography”, which also mentioned Grčević. Although abstrac-
tion and experiment are not the only artistic approaches relevant to pho-
tography, it is interesting to follow the differences in their treatment and 
the understanding of creative freedom, without the author getting “lost” 
between the description of reality, truth and comprehension.46

An important shift occurred in 1968, when the editors of the magazine 
Život umjetnosti devoted its 6th issue to photography.47 (Fig. 9) Grčević 
wrote the editorial, expressing the view that the medium is “at the same 
time technique and art, a means of information and an element of expres-
sion”, asserting that “in the meantime, photography has taught people 
to look”.48 This essential shift speaks to the evolution of the reception 
of the photographic image, supported by translations of key texts (e.g., 

45 Grčević 1965., 153.  

46 Pantić 1955., 17.

47 Život umjetnosti is a journal first published by Matica hrvatska, 
and from 1973 by the Institute of Art History, Zagreb, which nur-
tures the tradition of continuous publication since 1966. Dedicated 
to the fields of modern and contemporary art, urbanism, architec-
ture and design, the journal covers a wide range of topics from 
addressing specific phenomena to deliberating on relevant issues at 
a theoretical level.

48 Grčević 1968, 4.
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Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction was 
published in the same issue, and semiotician Umberto Eco’s text in 1970). 
A kind of “translation” of the specific visual language of photography into 
text and vice versa began to appear in critiques at that time, which prompt-
ed a change in the overall mode of writing about photography. In the same 
issue of that journal, Stojan Dimitrijević ambitiously undertakes to define 
the “physiognomy of contemporary photography”.49  (Fig. 10, 11) He is 
particularly critical in relation to photographic events in Yugoslavia—he 
calls it an “outsider in the world of exhibition photo”—which has, in his 
opinion, completely lost touch with the happenings in the world at large. 
In addition, he describes the local situation as a “’voluntary’ isolation that 
is the result of self-satisfaction and belief in one’s own genius”, adding 
that “we do not have a single person who would stand for something in 
the world of today’s photography and unfortunately no one even both-
ers to try to find out why this is so”.50 This archaeologist and university 
professor, a fan of photography and himself a photographer, will also 
critically comment on certain exhibitions in the coming period, whereby 
he views any steps towards conceptual strategies or distance from reality 
as questionable, even incomprehensible. In his case, too, one can see his 
adherence to sociology as one of the theoretical starting points of that 
time, as well as an emphasis on the significance of social circumstances 
that only a few photographers consider.

THE MaGazInE 15 dana—an ExaMPLE OF ExcELLEnT IMaGE 
cULTURE In THE 1960S

Subsequently, at the end of the 1960s, two series about photography were 
published in the magazine 15 dana. The magazine was published as part of 
the activities of the Centre for Culture of the Workers’ University “Moša 
Pijade” in Zagreb, contributing to the education of numerous workers who 
received additional training there from the end of the 1950s onwards. Apart 
from professional knowledge, they were provided with numerous lectures 
in various fields of culture. This way, the workers’ education was enriched 
with the content from the magazine, published by that institution, which 
still constitutes an exceptional compendium of different information.

By researching the 15 dana archive, (Fig. 12, 13, 14) we become aware of 
the level of image culture that was fostered in it. Numerous covers fea-
tured works by eminent photographers; from Karlo Drašković, who took 
a striking portrait of an old man at the end of 19th century, through the 
positive-negative experiments of Nikola Vranić in the 1960s and 1970s, 
the always excellent Tošo Dabac, all the way to experiments with the me-
dium and borrowing frames from film—when it comes to photography, we 
encounter an elaborate visual language that, on the thematic level, might 

49 Dimitrijević 1968, 37.

50 Ibid., 40. 

function as an announcement of content of a given issue, and on the level of 
meaning continuously promotes contemporary photography. Photographs 
on the covers often function as independent messages, while the image 
culture advocated by 15 dana speaks in favour of understanding the speci-
ficity of the photographic language, “translated” into the printed medium 
of the magazine in which it (also) functions as part of the graphic design.

Two series dedicated to photography are important (and still rare) con-
tributions to the development of photography criticism and theory, and 
were written by Ranko Smokvina and Slobodan Tadić in the late 1960s. 
(Fig. 15) Thanks to them, we are able to document which photographers 
were in the focus of their critical observations, which often occur under 
the influence of sociology, a sort of predecessor of cultural anthropology, 
and new theoretical knowledge that it will soon start to represent. In a 
certain way, Slobodan Tadić succeeds Grčević—both studied art history, 
but their understanding of photography is fundamentally different. The 
series Tadić published in 1968–1969 is characterised by an engaged mode 
of writing, precise assessments of individual works, and an understanding 
of the subject infused with sociological attitudes. His views are the result 
of accepting the new liberal, left-wing thought originating from the West, 
relying on the democratisation of culture, while retaining Marxist-orient-
ed criticism. (Fig. 16) Complemented by the artists’ statements, detailed 
descriptions of the shooting circumstances, and pronouncements about 
the social and political context, Tadić’s texts reveal not only his excel-
lent knowledge of media issues—because he himself took photographs—
but also his ability to convey the complex meanings that photography 
mediates. His political attitude, formed in relation to the events in the 
former Republic of Biafra, Vietnam, the Hungarian revolution, the ag-
gression against Czechoslovakia and the like, is evidenced by the articles 
and topics he selects. Particularly impressive is the contribution on the 
100th East Street in New York, a socio-critical photographic reportage by 
Bruce Davidson,51 in which Tadić compares the critical approach of this 
photographer to the general human state of the soul, describing even the 
photographs that were not suitable for publication due to details.

In addition to him, from 1968 until 1971, Ratko Smokvina from Rijeka, 
a photographer, curator and leader of the photo-cinema group of Rijeka 
students, published a series on photography. This interesting and exces-
sively self-effacing photographer and sailor favoured experimentation 
with the medium, neo-avant-garde methods, but also life-photography. 
The selection of topics for 15 dana demonstrates a broad knowledge of 
contemporary trends, as well as the history of photography, from which 
he knew how to select examples of photography of the so-called new era, 
especially from environments that were at the time very closed off from 
the West such as the USSR, as well as Yugoslavia. Very early on, he noticed 

51 Tadić 1969.
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the fundamental problems troubling the domestic scene, from a lack of 
criteria to not publishing photo books, but also, an avoidance of social 
and engaged photography, which will remain one of the characteristics 
of the local scene for a long time.

THE 1970S and THE MaGazInE SPOT—an UncOMPROMISInG 
cOncEPT OF MEdIaTInG cOnTEMPORaRy PHOTOGRaPHy 

A considerable shift in writing about photography occurs with the ap-
pearance of the magazine SPOT (1972–1978), launched during a period 
of major changes in contemporary art, especially concerning its activities 
and the widening of the field of interest and ways of manifesting and me-
diating artistic content, influenced by political and social circumstances 
of the late 1960s. The initiative for launching the only magazine dedi-
cated to photography in the second half of the 20th century in Croatia 
was provided by Radoslav Putar, the curator and, at the time, director of 
the Gallery of Contemporary Art (today, the Museum of Contemporary 
Art). He was motivated by the need to develop the general and specific 
culture of visual communication, whereby photography was interpreted 
as a specific mode of expression, of documenting and reporting through 
images. (Fig. 17, 18, 19)

The international selection of authors of various generations and modes 
of artistic expression, an early interest in theoretical considerations of 
multimedia art practices, as well as in experiments such as generative pho-
tography, Xerox and other aspects and tendencies of the so-called “new 
photography”, were manifested in a thought-out and uncompromising 
concept of mediating contemporary photography. Its visual and textual 
content aimed at critically examining the environment and circumstanc-
es, ensuring the survival of progressive art photography. Overall, elev-
en issues were published, which were—along with the exhibition “New 
Photography” launched at that time—crucial for the visibility of visual 
considerations that marked the 1970s. The editorial board consisted of cu-
rators and photographers (Petar Dabac, Enes Midžić, Dimitrije Bašičević, 
Marijan Susovski, Jozo Četković, Nenad Gattin), who also collaborated 
with professionals from other Yugoslav republics; i.e., with Slovenian 
photographers and theoreticians (Zmago Jeraj, Mitja Koman) and theo-
retician Ješa Denegri from Belgrade.

The editorial board promoted photography as a medium that can, to a cer-
tain extent, stimulate the process of determining the culture of the social 
environment, selecting examples of advanced ideas, new understandings 
and research. Among other things, an effort was made to consider critical-
ly the environment and circumstances of the survival of the progressive 
artistic context of photography, by understanding photography as a medi-
um of research and proposing new ways of communication according to 
the principles of semiotics. The culture of using the technology inherent 

in the medium made it possible for the magazine to publish works that 
at the time significantly contributed to the expansion of the discourse 
within which photography was usually considered. This was followed by 
the writing of Albert Goldstein, an art historian and literary scholar, who 
at the end of the 1970s presented a thesis on the posteriority of photogra-
phy, based on the opinion that “Photography as a tool is a system that 
employs the photographic process, which deliberately excludes the per-
formance and invention of photography as a language”;52 photographs are 
not “memory” or direct evidence recorded almost at the same time as the 
event, but represent “the use of material or a template to create one’s past”. 
His writings on blurred concepts in photography are based on semiotics, 
on photography as an autonomous and autochthonous system of signs, an 
organism that creates its own performance. This innovative comparatist 
thinking marks a completely new direction that contemporary criticism 
of photography would take, which reconsidered how photographic per-
ception affects the way of viewing and gaining knowledge.

cOncLUSIOn 

Photography is a dynamic field of happenings encompassing flows not 
only of visual content, but also of meaning and knowledge about the world, 
about the development of modern society, culture, art, science and other 
aspects of human life. According to recent research projects on the nation-
al level, photography remained on the margins of artistic occurrences for a 
long time, yet today sovereignly occupies one of the central places within 
contemporary cultural-critical discourse, as a result of which a need arises 
for a critical reading of both its historical development and the various 
roles it plays in society. Its marginalised position led to an utter neglect 
of theory and criticism, which speaks to a great disproportion in relation 
to events on the world stage. As early as the late 1960s, it was noted in do-
mestic press that photography held the position of a “complete outsider”, 
however, this problem would remain unexplored for a long time.

Texts published in the period from the start of World War II to the end of 
the 1970s offer new insights into the relationship between photography 
and the socio-political environment, while also providing a better under-
standing of the scene dominated by amateur photography and a general 
misunderstanding of the position of this medium in a broader artistic 
context. At an intersection of thinking about photography as truth and/
or document, coupled with a pursuit of the national photographic expres-
sion, or else one that should convey the post-war enthusiasm related to 
the reconstruction and a changed political agenda, this article considers 
the specificities of writing about photography, which only sometimes in-
volves a critical consideration of the medium. The extent to which this 
is important is demonstrated by the fact that, on the international level, 

52 Goldstein 1980, 34.
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precisely thanks to the development of criticism and theory, photography 
has become a discursive field and a significant driving force behind the 
comprehensive development of culture and society, which has encouraged 
critics and theorists to address it outside of standard paradigms.

As is visible from the relatively modest compendium of domestic publi-
cations, it is impossible to consider photography outside the context of 
social practice, whereby photographers play an important role as social 
participants who have affected the understanding of the role of pho-
tographers, which is neither passive nor innocent, to paraphrase Allan 
Sekula. In addition, writing about photography is equally not neutral, as 
evidenced by a number of examples highlighted in the text, especially in 
the context of the use of art for the purpose of political propaganda and 
advocacy of a certain ideology.

The paradigm shift that occurred at the end of the 1960s reveals a growing 
interest and need for understanding the specific language of photography, 
but which is only occasionally accompanied by an adequate critical appa-
ratus. It starts to appear only in the 1970s, primarily within the circle of 
the Gallery of Contemporary Art in Zagreb, as well as related institutions 
in Belgrade, Ljubljana and Maribor, ready to accept novel ways of operat-
ing that paved the way for a new understanding of photography, whereby 
its place within art was no longer in question.
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Photo Documentation of 
Alumina Factory in Obrovac  
—Rise and Fall of the 
“Obrovac giant”

 
InSTEad OF GOaTS—THE aLUMInUM IndUSTRy

In the period following World War II, the Yugoslav industry made re-
markable progress. At the same time, similar processes were taking place 
in Europe and the demand for materials such as aluminum, produced by 
the processing of bauxite ore, was rapidly increasing.

In the 1970s, Yugoslavia had significant quantities of high-quality baux-
ite, which gave it the opportunity to impose on the international market 
of this increasingly sought-after raw material. For example, in 1974 the 
Yugoslav industry was projected to produce 123 thousand tonnes of alu-
minum, of which 72 thousand tones went to foreign investors, while 51 
thousand tonnes remained for domestic purposes, which was insufficient 
to meet domestic needs.1 In the mid-1970s, aluminum production gained 
one of the priority positions in the foundations of the common policy for 
the long-term development of SFR Yugoslavia until 1985.

In response to the growing need for aluminum, in 1964 it was agreed to 
finance the construction of an alumina factory - a raw material obtained 
from the processing of bauxite. Obrovac, a city in Zadar County which at 
the time had one of the largest bauxite deposits in Yugoslavia, was chosen 
as a place of construction.

Before the factory was built, quarries near Obrovac were mostly hand-op-
erated, without mechanization, and the material, bauxite, was exported 
to other parts of Europe for further processing. In 1967, the processing of 
bauxite ore began and production was taken over by the company “Jadral” 
(Jadranski aluminij), based in Obrovac. Modern equipment for cutting 
blocks of bauxite was purchased and already in 1968 it was manufactured 
and placed over 800 cubic meters of stone abroad.2

1 N. N., “Stvaranje snažnijih cjelina—šansa za aluminij,” 4.

2 N. N., “Crveno plavi kamen pod Alanom,” 3.

ANTE ORLOVIĆ
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In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the raw material was mostly exported 
from these parts to the USSR, and it was transported by freighters dock-
ing near Obrovac. This was the time when the construction of the alumina 
factory was expected to begin, with the aim of exploiting this wealth for 
the benefit of the inhabitants of Bukovica.3

However, the Yugoslav Investment Bank refused to finance the project, 
so Dalmatian and Herzegovina producers founded the “Jugal Group” in 
1966, based in Split, with the aim of multiplying the overall production 
and construction of the factory. Connecting three Dalmatian and one Her-
zegovinian working organization: TLM “Boris Kidrić” in Šibenik, “Jadral” 
in Obrovac, “Aluminijski kombinat” in Mostar and “Elektroprivreda Dal-
macija” in the “Jugal” business association was the beginning of a major 
venture.4 It was recognized that part of the plan for the development of the 
aluminum industry could be realized without the need for state loans, pri-
marily by investing own funds, direct borrowing abroad and through long-
term cooperation with interested domestic and foreign partners. Partners 
were found in the Democratic Republic of Germany, who was supposed to 
provide a significant part of the financing for the project, while the bauxite 
processing technology would be imported from Hungary.5

In 1970, Jadral entered into its initial agreement with companies from 
DDR to secure a $28 million loan. Two years later, the company estab-
lished cooperation with Hungarian partners, encompassing equipment, 
engineering, and financial credit arrangements.6

From the very beginning, the factory aroused great public interest, and the 
project was presented in local press releases, primarily in Slobodna Dal-
macija and Narodni list, as a generator for the development of the area and 
local community. For example, the article “Instead of goats—Aluminium 
industry,”7 published in Slobodna Dalmacija in July 1970,8 tells of a great 
celebration with fireworks, staged on the occasion of the announcement 
of the factory’s construction, which turned into general gatherings. The 
locals emphasized that a new chapter was opened in the development of 
their community. Bukovica was still an industrial underdeveloped area at 
the time, and over three quarters of the population engaged in livestock 
farming or agriculture. In this context, the same article states that in this 
area “the poor are sitting on the hills of red gold,”9 alluding to bauxite ore.

3 Karst area in the central part of Adriatic Croatia.

4 Marasović, “Jugal ruši granice,” 2.

5 Matić, “Iščezla Hrvatska,” 52.

6 Bošković, “Na zgarištu promašenih investicija,” 59.

7 Seferović, “Umjesto koza - aluminijska industrija,” 2.

8 Daily in Split since 1943

9 Seferović, op. cit.

In addition to the press releases, the history of constructing the Obrovac 
factory can be reconstructed through photographs by Zadar photographer 
Ante Brkan, many of whom have been published in local daily newspapers. 
The collection of negatives by Ante Brkan, stored at the Gallery of Fine 
Arts in Zadar, contains about a hundred photographs that accompany the 
construction of the factory, from the announcements of construction, the 
very beginnings of construction to the final realization. In addition to pho-
tographs of the “Jadral” factory in Obrovac, Brkan, during its reporting 
work, photographed several factories in Zadar—“Bagat”, “Tekstil Kombint”, 

“Otočanka”, “Maraska”, “Boris Kidrić” etc. This is an insufficiently explored 
work of Brkan’s industrial photography, which belongs to the corpus of 
industrial photography in Croatia. In this context, the opus of Toše Dabac 
in the 1960s is well-known, and is dealt with in Iva Prosoli’s text “The 
industrial photography of Tošo Dabac in the 1960s” in Život umjetnosti: 
časopis o modernoj i suvremenoj umjetnosti i arhitekturi from 2007. Also, 
the exhibition Tošo Dabac: Industrial photography was organized in 2018 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Zagreb. Dabac, like Brkan, filmed 
parts of factory plants, some in the style of new objectivity such as a 1964 
photography From a steel plant in Zenica, and similarities can be found in 
portraits, such as Female worker, which Dabac took in 1964.

Industrial photographs of Ante Brkan are often precise, detailed, and 
highly informative. He emphasizes showcasing industrial processes and 
workers and often focusing on the technical aspects of industry, machin-
ery, work processes, and workers. His photographs are technically more 
precise, using lighting and composition to highlight industrial elements.

Tošo Dabac, on the other hand, often employed an artistic approach in 
his photography. His industrial images may have more aesthetic and emo-
tional elements, with less documentary precision. Dabac often centered 
on the human aspect of industry, portraying workers and their everyday 
lives within the industrial environment. Dabac was more prone to exper-
imenting with composition and lighting to create an artistic impression.

More recently, the project Common photographic narratives partly dealt 
with the topic of industrial photography, within which a pop-up exhibi-
tion Faces of the City was held in 2021.10 Part of the exhibition, organized 
by Alma Trauber, shows photographs of Sisak “Željezara” photographed 
by Mladen Popović, who takes photographs at the same time as Brkan, but 
which have a predominantly artistic tendency, unlike Brkan’s documenta-
ry-reporter photographs.

Photos of Ante Brkan were taken by order, and Brkan, who then worked 
as a photojournalist in Zadar’s daily newspaper Narodni list, recorded in 
very detail almost every step of the construction of the “Obrovac giant”. 

10 https://croatian-photography.com/text/lica-grada-alma-trauber/
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Back in the 1960s, Brkan took a series of photographs showing the site 
of the future factory, the excavation of bauxite and workers at the “Jadral” 
quarry. Photographs show quarry workers, large blocks of bauxite, and the 
transport of stone for further processing. Among the images of transpor-
tation are photographs of Soviet ships in Maslenica, a place near Obrovac, 
and the loading of stone transported to Soviet countries.

By laying the foundation stone on 12 May 1974, work on the construction 
of the alumina factory officially began. Among other things, the ceremony 
was attended by Croatian Parliament Speaker Ivo Perišin, Vice-President 
of the German Democratic Republic’s Ministerial Council Manfred Flegel 
and Hungarian Finance Minister Lajos Faluvegi.11 Ante Brkan recorded 
the opening ceremony with his camera, following the ceremony and the 
current state of works on the factory.

On the day of the opening of the works, on Bravar, the elevation above 
Obrovac, the employees of the Zagreb companies “Industrogradnja” and 

“Hidroelektra” have already started construction works, and at the very 
opening several thousand people gathered. On that occasion, it was an-
nounced that in June 1976, two years after laying the foundation stone, the 
factory would start operating within the prescribed deadlines.

According to plans at the time, annual alumina production at the plant was 
expected to reach about 300,000 tonnes,12 while estimated construction 
costs according to the pre-invoice amounted to about 14 billion dinars.13 
The intention was for production to steadily increase and reach 840,000 
tons by the year 1980.14 Also, the factory was supposed to employ just 
over 1,000 workers, and during the construction, education of new per-
sonnel from the local area was planned. Two new vocational schools were 
planned to be established in Obrovac as early as 1971. One of these schools 
would be a high school for alumina production, and a total of 105 students 
would enroll.15 After completing the education, “Jadral” would provide 
the students with employment in the future factory and in its mines in the 
vicinity of Obrovac. The plant was planned to generate an annual income 
of approximately 290 million dollars, which would allow for a relatively 
simple repayment of the loans raised for the construction of the plant.16

The expected high annual income, given the above-average high wages of 
workers, was to allow enough funds to be accumulated to build another 
factory of approximate size and price.17

11 Z. A., N. K., “Niče nova tvornica,” 1.

12 Matić, op. cit.

13 Z. A., N. K., op. cit., 8.

14 Bošković, op. cit., 40.

15 D. G., “Jadral osigurava kadrove,” 3. 

16 Bošković, op. cit., 25–26.

17 Z. A., N. K., op. cit.

The factory started operating on 16 October 1977, becoming the second 
largest investment in Dalmatia by then.18

The scenes from the opening of the factory, taken by Ante Brkan, bear 
witness to a large number of visitors, as well as to the continuation of 
a significant public interest in the project. With its photographs, Brkan 
also pays great attention to the power, i.e. mass of machines, detailed 
representations of the large factory complex, while also photographing 
certain machine details, which brings it closer to photography of new 
objectivity that shows sharpened parts of machines using deep sharpness 
and clear light.

Although the “Jadral” company claimed in 1976 that there would be so 
much alumina produced in Obrovac that it would not be possible to turn 
it all into aluminum, it almost immediately became apparent that the fac-
tory’s capacity greatly exceeded the actual production potential. Of the 
huge business projects, which included aluminum exports to East Germa-
ny, almost nothing was realized.19

THE cURTaIn FELL—THE SHOW IS STILL GOInG On

Before construction began, it was estimated that the factory would be able 
to supply local bauxite for about 10 years. However, the quality ore was 
exhausted much faster, and production continued with the treatment of 
lower quality bauxite, with more waste. Already in the first two years of 
operation, the factory suffered a massive loss of 2.5 billion dinars, and it 
became evident that its further work would be a general disaster.20

In the early 1980s, the decay process of Yugoslav industry began, which 
was caused by increasing economic problems and massive borrowing from 
foreign banks.

Loans were key to a large wave of investments and maintaining a high 
standard of living in the past decade, leading to thousands of investment 
projects by the end of the 1970s, when the standard of living in Yugoslavia 
was much higher compared to other socialist countries. Between the mid 
1970s and the early 1980s, Yugoslavia’s foreign debt surged significantly, 
increasing from 6 billion dollars to 21 billion dollars.21 Starting from 1980, 
Yugoslavia had to allocate an annual budget of approximately 3 to 6 billion 
dollars for servicing its loans.

The executive Council of the Parliament of the Socialist Republic of Cro-
atia allegedly made a decision already in 1968 on the construction of the 

18 N. N., “Velik korak Bukovice,” 1. 

19 Matić, op. cit.

20 Ibid.

21 Bošković, op. cit., 12.
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alumina factory in Obrovac.22 Prior to the commencement of construction, 
studies on profitability were carried out by the Faculty of Mining, which 
concluded that there were not enough bauxite in the area, and this was 
later confirmed by Commercial Bank Zagreb with its research in 1976. 
Nevertheless, the Executive Council decided to build the factory.

After the factory started operating with significant losses, a cost-effec-
tiveness study was re-conducted, which concluded that “Jadral” will be 
successful.

However, after only a few years of work and with unforeseen losses, the 
factory closed in 1981, making it the biggest failed investment in the for-
mer Yugoslavia.

One year later in Obrovac, what is likely the most renowned auction for 
the sale of a factory and its associated real estate in the history of Yugo-
slav industrialization took place. Remarkably, the auction lasted only five 
minutes, with not a single potential buyer showing up—only numerous 
journalists were present.23 The ambitions of the Yugoslav aluminum in-
dustry to rival the USA and Japan proved unsuccessful.24 As time passed, 
the equipment and materials from the factory were removed from its re-
mains, leaving behind only waste and enduring ecological repercussions.

caPTURInG THE IndUSTRIaL LandScaPE

Brkan’s photographs serve as highly valuable archival resources that re-
cord the industrial heritage of the Obrovac region. These images depict 
the technical intricacies, machinery, apparatus, and production methods 
employed in alumina manufacturing.

These photographs, among other things, include portraits of laborers, 
which contribute to humanizing the industrial proceedings. They also 
portray the plant’s structural layout and its harmonious incorporation into 
the surroundings, encompassing flora, storage facilities, smokestacks, and 
other various elements. Moreover, by capturing the plant at various points 
in time, they chronicle the alterations and advancements in the plant’s 
evolution over the years. They possess historical and archival significance, 
offering a richer understanding of the industrial past of Obrovac and its 
area, shedding light on the transformations that have taken place in alu-
mina production throughout the years.

Local newspapers made use of these photographs to offer supplementary 
information or context. Frequently, utilizing them to elucidate particular 

22 “Izgradnju Obrovca nismo mogli zaustaviti.” 

23 Bošković, op. cit., 210. 

24 Matić, op. cit.

facets of the factory’s activities or to offer a visual portrayal of the facto-
ry’s significance within the region. Additionally, photographs highlight 
the significance of the alumina factory and its contribution to Obrovac’s 
industrial history and also functioning as educational instruments, in-
forming the public about the factory’s importance and its influence on 
the local community. 

cOncLUSIOn

A series of press articles and photographs from that period testify to the 
incredible rise and fall of the large factory complex in Obrovac, which 
was encouraged by local businessmen and politicians. Built in rural areas, 
based on what will later prove to be an underdeveloped project, the factory 
became one of the major infrastructure failures, not only of the aluminum 
industry in Croatia, but in the entire former Yugoslavia.

The archival research of the photography archive of Zadar photographer 
Ante Brkan and newspaper releases gave an insight into the construction 
plan of the factory, the construction process, important advances in the 
realization of the project, and ultimately the liquidation of the Obrovac 
factory. The materials that followed the growth and collapse of the factory 
testify to the dedication to the development of the project and the (false) 
triumphalism of political structures. Photographs of Ante Brkan show the 
terrain of the future “Jadral” factory, bauxite sites, quarry, transport and 
loading of bauxite, formal opening of the factory, factory plant and, finally, 
abandoned plant buildings. Based on Brkan’s photographs, it is possible 
to make a complete reconstruction of the construction of the “Obrovac 
giant”. The preserved negatives show in great detail almost all stages of the 
factory’s construction, focusing on details from the construction site and 
factory plants, and in addition to parts of the factory, the photographer 
took portraits of the workers, mostly those who worked on the excavation 
of the bauxite, photographing them in close proximity and within their 
working environment.

Ante Brkan photographs testify to one of the largest modernization mo-
mentums in the coastal region, at a time when it was thought that, through 
the development of infrastructure, the area would finally fulfill its eco-
nomic potential. With a long and detailed photographic monitoring of 
the factory’s construction, the photographer seeks to capture as much as 
possible - from the extensive plans of the terrain, the initial structures and 
the factory halls themselves, to details such as the machines in operation, 
in order to present as accurately as possible the beginnings of the new 
(unrealised) history of the Bukovica area.
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Skinny and Exhausted: 
Photographs of Underaged 
Labour Force in Interwar 
Yugoslavia

 
InTROdUcTIOn

The relationship between photography and class was established in the 
19th century thanks to the work of photographers such as Jacob A. Riis. 
This resulted in the emergence of the worker-photography movement. 
This type of photography developed significantly in the interwar period, 
when Dorothea Lange and Edith Tudor-Hart photographed the harsh 
living conditions and social divisions of the Great Depression. By pro-
fessionally photographing social life or ‘the life lived by the other half’,1 
as Riis stated in the title of his book, they became social documentarians. 
Riis was referring to the well-known saying that ‘one half of the world 
does not know how the other half lives’. It was precisely owing to the ‘oth-
er half’ that the focus shifted to a whole range of marginal social groups, 
from workers, homeless people and immigrants, to all those removed from 
the centre of political power. Some of these photographs, such as Migrant 
Mother (1936) by Dorothea Lange, became iconic images of an era. 

Although there is no single definition of this type of pictures, documen-
tary photography is an umbrella term that encompasses the diversity of 
the photo-taking process, and many theoreticians, such as Michelle Bogre, 
agree that it is a type of photograph characterised by sharp focus, depicting 
a real moment in order to convey a meaningful message about what is hap-
pening in the world.2  Others, such as Christopher Carter, see photographs 
as “rhetorical devices, which through their depiction of social class and 
spaces, can expose contradictions in the capitalist system”.3 In other words, 
according to Riis, documentary photography is an attempt to create class 
consciousness by shaping human perception, i.e., by making people aware 
of ‘the other half’. It can be said that photographic representations of living 
conditions, work in factories, free time and political struggles, turned pho-

1 Reference to the Jacob A. Riis book named How the Other Half Lives. 
Studies Among the Tenements of New York, first published in 1957.

2 Bogre 2019.

3 Hodson 2021. 
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tography into an “instrument of social changes”.4  Lauren Jensen claims 
that, by showing the slums of New York in the 1870s in his photographs, 
Riis managed to make the middle and upper classes aware of the existence 
of the poorest parts of the city, which led to a better understanding of liv-
ing conditions of migrants, workers and other people from the margins of 
society. In this way, photography became a kind of mediator between the 
classes, making them aware of the mutual differences. 

This phenomenon became increasingly evident in the interwar Weimar 
Republic when photographers began to focus on the working class. The 
most popular magazine dealing with working class topics during this pe-
riod was Der Arbeiter, whose covers depicted female workers operating 
machinery, peasants working in the fields, and the working class spending 
their leisure time. The magazine published pictures belonging to the con-
cept known as worker-photography. Referring to Christian Joschke, Pol-
ish historian Maciej Duklewski believes that this concept implies primari-
ly a historical phenomenon of “an attempt to create class consciousness by 
shaping [people’s] perception and seizing the means of visual production”.5 
In this sense, it is worth highlighting a significant series of photographs 
of American mines from the second half of the 20th century, titled Min-
ing Photographs and Other Pictures 1949–1968. The series depicts min-
ers, their homes, and working conditions, all of which point to the social 
position of the working class. Theoretician Bernard Edelman referred to 
the photographers who created such images as “proletarians of creation”.6 
The Russian Association of Proletarian Photo Reporters (ROPE)7 should 
also be mentioned here, an organisation, along with the Arbeiter—Illus-
trierte Zeitung (AIZ), that was essential for the development of work-
er-photography. An interesting fact is that employers, however rarely, also 
used photography to depict the lives of their workers. Among them was 
the Pullman Company, an American automobile company, which regularly 
photographed its workers in the period between 1880 and 1890.8 

As can be seen, there is a long tradition of collaboration between pho-
tography and representation of marginal social groups, from immigrants 
in New York to American miners in the second half of the 20th century. 
Susan Sontag stressed this kind of synergy by saying that people are made 

4 Jensen 2004. 

5 Duklewski 2021.

6 Frank 2019.

7 The most famous project of this organisation is the publication 24 
Hours in the Life of Moscow Worker Family (1931). 

8 Photographs show workers during their work at the factory, the 
activities performed in their free time, and the strike that took 
place in 1984. The majority of these photos were taken in facto-
ries, using a 45-degree angle, to show both the architecture and 
the machines. More can be found in: Peterson 1992.

real by photographs.9 In other words, photographers who portrayed the 
working class tried to bring it closer to the public, make people aware of 
class differences, and show that the working class is part of our reality. 

Research of worker-photography enables a different perspective that in-
cludes not only art history, but also visual sociology and historiography. 
These disciplines approach photography as a visual fact, as well as a his-
torical source. Accordingly, in the theoretical framework of documentary 
and worker-photography, the goal of this paper is to explain the connec-
tion between photography and social aspects as a result of the relation-
ship between labour and capital. The research includes the analysis of 
the photographs published in magazine Organizovani radnik, which was 
published in Zagreb between 1924 and 1929. The primary goal of these 
documentary photographs was to expose social injustice through metic-
ulously planned narrative structure and picture composition. Also, these 
photos will be compared to the works of Danish-American photographer 
Jacob Riss, considered “a pioneer in the use of photography as an agent of 
social reform”.10 It is important to emphasise that Riis was the author of 
the series of exposés about conditions in the slums on Manhattan’s Low-
er East Side, which led him to regard photography as an appeal for slum 
reform. The latter was, to a certain extent, the goal of the photographs 
published in the Yugoslav labour press as well.

PHOTOGRaPHy aS TOOL  
OF TESTIMOny and MEMORy

In the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, documentary photography 
began to develop after the First World War. A significant figure was Franjo 
Fuis, a photographer who shot pictures representing social issues, such as 
street vendors and shoe shiners in the streets of Zagreb, for the newspaper 
Novosti (News). 

While German and British working-class press was illustrated with a 
large number of photographs, this was not the case with Yugoslav press 
associated with the labour movement. Still, just as in other European la-
bour movements, most of the press was related to the Communist Party 
of Yugoslavia (CPY).11 The magazine Organizovani radnik had the long-
est-running tradition and often published pictures of workers. Since most 
newspapers were not equipped with pictures and were limited to textual 
content, the photographs published in Organizovani radnik are valuable 
sources in the analysis of the position of the working class in Yugoslavia 

9 Sontag 2005, 126.

10 “Jacob Riis. Biography”.

11 In late 1921, the CPY was banned, thus in the interwar period it 
was active under various names, in order to be able to act legally, 
at least temporarily. 
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in the interwar period. According to the features of these photographs, 
we can assume that the authors were nonprofessional photographers. It 
should also be noted that in most European labour movements, such as 
the German one, the core of worker-photography was taken by amateurs 
such as Eugen Heiling or Erich Rinka. However, as Guy Lane points out, 
it is very difficult to determine exactly to what extent the workers photo-
graphs published in the interwar period are truly amateur or professional. 
In this context, a similar conclusion emerges in the case of photographs 
published in Yugoslav workers’ newspapers. 

Most of the characters in the Croatian interwar worker-photographs have 
a restrained expression and lack any props. They are placed within a sim-
ple composition and in front of a black background. In this context, these 
photos coincide with the words of Marxist theoretician Edwin Hoernle: 

“We will have no veils, no retouching, no aestheticism; we must present 
things as they are, in a hard, merciless light.”12 This kind of realism helps 
to keep the observer’s attention exclusively on the subject, whose role is 
to evoke empathy, similar to the postulates of documentary photography. 
It is also in line with the beliefs of Eamonn Carrabine, who stated that 

“human misery should not be reduced to a set of aesthetic concerns but is 
fundamentally bound up with politics of testimony and memory”.13 

This type of photographs shows young workers and apprentices, main-
ly males, highlighting their physical exhaustion. The pictures are mostly 
portraits, and most of the subjects are looking directly into the camera. In 
the newspapers, the photographs were regularly accompanied by articles, 
so they form a segment of a broader portrayal of the social position of the 
working class. For this purpose, the photos were taken from an angle that 
allows emphasis on their faces and bodies. One photo shows the extremely 
thin body of a young male worker with visible wounds on his legs. These 
images illustrate Carrebine’s “testimony policy”; they bear witness to the 
social position of the working class, but also to their exploitation and 
physical and psychological abuse. 

The subjects of these photographs are not anonymous workers or ‘produc-
tion factors’, as was the case with the majority of photos published in the 
newspapers. Their names are listed in the published data, and employment 
data reveal that most of them moved to Zagreb from smaller towns and 
villages, in search of work. They were most often employed as apprentices, 
which implied various forms of abuse and underpayment, as the pictures 
clearly show. Revealing their identities strengthened the achievement of 
one of the goals—to arouse empathy and contribute to the change of the 
social and political paradigm. 

12 Seward.

13 Ray 2020, 9. 

In accordance with the aforementioned, the published photographs were 
intended to serve as proof of subjugation and marginalisation of the work-
ing class, especially young and underaged workers, as its most vulnerable 
segment. That is why some of the workers are shown in their underwear, 
revealing the endured exploitation, which served as additional support for 
the ideas proclaimed by the working-class leaders. Their working condi-
tions were inhumane, and they were obliged to work overtime. Further-
more, laws on the social protection of workers, such as the eight-hour 
shift recommendation, were often ignored. Most of the workers were 
cruelly exploited and experienced verbal and physical forms of abuse. Var-
ious mistreatments sometimes resulted in illness, as in the case of a cook, 
employed by D. Mikić in Otočac, who contracted typhoid fever, due to 
unfavourable working conditions, and was forced to walk 11 km to the 
nearest doctor.14 Such stories were actually the basis of the Yugoslav la-
bour movement narrative, which, with the help of trade unions, attempted 
to draw attention to the difficult position of workers. 

Looking up to their comrades who started the publication Der Arbeiter, 
the leaders of the national labour movement were very attentive of the 
importance of photography in creating the desired policies. However, due 
to a number of technical and material limitations, the use of photography 
as a visual component of political struggle could not serve as a significant 
political instrument. We should not forget the fact that the CPY operat-
ed illegally throughout the entire interwar period, which had a negative 
impact on the practice of using photographs as a propaganda tool. Nev-
ertheless, some photographs published in the magazine Organizovani 
radnik suggest that the workers were well aware of its potential to raise 
awareness of their social position.  

REPRESEnTaTIOn OF  
THE PEOPLE FROM BELOW

In accordance with Maciej Duklewski claim that communist parties played 
a very important role in organising what is known as the “proletarian pho-
tography movement”,15 Yugoslav communists used photographs with the 
aim of creating class-conscious workers and mobilising them. Therefore, 
it is not surprising that the CPY was close to the magazine Organizovani 
radnik, a newspaper that, as already highlighted, was one of the few news-
papers that used photography as a political tool, especially in the mid-
1920s. Bearing in mind the role of communist parties and organisations 
in the creation of the “proletarian photography movement”, primarily in 
Germany, Great Britain and France, communists in Yugoslavia had to be 

14 Šoljan 1967, 327.

15 As an example, he mentions the German Communist Party, which start-
ed using visual arts as an instrument to convey messages and create 
mass agitation in the region. Duklewski 2021.
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influenced by them, which resulted in the recognition of the potential of 
photography within the class conflict. Accordingly, Larry Ray noted that 
photography gained “the power of informing and mobilizing social justice 
campaigns”,16 due to Riis, Lewis W. Hine17 and others who portrayed the 
slums of New York and the horrors of war. 

Most of the published photographs depict injured and exhausted workers, 
with the aim of drawing attention to the exploitation and brutality of their 
employers. Therefore, emphasis was placed on the poor physical health of 
the workers, resulting in their thin, sick and exhausted bodies being shown 
in the photos. In order to portray their malnutrition, i.e. employers’ lack of 
interest in the workers’ nutrition, the camera is positioned vertically, show-
ing the whole body. In this way, the photographers put in the foreground 
the legs of the workers, which appear almost deformed due to constant 
standing and non-compliance with the law stating the right to rest during 
the working day. This is also evident in an article published in the magazine 
Organizovani radnik in 1928, in which a picture of the workers is accom-
panied by a note stating that this reveals ‘the crimes committed by em-
ployers’.18 Undoubtedly, by publishing such pictures these photographers 
helped redefine the social position of the working class, further supporting 
Riis’ theory of photography as an instrument of social change. 

According to contemporary research based on the methodology known as 
Eigen-Sinn (self-will), as Wolfgang Hesse points out, the subjects shown in 
the photographs represent a conscious self-presentation, and it is evident 
that the person is aware of being photographed.19 These photographs have 
some other features in common, such as an attempt to evoke empathy in 
the viewer, with a more distant goal of redefining the social position of the 
working class, creating social welfare, etc. It should be noted that all work-
ers were photographed outside their workplace, in front of the simple flat 
canvas background. This is in line with what August Sander stated: “I hate 
nothing more than sugary photographs with tricks, poses and effects. So 
allow me to be honest and tell the truth about our age and its people.”20

These photographs are very powerful, as they create a multilayered nar-
rative, shaped through articles that give insight into the social circum-
stances and working conditions of the portrayed subjects. The workers 
were photographed in different poses, depending on the desired emphasis. 
For example, the 13-year-old baker’s apprentice Mirko Vrebac is shown in 

16 Ray 2021.

17 His photographs of children labour force led to the reinforcement 
of some social measures the goal of which was to protect children 
in the United States.

18  “Još jedna žrtva noćnog rada i zvjerskog postupka”.

19  Duklewski 2021.

20 “August Sander on Photography (1927)”.

two ways: with his face and his back facing the camera. In this way, it was 
possible to show his hunched back, as well as his deformed, swollen and 
lumpy feet, which were the result of carrying heavy sacks of flour.

The thesis that the worker-photography was intended to point out the 
difficult working conditions and arouse empathy is supported by the issue 
dated 2 August 1928, which featured a photograph of two carpenter ap-
prentices. These two apprentices, Anton Karabić and Vjekoslav Marinec, 
worked in the Zagreb workshop of carpenter Vjekoslav Pavunac (Fig. 1) 
Unlike most photographs where the frame is vertical, in this example the 
frame is horizontal, which achieves the focus on their broken arms (both 
apprentices have their hands in plaster), which clearly shows that the pho-
tograph was meant to highlight the exploitation of the working class and 
the injustice of the political system of the time. In other words, the photo 
was not used for visual effect, but was “used by socialists as a weapon in 
order to transform the reality”.21 The picture is accompanied by an article 
stating that the employer “picked up Karabić, an apprentice, and threw 
him over his shoulder, causing a bone in his left arm to be broken”.22  The 
aim of the photograph, which depicts two exploited apprentices, was to 
arouse a sense of solidarity, overcoming class divisions in Yugoslav society, 
to discourage similar treatment of assistants by other employers, and to 
introduce a system of punishment for those who treat their apprentices 
in a similar way. Such pictures of workers were meant to redefine certain 
social patterns, primarily the relationship between workers and employers, 
and served the purpose of creating a narrative about capitalist exploita-
tion and the brutality of employers.

A month earlier the same newspaper featured a photo portraying the al-
ready mentioned 13-year-old Mirko Vrebac, whose working day lasted 12 
hours (Fig. 2). The only food he received from his employer was bread 
and white coffee. In addition to working at the bakery, Vrebac also had to 
perform cleaning tasks, sweep the floor, fetch water, etc. Also, he was not 
allowed to sleep, and if his employer caught him sleeping, he would imme-
diately wake him up. With such practice, he had hardly slept in three days. 
In the article, Vrebac said that one day his employer caught him sleeping 
and “punched him in the face, breaking his left jaw and causing blood to 
flow from his nose”.23 The photo of young Mirko and his testimony sup-
ported the thesis about the gross exploitation of workers and showed that 
labour and capital are in opposition to each other. This is supported by 
the article accompanying the picture, which states that the young workers 
were exposed to “terrible treatment and that their employers killed them 
emotionally and physically”.24 In this sense, Mirko Vrebac is defined as a 

21 Kouwenhoven 2011.

22 “Slika divljaštva jednog poslodavca”.

23 “Još jedna žrtva noćnog rada i zvjerskog postupka”.

24 Ibid.
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victim of “inhuman brutality”, which is further emphasised by the depic-
tion of a “pale boy” and his clothes, as pointed out in the text.25

Two very similar photographs were published in 1927 and 1928. The first 
features Vinko Kranja, a 16-year-old apprentice in a bakery (Fig. 3), and 
the second features Ivan Stajić, a carpenter (Fig. 4). Both are shown fac-
ing the camera. They are wearing underwear, and the upper part of their 
body is bare. The pictures show exhausted boys with, as the newspaper 
wrote, “bent feet”,26 while their arms are crossed. Their gaze, turned to-
wards the camera, seems ‘dark’, and their emotional state revealed by the 
photographs is best described by the author of the article by stating that 
their “consciousness is humiliated”.27

These were the results of a 20-hour workday, which included cleaning the 
stables and washing clothes, while their only meals were rotten tomatoes 
and bread.28 Both of them were sleep-deprived, just like Vrebac. They 
were only allowed to sleep if there was no work. Due to such working 
conditions, Stajić looks thin, pale, sick and “stunted”. These were also the 
consequences of physical abuse.29 The workers were beaten, thrown into 
laundry tubs, deprived of sleep, forced to work long hours (which was 
illegal), etc. Because of all this, as already pointed out, their faces were 

“dark” and their consciousness “subdued”, while they became “physically 
disabled” and contracted tuberculosis.

The photographs of Vinko Kranja, Mirko Vrebac or Ivan Stajić gave a re-
alistic depiction of society, devoid of aesthetic manipulations. Depicting 
individuals and emphasizing personal tragedies, the photographs were 
a mediator between the subjects and the recipients—newspaper readers. 
According to Susan Sontag, photographs have a moral mission.30

PHOTOGRaPHy aS a MEdIaTOR  
BETWEEn LaBOUR and caPITaL

The pictures published in magazine Organizovani radnik are in line with 
the goals of worker-photography, which showed two opposing social po-
sitions—worker and employer, i.e. the oppressed and the oppressor. This 
type of social relations can be interpreted following the ideas of German 
sociologist Georg Simmel, which include subordination, supremacy, etc.31 
In this context, we can observe the photographs of underage workers from 

25 Ibid.

26 “Još jedna od mnogobrojnih žrtava ubitačnog noćnog rada u pekarnama”.

27 Ibid.

28 Ibid.

29 Ibid.

30 Sontag 2005, 89.

31 Korllos 1994, 18.

Zagreb, whose narrative is based on the struggle between labour and cap-
ital. In the accompanying articles, it was stated that employers slowly kill 
children without letting them see a doctor when necessary, and that “they 
carry out their criminal activity all over the country, having only one goal 

—to amass wealth, while the younger generation perishes, healthy children 
turn into idiots and physically disabled”.32

Moreover, the photographs published in the magazine Organizovani rad-
nik depict, to employ Simmel’s term, the social relationship between the 
inferior and the superior. Therefore, it can be argued that photographs 
can be taken as historical sources that can help us reach historical truth, 
by showing two opposing sides, they reveal the negative consequences of 
social inequality—starving and sick workers, their deformities, etc. The 
picture becomes a mediator between the subject (workers) and the rest of 
the world (readers, employers), and at the same time has the power to in-
form and mobilise “the campaign for social justice”.33 Sociologist Larry Ray 
points out that the image does not speak to us in a magical way, but is always 
presented in context and through multiple ‘lenses’ of social differences.34

As the aim of a photograph is to convey a message and show reality, the 
level of aestheticization is kept to a minimum, the subjects are photo-
graphed in front of a simple background, letting the environment speak 
as much as the representation of the workers themselves. On the one hand, 
the simplicity of the environment coincides with their way of life, and, at 
the same time, it allows focus on the deformations caused by years of hard 
work. Because of this, the observer can experience compassion, identifi-
cation and, possibly, an aspiration to redefine the social position of the 
working class, which is what photographers and newspaper editors hoped 
for. We can agree with James T. Siegel who, writing about the work of 
George Simmel, asserted that aesthetics can have a humanising effect.35 
Therefore, it is not surprising that one of the appeals accompanying the 
picture implies “the emancipation of mankind”.

While these photographs showed empathy with the workers, at the same 
time they dehumanised their employers. This is further emphasised by 
the accompanying texts, in which their attitude towards the workers is 
described as “savage” and “barbaric”, etc. In this way, these pictures created 
class symbols of the capitalist system—the exploited worker and the brutal 
tyrant (employer)—thus becoming instruments of class struggle.

32 “Još jedna od mnogobrojnih žrtava ubitačnog noćnog rada u pekarnama”.

33 Ray 2021.

34 Ibid.

35 Siegel 1999, 112.
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cOncLUSIOn 

In worker-photography, aesthetics and the pursuit of social justice come 
together, and their interrelationship is the subject of a series of analyses 
and opposing views. According to Larry Ray, a picture has the right to 
represent an object, and in this sense “has a right to truthfulness”,36  while 
Georg Simmel asserted that society is a work of art.37 Moreover, with 
regard to the relationship to reality, photography was often accused of in-
sufficient authenticity, of voyeurism and commodification, and of the aes-
thetic representation of suffering.38 Accordingly, a dynamic relationship 
develops between photography and what is shown, especially in terms of 
its aspiration to show the ‘complete truth’, which is especially expressed 
in worker-photography. However, this aspiration is not one-dimensional 
and is subject to different interpretations.

Susan Sontag is the author of one of the most famous discussions on this 
topic. In her collection of essays On Photography, she stresses that pho-
tography connects two ideals—one that is an “assault on reality” and one 
that is a “submission to reality”.39 Referring to the pictures of young work-
ers mentioned in this paper, we can say that these pictures are “submission 
to reality”, and according to Robert Frank, the photographer is a “friendly 
observer”. In this sense, the artistic component of these photographs is not 
an imperative, they are documents in which the representation of reality 
has an undisguised social message and the role of raising social awareness.

Sontag pointed out that the camera has a dual purpose in capitalism. On 
the one hand, it is intended to produce spectacles (for the masses), while, 
on the other hand, serving as an ‘tool of surveillance and control (for state 
governments)’.40 Based on the analysis of the photographs presented in 
this paper, a third purpose might be added—the role in raising awareness 
of the position of marginal social groups (in this case, the working class). 
Therefore, this kind of photographs may be interpreted within the frame-
work of historiography and visual sociology, which open up a relatively 
unexplored area of historiography, at least in the Croatian context.

36 Ray 2021.

37 Davis 1973, 320.

38 Ray 2021.

39 Sontag 2005, 96. 

40 Ibid., 140.
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1.  Photography of Anton Karabaić and Vjekoslav Martinec who were 
beaten by their employer (Source: „Slika divljaštva jednog drvodjeljskog 
poslodavca“, Organizovani radnik, Zagreb, August 2, 1928, VIII)

2. Mirko Vrebac under age worker in a bakery shop 
(Source: „Još jedna žrtva noćnog rada…“, Organizovani radnik, Zagreb, June 12, 1928, VIII)

3. 16-old Vinko Kranja after few months of working in a bakery shop in Zagreb 
(Source: „Vinko Kranja“, Organizovani radnik, Zagreb, July 21, 1928, VIII)

4.  Ivan Stajic after working in a bakery shop 
(Source: „Još jedna od mnogobrojnih žrtava“, Organizovani 
radnik, Zagreb, August 2, 1928, VIII)

[ 4 ]
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 ‘Both Sides Now’:  
Images of a Museum’s Life 
From Up and Down

 
 
In recent times, both among scholars and museum professionals, an in-
creasing amount of attention has been paid to the long-neglected, but 
truly vast corpus of photographs existing in museums outside formal mu-
seum collections. These are usually understood and used in museums as 
mere tools with different functions within the institutional ‘ecosystem’,1 
as items which are ‘just there’.2 In the environment of Croatian institu-
tions, the tendencies that cast light on the ‘non-collection photographs’3 
have manifested in two fields of academic and professional interest. More 
specifically, it has turned out that, in addition to lesser-known private 
collections, it is precisely this mass of orphaned photographs in muse-
ums that is often a bountiful supplement for the national photographic 
canon.4 On the other hand, these photographs are increasingly becom-
ing a subject of interest in the context of perceiving the ‘epistemological 
potential’5 of photographic collections/non-collections/archives within 
the framework of scholarly disciplines relied on by individual museums.6 
Via the same mechanism, they contribute to the reconstruction of the 
history of museums and prevailing institutional discourses and practices.7 
I will reflect on a specific segment of museum photography, which is, so 
to speak, lowlier than ‘lowly’ in a museum.8 The examples used match the 
definition of a snapshot by all their characteristics:9 subject matter banali-
ty, conventionality of expression, technical shortcomings, usage of simple 

1 Edwards, “Photographs: Material Form and the Dynamic Archive,” 49.

2 Edwards and Lien, “Museums and the Work of Photographs,” 4.

3 Edwards and Ravilious, “Museum cultures of photography,” 10. 
On the term, see also Edwards, “Location, Location.”; Edwards, 
“Thoughts on the ‘Non-Collections’.”

4 Gržina, “Fotografija kao muzejski predmet ili dokumentacijski 
izvor,” 82. See Gržina, Obiteljske fotografije iz ostavštine Bele 
Csikosa Sesije; Gržina, “Gradine, umotvori i prirodne ljepote.”

5 Caraffa, “From ‘photo libraries’ to ‘photo archives’.” 

6 See Kolonić, Renesansa i barok na staklenim pločama; Gržina and 
Šamec Flaschar, Tragom baštine.

7 See Gržina, “Angažman minhenske tvrtke Franz Hanfstaengl.” 

8 Crane, “Photographs at/of/and Museums,” 493.

9 Cf. Batchen, “Snapshots”; Pollen, “Objects of Denigration and Desire.”
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equipment, and the anonymity of the author, probably a member of staff. 
Predominantly taken in a casual atmosphere, they eloquently point to so-
cial, gender and emotional relations. At times in contradiction not only 
with the tone but also with the narrative of official recordings from the 
life of the museum, and preserved in the museum for sentimental reasons 
or by inertia of the heritage institution’s logic, they complete the picture 
of everyday museum life and institutional history (Fig. 1).

Geoffrey Batchen wrote: 

Today, looking back from our digital age, it has to be conceded that 
snapshots are themselves historical objects, remnants of an earlier, 
industrial phase in modernity’s development. […] As I have suggest-
ed previously, the advent of digital technologies means that this kind 
of photography has now taken on an extra memorial role, ‘not of 
the subjects it depicts, but of its own operation as a system of rep-
resentation’. This suffuses snapshots with the aesthetic appeal of a 
seductive melancholy, whatever their actual age or the particularities 
of their subject matter. Certainly, it’s hard now to see these rectan-
gles of gelatin silver or vivid color, with their white edges and glossy 
sheen, except through a distorting haze of modernist nostalgia.10 

In this paper however, it is not my intention to be guided by the logic of 
aestheticizing this type of photography, which in the words of Annebella 
Pollen “in popular publishing and museum exhibitions operates on one 
of the three levels”: “an ‘accidental masterpiece’ model of celebration; one 
that cherishes the ‘good eye’ of the collector rather than the work col-
lected; and finally, the alignment of amateur photographs with art-world 
tastes for a so-called snapshot aesthetic or surrealist objet trouvé.”11 My 
review of two dozen amateur photographs taken during every-day muse-
um life, on the contrary, is guided by another Batchen’s reflection from the 
same seminal text: “[…] what makes a snapshot a snapshot is its function, 
not its pictorial qualities, and this function is determined by the network 
of social relationships of which it is a part.”12 These are, on all counts, 
photographs characterized by stereotyping and conformity in content and 
expression; many of them are in a technical sense failed to the extent that 
the image is blurred (Fig. 2), but they were nevertheless preserved within 
the museum as, to quote Batchen again, “indexical trace of the presence 
of its subject, a trace that both confirms the reality of existence and re-
members it, potentially surviving as a fragile talisman of that existence.”13

10 Batchen, “Snapshots,” 130.

11 Pollen, “Objects of Denigration and Desire,” 296.

12 Batchen, “Snapshots,” 135.

13 Ibid.

In this paper, I refer to the Strossmayer Gallery of the Croatian Academy 
of Sciences and Arts, an art museum, which is relatively small, although 
by virtue of a part of its core collection, the collection of Old Masters, not 
insignificant even from a global perspective. It operates within a larger in-
stitution with a broader mission and field of activity, which is, in addition, 
quite conservative and inert in its habitus, therefore often hindering the 
development of this museum in terms of strengthening the personnel and 
infrastructural capacities. The museum operates continuously for a cen-
tury and a half within the same space, with a virtually unchanged volume 
of exhibition and office rooms, while over time the storage rooms have 
somewhat increased. Another constant is the relatively small staff, which 
in the first decades consisted of only one or two professional employees, 
with the help of an equally small number of technical staff playing the role 
of the guards, watchman, janitor and cleaner. The curators, many of whom 
were also active university lecturers, performed basic administrative tasks 
in addition to their regular work connected to the collection. Only from 
the middle of the 20th century did the personnel increase to some extent, 
and at that time the first women obtained the positions which required 
the highest qualifications. The fact remains, however, that a more bal-
anced gender ratio of employees has only been achieved in the past twenty 
years. From the 1980s onwards, the museum has also had a librarian, who, 
however, simultaneously worked as a typist and clerk; a fact which was 
reflected on that employee’s professional status in the eyes of the rest of 
the highly educated personnel. Even more unenviable was the position 
of an employee of the museum’s technical service, an occupation that has 
been professionalized in Croatia for decades. As a rule, we are talking 
about skilled craftsmen of various narrow specializations, on whom the 
daily functioning of the institution and the actualization of exhibition 
projects were contingent upon, but who are practically invisible in the 
public perception of the museum. Two university-educated women, who 
have in the meantime established themselves as experts in the field of 
museum studies and art conservation respectively, performed in their day 
this work at the Gallery, as a kind of initiation into the heritage protection 
sector. It is superfluous to talk about the invisibility of the lowest-ranking 
staff members, cleaners and janitors, who are actually employees of the 
Academy’s shared services.

Ana Baeza Ruiz writes that the museum archive, being “an intrinsic part 
of the museum’s governmental apparatus through its record-keeping 
practices and the institutionalization of its history”, is a key source for 
researching museum histories.14 It is, however, just like any other institu-
tional archive, even the ones in well-organized and large systems, in reality 
merely a fragmentary simulacrum of the history of an individual museum. 
This applies in particular to the history of museum everyday life, that is, 
to everything that is assessed as excess from a bureaucratic perspective or 

14 Baeza Ruiz, “Museums, archives and gender,” 1.
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as a result of political conformism. In the case of the museum which is the 
focus of this paper owing to unsystematically and incoherently managed 
documentation about personnel, infrastructure, work, exhibition and stor-
age rooms, but also about the exhibitions that had been organized, such 

“knowledge gaps”, as Baeza Ruiz calls them,15 also include information 
that would typically be considered a part of a museum’s official history. 
Considering that Gallery never had its own photographer, but was con-
demned to rely on the shared photographic service of the umbrella organ-
ization or on occasional services by outsourced professional practitioners, 
the corpus of what Susan A. Crane in the broadest sense encompasses 
with the term museum photography16 is very deficient with regard to the 
photo-documentation of various activities involved in the functioning of 
the museum, including “the construction of displays, renovation, storage, 
transport, and routine clerical and maintenance jobs”17. In a documentary 
sense, the most diverse photographs produced for mundane purposes by 
members of museum staff, which are both in form and content different 
from photographs recording the collections by skilled professionals or 
official photographs of ceremonious events created under the auspices of 
an umbrella organization, are, for this very reason, precious. In addition, 
unlike the grand narrative of institutional history, which emits an image 
of the museum as a confluence of knowledge, power and representation, 
they provide—to paraphrase the words of Eva-Maria Troelenberg—a be-
hind-the-scenes insight into the internal mechanics and social dynamics 
of the museum,18 drawing bona fide micro-histories contributing to the 
weaving of a less porous view of a museum’s past life. The majority of 
such photographs preserved in the museum had been created in the peri-
od from the mid-1980s to the end of the first decade of the new century, 
when the first digitally recorded photographs appeared in the museum; 
those, however, are not the subject of this paper. They are respectively 
silver gelatine prints and chromogenic colour prints, with two exceptions 
of a Polaroid instant print and a chromogenic colour slide, which may 
or may not have been taken by one of the employees. As it is known that 
one of the long-serving curators, employed in the mid-1980s, used to take 
photographs regularly, it is likely that quite a few of these shots are his. I 
learned orally from the museum librarian, who has been working in the 
Gallery since the mid-1990s, that she had taken some of the colour pho-
tos with her camera, but is today no longer able to recognize her work. 
Only part of the prints has handwritten inscriptions on the back, which 
somewhat facilitate the identification of people and situations. For this 
occasion, I chose photos whose content could be confirmed by employees 
who remember the details passed down to them by word of mouth by the 
older generations of staff.

15 Ibid.

16 Crane, “Photographs at/of/and Museums,” 494.

17 Born, “Public Museums,” 226.

18 Cf. Troelenberg, “Images of the Art Museum,” 14.

Although the more recent documentation in the museum attests to the 
rebuilding and remodelling of the Strossmayer Gallery in a more detailed 
way than the archival documents and the Academy’s Annals, visual sourc-
es on these interventions are very scarce; therefore, the shots recorded 
by the museum staff on such occasions are quite interesting. One such 
example is a photograph taken in one of the exhibition halls at the end 
of the 1990s, when the gallery space was thoroughly remodelled, and the 
lighting system was changed. Even more interesting is a shot from the 
beginning of the 2000s, where we see an improvised inter-repository es-
tablished in order to facilitate the transfer of artworks from the storage 
rooms to the exhibition space while changing the layout. In the same pic-
ture, we can see that at that time outdated devices were still being used 
to ensure the microclimate stability of the exhibition halls; a fact which 
would have been difficult to ascertain from the data preserved in the mu-
seum archive. The corpus of museum snapshots also contains a series of 
very bizarre gelatine silver prints and a Polaroid instant print from the 
mid-1990s, which I later realized record the restitution of the permanent 
display, which took place after the war when the artworks that had been 
evacuated to safety four years earlier were returned. In these photos one 
can see the only member of the museum’s technical staff, whose identity 
is known to us only from dry administrative records and from photos 
taken by other employees, because official photos of ceremonial events 
in the museum never show workers from the lower echelon of person-
nel. The shots demonstrate that alongside him, the curators also perform 
physical tasks—and we will notice this practice, understandable when it 
comes to such a small museum, also in some later examples—and that this 
collaboration takes place in intimate spirit, solidarity and a good mood 
(Fig. 3). From those same photographs, one can infer to what extent the 
dedication to heritage protection requires so much more from museum 
professionals than the mere installation of exhibitions and the publication 
of representative museum catalogues, by means of which, ironically, they 
are primarily recognized by the public (precisely due to the mediation of 
the grand narrative).

In small museums with limited budgets, even routine work often takes 
place in difficult conditions and is sometimes maintained solely by the 
dedication of its employees, who in so doing have no choice but to resort 
to improvisation. A shot taken in the late 1990s, showing two men in in-
formal summer clothes who are outside in very unusual conditions taking 
photos of paintings lined up on a stone wall, provides us with an account 
of this (Fig. 4). Those men are the then director and the curator who at that 
time, having insisted for many years on regulating the status of a dislocat-
ed museum collection, fragmented between several keepers due to various 
legal, managing and political reasons, finally gathered the artworks into 
an indivisible assemblage, conducted their thorough revision and initiated 
the renovation of the run-down building where the collection had orig-
inally been housed. The same duo can be seen in a shot from the 2000s 



128 129

relocating an artwork from one building to another, and the action was 
obviously done in a hurry because neither of them has the gloves usually 
used when handling museum objects. We are provided with fascinating 
insight into the poorly documented practice of preparing exhibitions in 
the Gallery from a series of photographs taken in mid-1980s on one such 
occasion. This cycle is the only such example within the entire section 
of museum photography in the Gallery. These shots document the work 
on installing the exhibits, but also moments of respite during which all 
the actors are in a relaxed mood (Fig. 5). Curators are on ladders hanging 
objects, we see them sitting on the floor together with members of the 
technical staff, in one shot one of them is even sitting on the then director’s 
lap. In one of the photos, we even see a cleaning lady, who is actually an 
employee of the Academy’s shared services and who seems rather distant 
in relation to the museum collective. What is interesting is that everyone is 
drinking coffee, even smoking in the exhibition area, which is unthinkable 
by today’s standards! Such casual shots are very interesting if we compare 
them, for example, to a photo taken at the end of the 1990s on the occasion 
of the opening of an exhibition, where the employees of the Gallery were 
photographed together with their colleagues from the administration of 
the umbrella organization, in a completely banal representation with a 
clichéd impostation of the actors and the obligatory forced smile.

Of a completely different character are the shots of office holiday and 
birthday celebrations, which, judging by the preserved photographs, were 
often attended by friends from artistic and cultural circles. Some of them 
we continuously encounter on shots taken on such occasions and over 
several decades! Although the then director seems a bit wooden in some 
photos, the closeness between the various staff members is clearly visible, 
which is not evident during ceremonious public events and about which 
nothing can be learned from the official history of the museum (Fig. 6). 
The Gallery also retains preserved photographs of their socializing out-
side of working hours, even during family gatherings in weekend homes. 
Such a friendly relationship is also fostered with students employed as 
part-time co-workers in the role of ticket seller, museum guard and guide. 
In one picture, the doyen of Croatian art history and a distinguished 
member of the Academy, known for his cordiality, is shown explaining 
something to a group of female student-guides in a relaxed atmosphere in 
the Gallery office. These part-time employees, apart from being present 
in some administrative documents and these photographs, have de facto 
been erased from the permanent memory of the institution. A similar 
scenario happened with the librarian working at the museum until the 
mid-1980s. Her appearance is known to us only from one shot preserved 
in the Gallery, and her work is known to today’s employees only by word 
of mouth. She is presented in an office she shared with the curators, behind 
a typewriter, which sheds light on her additional administrative duties 
and general working conditions (Fig. 7). Later photos of the same office, 
in which in the meantime computers also appeared, show how, in effect, 

that space has not changed in decades. At the end of the last century, the 
first qualified librarian was employed, although the scope of her tasks, 
just like the location of the library’s reference collection, remained the 
same as at the time of her predecessor, of whom we only know from the 
aforementioned photo. One photograph evidently taken in an attempt to 
document an educational event in the Gallery also dates from that time, 
and it, despite its technical shortcomings, is important for gaining insight 
into the development of that segment of museum activities, which, due to 
its unrepresentativeness and apparent lack of ambition, is essentially irrel-
evant in the context of the grandiose conception of institutional history. 

In conclusion, let it be said that the photographs included in this review 
are a touching tribute to the day-to-day silent work that eludes a gaze 
focused on big themes, decorum and the related rigorous narrative. A  con-
siderable number of the selected examples are not in congruence with the 
traditionally understood ideal of self-representation due to their various 
characteristics analysed earlier. In fact, they are unintentionally building a 
slightly different identity of the museum, thus offering us a more nuanced 
image of its past.
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1.  Unknown, untitled (The curator with artist friends on the roof of the museum), 
1980s, gelatin silver print, 8 x 13 cm. The Photo Archive of the Strossmayer 
Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

2.  Unknown, untitled (A curator with two female students – part-time keepers), 
1990, chromogenic color print, 12,7 x 8,8, cm. The Photo Archive of the 
Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

3.  Unknown, untitled (Two curators and a member of the museum technical staff 
unpacking artwork during the preparation of the new permanent display after the 
war in the 1990s), 1990s, Polaroid instant print, 7,8 x 10,5 cm. The Photo Archive of 
the Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

4.  Unknown, untitled (Curators revising a dislocated museum collection), 1998, 
chromogenic color print, 9 x 12,7 cm. The Photo Archive of the Strossmayer 
Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

5.  Unknown, untitled (A break during the preparation for one of the exhibitions at the 
Strossmayer Gallery), 1980s, gelatin silver print, 9 x 13 cm. The Photo Archive of the 
Strossmayer Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

6.  Unknown, untitled (The Christmas party in the Strossmayer Gallery), 1998, 
chromogenic color print, 8,7 x 12,8 cm. The Photo Archive of the Strossmayer 
Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

7.  Unknown, untitled (The librarian-administrator working in her office), 1980s, 
chromogenic color print, 9 x 11,2 cm. The Photo Archive of the Strossmayer 
Gallery of Old Masters, Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts.

[ 5 ]

[ 7 ]

[ 6 ]
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The Example of Photography in 
Print and Circulation— On the 
Historiography of Photography, 
Artistic Research and the 
Multidisciplinary and 
Practice-based Perspective

Photography has rarely had a particularly prominent position in the 
discipline of art history. There are several reasons for this, including hi-
erarchies between established forms of expression such as painting and 
sculpture and newer media, as well as the difficulties of dealing with 
the breadth and heterogeneity of photography - photography exists in 
an almost incalculable number of contexts, most of which are far from 
the domain of art history. Knowledge of photography and its history has 
therefore often been formulated in completely different areas. Many of 
the contributions come from the fields of literature, philosophy and so-
ciology, but also from media and communication studies. Several of the 
classic texts were written in the interwar period, such as Walter Benja-
min’s essay “Kleine Geschichte der Photographie”, originally published 
in the literary journal Die Literarische Welt No. 38, 1931, or Lucia Moho-
ly’s A Hundred Years of Photography 1839–1939, published by Penguin 
Books in London in 1939. Like many others interested in the history 
of photography, she was herself a practising photographer, as was her 
husband Lazlo Moholy-Nagy, who published Malerei, Fotografie, Film 
as early as 1925. The book was number 8 in the Bauhaus series and, in 
line with the school’s educational and aesthetic ideals, it had an interdis-
ciplinary and practical perspective. Lazlo Moholy-Nagy emphasises the 
relationships between the artistic forms of expression and looks more 
at the contemporary and future use of photography than at history. The 
historical, but also the social perspective, is however strongly present in 
the photographer Gisele Freund’s doctoral thesis in sociology from 1936: 
La photographie en France au dix-neuvieme siècle. It was later published 
in a revised edition entitled Photographie et Societe (1974), which was 
translated into a number of languages. Freund was strongly influenced 
by Benjamin’s thoughts on the role and place of photography in the age 
of mechanical reproduction, as was the artist and writer John Berger and 
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his work Ways of Seeing. First presented as a BBC television programme in 
1973, it was published in book form the following year. Moving between 
painting, photography and society, Berger is particularly interested in the 
male gaze and the function of the image in the capitalist economy. Among 
the most influential texts on photography are, of course, Susan Sontag’s 
On Photography (1977), Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida (1980) and Vilèm 
Flusser’s Für eine Philosophie der Fotografie (1983)—all written by people 
rooted primarily in literature and philosophy. In Sontag’s case, the book is 
a collection of essays originally published in the New York Review of Books 
between 1973 and 1977. It was also in the 1970s and 1980s that a more crit-
ical reflection on photography took shape, and several of the most impor-
tant contributions were produced by photographers and artists, including 
Martha Rosler and Allan Sekula, whose artistic works and texts - such as 

“in around and afterthoughts (on documentary photography)” and “The 
Body and the Archive” - have been crucial in problematising the history 
and contemporary application of documentary photography in particular. 1

In addition to the multi-disciplinary perspective, the history of photogra-
phy is also characterised by its strong links to institutions that collect 
and exhibit photography. The Museum of Modern Art in New York has 
a special position among the institutions that contributed early on to the 
knowledge of the history of photography. Two years before the centenary 
of photography, Beaumont Newhall, the museum’s librarian, was commis-
sioned by the museum’s director Alfred Barr to compile the exhibition Pho-
tography 1839–1937. The following year, a revised version of the catalogue 
was published: Photography: A Short Critical History. Newhall, who had 
been appointed Curator of the then established Department of Photogra-
phy in 1940, further developed the second version and in 1949 The History 
of Photography from 1839 to the Present Day was published. The book has 
since been published in numerous editions - most recently in 2010. After 
more than fifteen years, Beaumont Newhall left MoMA and from 1947 
the Department of Photography was headed first by the photographer 
Edward Steichen, and between 1962 and 1991 by John Szarkowski, who 
was also a photographer. It was mainly under Szarkowski’s leadership that 
the institution’s modernist approach to photography and its history was 
formulated in exhibitions such as The Photographer’s Eye (1964), Looking 
at Photographs (1973) and Photography Until Now (1990). The dominant 
position and influence of the museum on photography has been analysed 
by the critic Christopher Phillips in the essay “The Judgment Seat of Pho-
tography”, first published in the journal October 1982 (Vol. 22), and has 
since been central to the awareness of the power of institutions over the 
writing of photographic history.2 

1 Martha Rossler’s and Allan Sekula’s texts are published in Bolton, 
Richard, ed., The Contest of Meaning. Critical Histories of Photog-
raphy (Cambridge Massachusetts, The MIT Press, 1989).

2 Christopher Phillips text is published in Bolton, Richard, ed., The 
Contest of Meaning. Critical Histories of Photography.

Even private collectors without the backing of major institutions have 
made significant contributions to knowledge of the history of photogra-
phy. This is particularly true of the German-born photographer Helmut 
Gernsheim and his wife Alison, who together published The History of 
Photography in 1955 by Oxford University Press. The couple had acquired 
their knowledge by actively collecting large amounts of historical pho-
tography, but also cameras, photo books and documents in the form of 
letters and notes related to individual photographers. The extensive col-
lection, including the world’s oldest surviving photograph, was sold in 
1963 to the University of Texas, Austin, where it became the basis for the 
photography collection at the Harry Ransom Centre.3 But Gernsheim’s 
story also has links to Sweden, demonstrating the connections between 
tendencies at the centre of the photography world and a national context 
on its periphery. Gernsheim negotiated with several institutions when the 
collection was to be sold, including in Sweden. However, no agreement 
was reached, but in 1964 the Swedish state acquired Gernsheim’s duplicate 
collection instead. It became one of the cornerstones of a department at 
Moderna Museet in Stockholm which - inspired by MoMA in New York 

- was established in 1971 and called the Photographic Museum. The oth-
er cornerstone is Professor Helmer Bäckström’s collection of historical 
photography and literature. From the 1920s until his death in 1964, Mr 
Bäckström was a key figure in photographic culture in Sweden. He became 
the first professor of photography at the Royal Institute of Technology 
in 1948 and - in addition to the collection and Bäckström’s international 
network - his many articles on the history of photography in Sweden and 
the other Nordic countries were pioneering work.4 In the subsequent gen-
eration of Swedish photographic historians, Rune Hassner stands out. He 
belonged to the group of young photographers who, after the war, trav-
elled to Europe - particularly Paris - and embraced the new pictorial styles 
of the time. In addition to his work as a photographer reporting on his 
travels in Africa, Central America, India and China, among other places, 
which were published in books and international journals, he also had an 
institutional and academic career - although, like many photographers, he 
had no formal training. Like John Berger, Rune Hassner used television to 
popularise the subject of photo history and in the 1970s created a series of 
programmes on socially engaged photojournalism for Swedish Television. 
He specialised in reproduced photography and his greatest work, Images 
for Millions (1977), deals with the history of mass-produced photography 
and the emergence of photo magazines. Hassner was one of the founders 
of the European Society for the History of Photography in 1978, and 
in 1983 became the first head of the newly established School of Pho-
tography at the University of Gothenburg. He remained there until 1988 

3 Flukinger, The Gernsheim Collection 

4 Tellgren, “Fotografi och konst. Om Moderna Museets samling av fo-
tografi ur ett institutionshistoriskt perspektiv”, 121–152.
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when he was appointed founding director of the Hasselblad Centre—two 
institutions of particular importance to the research environment soon 
to be presented.5 

The purpose of the introductory presentation of previous contributions to 
the history of photography - from Walter Benjamin to Rune Hassner—is 
to show that the practice-based and multidisciplinary perspective is not 
something new or unusual, but rather constitutes a foundation and an 
engine of reflection on photography and its history, or rather histories 
in the plural. The aim is also to highlight how this tradition connects to 
the practice-based research field that has emerged in higher art education 
in Europe over the last two decades or so. Compared to many other dis-
ciplines, artistic research is relatively young and still controversial. The 
debates include the view of knowledge and what counts as research, but 
also the risks of art being forced into academic and bureaucratic structures 
that critics say are alien to art.6 Much has happened, however, and there 
are now several reasons to emphasise artistic research as an increasingly 
established field with both specific postgraduate programmes in a num-
ber of artistic subjects and a growing senior research environment with 
international networks and journals, such as the Society for Artistic Re-
search, Journal of Artistic Research, Pars Journal, VIS—Nordic Journal of 
Artistic Research and L’Internationale Online. For photography research, 
which already had a strong practice-based orientation, artistic research 
has given the subject a stronger institutional anchorage and completely 
different opportunities in terms of funding, publication and collaboration 
with other disciplines. One example is the photographic and lens media 
research environment that has emerged with the Hasselblad Foundation 
and the School of Photography (now part of HDK-Valand). Over the past 
ten years, the collaboration has resulted in three major research projects: 
Watched! Surveillance, Art and Photography; Photography in Print and 
Circulation and Thresholds. Interwar Lens Media Cultures 1919–1939. In 
addition to the latter involving both photography and film, the project 
was also a collaboration with GPS 400, a centre for collaborative visual 
research at the University of Gothenburg.

The shared resources of the research environment have made it possible 
to involve qualified people from different disciplines, and to conduct and 
present the research through seminars, exhibitions and publications. The 
projects relate to and build on previous research in their respective fields, 
and the aim has been both to contribute new knowledge about the subject 
and to develop curatorial research methods. In the project highlighted 
here, Photography in Print and Circulation, the starting point was the 

5 Knape, ”Allt blev inte riktigt som vi tänk oss”, 133–170; Gunnars-
son, ”The Hasselblad Center at Wernerska villan”, 127–161.

6 For the discussion about artistic research see for example: Nyberg 
& Östlind, Konstens kunskap/Knowledge of Art 

change in both the photographic field and the writing of photographic 
history that took place in the early 2000s. The underlying reason for the 
shift was that the book had become an increasingly important medium 
for many photographers, which also inspired increased reflection on the 
significance of the photobook in both contemporary and historical terms. 
An early and important contribution was Andrew Roth’s The Book on 
101 Books. Seminal Photographic Books of the Twentieth Century (2001), 
which, as its title suggests, presents a canon of the most ground-breaking 
photographic books published in the twentieth century. The focus was 
clearly shifted from the individual photographers’ images to the interac-
tion between image, design, typography, print quality, paper and binding 
that characterises the photographic book. What was judged above all was 
the overall impact of the book and its quality as an aesthetic, material and 
communicative object. Andrew Roth, like many of those who took an 
early interest in photobooks, is a collector and dealer. It was in this group, 
and among the photographers themselves, that the interest in and knowl-
edge of the photobook existed. Roth was also involved in one of the first 
exhibitions on the history of the photobook: The Open Book: A History 
of Photographic Books from 1878 to the present. It took place at the Has-
selblad Centre in 2004 and was based on Roth’s book, but also included 
examples from the 19th century. The selection team included several key 
figures in print media and photography: Ingrid Sischy, Christoph Schifferli, 
Gerhard Steidl, Ute Eskilsen and the fashion designer Karl Lagerfeld, who 
at the time had one of the world’s foremost collections of photography 
books. The exhibition was initiated and the work was led by the curator 
at the Hasselblad Centre, the photographer Hasse Persson, who also edit-
ed the exhibition catalogue.  The idea of the project is formulated in the 
catalogue’s afterword and the focus is on collecting: “It is my hope and 
ambition that our joint efforts in this work will create a lifelong interest 
in the connoisseurship of collecting photographic books.”7

In the same year that The Open Book was exhibited, the first volume of The 
Photobook: A History (2004) by photographers and collectors Martin Parr 
and Gerry Badger, was published. It was soon followed by two more equal-
ly comprehensive volumes in 2006 and 2014. Compared to both The Book 
of 101 Books and The Open Book, Parr and Badger broaden and deepen the 
scope in terms of time, theme and geography. Not only is the number of 
books significantly higher, but the authors highlight publications and gen-
res that are not the most obvious examples of photo books, but in which 
photographic images play a prominent role. These include, for example, 
political propaganda, cook books and advertising. Both the overview, the 
selection and how the books are placed in a broader photo-historical con-
text required knowledge that few others had at the time. In the preface to 
the first volume, Parr and Badger also speak of their work as an activist act, 
where photographers take control of the writing of history and contribute 

7 Persson, The Open Book. A History of the Photographic Book from 
1873 to the Present, 422.
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empirical data, perspectives and knowledge that has neither interested nor 
existed in academic research in particular.8  

Whilst The Photobook: A History covers a range of geographical areas, in 
many countries there was much more to highlight than could be accommo-
dated in the three volumes. In the years that followed, a number of photo-
book histories were published that are clearly inspired by Parr and Badger, 
but where the selection has a national or regional delimitation: The Latin 
American Photobook (2011), The Dutch Photobook (2012), Photobooks Spain 
1905–1977 (2014) Swiss Photobooks from 1927 to the Present (2012), The 
Chinese Photobook from the 1900s to the Present (2016) and Una Revisión 
al Fotolibro Chileno (2018) - to name a few. Swedish photobook publishing 
is represented in the surveys by a few well-known titles: Byn med det blå 
huset (1959) by Sune Jonsson, Poste Restante (1967) by Christer Strömholm, 
Café Lehmitz (1978) by Anders Petersen and Landet utom sig (1993) by 
Lars Tunbjörk, which meant that here too there was a need for a broader 
analysis. The initial idea of the research project was to examine the national 
context but at the same time to consider the Swedish photobook scene in 
a broader international perspective. In addition to The Open Book, the re-
search project was able to build on an earlier joint work on the photobook 
that in 2013 resulted in the publication Imprint. Visual Narratives in Books 
and Beyond - with contributions from Garry Badger, photographer Bettina 
Lockemann and publisher and designer Michael Mack.

In order to get a better overview of the current state of research and to es-
tablish new contacts, Photography in Print and Circulation was launched 
with two international symposia featuring Lars Willumeit, Charlotte Cot-
ton and Frits Gierstberg, among others. Of the many surveys and exhibi-
tions on photobooks produced after The Photobook: A History, one project 
in particular stood out: Photobook Phenomenon, which was shown at the 
CCCB and Foto Colectania in Barcelona in 2017. Rather than establishing 
a canon, or inventorying and highlighting the publication of photobooks 
in a specific country, the project highlighted the role and importance of 
the photobook within contemporary visual culture. The curatorial team 
consisted of key figures in the photobook world, including Irene Mendoza, 
Moritz Neumüller and Horacio Fernández. Their approach encouraged us 
to formulate questions that increase knowledge about what could be called 
the internal culture of the photobook. Starting from the practice-based 
and curatorial perspective, we focused on the competences, people and 
networks that make the photobook possible, but also on phenomena that 
arise or are strengthened by the publication of photobooks. The study’s 
emphasis on the social dimension of the photobook meant that the project 
was theoretically linked to and inspired by Bruno Latour’s Actor Network 
Theory (ANT). For Latour, the actual and multifaceted interplay between 

8 Badger & Parr, “Introduction. The Photobook: Between the Novel and 
Film”, 6–11.

different actors is crucial to the interpretation of a specific field or pro-
fessional culture. What also made ANT relevant in this context is that the 
theory also radically includes non-human actors in the social field, which 
usefully encapsulates and highlights the agency of the photo book and the 
fact that the book as an object is more than the sum of its parts. 9

The second part of the project was an exhibition. The choice to work with 
curatorial methods meant that the exhibition medium was not only used 
to present the final result, but primarily functioned as a research tool to 
collect, process and interpret the empirical material.10 The exhibition thus 
became a spatial montage that both created and visualised connections, 
overlays and displacements, which in this case highlighted the photo book 
as a complex material and social phenomenon. The aim of the exhibition 
was to explore how the photobook is the result of a series of converging 
competences, different aesthetic and conceptual ideas and expressions, 
and - not least - how it is part of and shaped by different types of contexts 
and circulations. With the exhibition as a research tool, the physical books 
were also given a completely different presence than what is possible with 
other, more traditional methods. Placed next to each other, the materiality 
and agency of the books established relationships between the objects that 
would not otherwise occur. A decision made early in the process was that 
visitors would be able to look at all the books included in the exhibition 
themselves, which meant that they would neither be displayed in glass 
cases nor fixed to the table. The tactile and intimate dimension is central 
to the book as an object, but in many exhibitions on the history of the 
photobook, visitors are limited to looking at the covers of the physical 
books. The content is usually conveyed in films where someone’s hands 
flip through page after page, but even though it works surprisingly well 
and is informative, this form of mediation does not do justice to the mul-
tisensory qualities of the book. 

The selection of books was a collective process involving many people, 
and of the nearly 400 books displayed in the exhibition Published: Pho-
tography in Print and Circulation, the majority were purchased from sec-
ond-hand bookshops or directly by the photographers. The books were 
placed on specially designed tables with markings for each individual 
book. Visitors could stand at the table or take the book with them and sit 
at one of the exhibition’s reading areas, and then return it to its place on 
the table. There were no guards in the room or alarms on the books and it 
was an experiment, but fortunately only one book disappeared during the 
entire exhibition period. It was a simple paperback from 1970: China: The 
Revolution Goes On by photographer Gun Kessle and author Jan Myrdal, 
and it was quickly supplemented by a copy purchased online for 20 kronor 
(about €2). It was rare for any of the books to cost more than a couple of 

9 Latour, Reassembling the Social. 

10 See for example: Bjerregaard, Exhibitions as Research. Experimental 
Methods in Museums.
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hundred kronor (about €20). One consequence of the increased interest in 
photobooks, however, is that the value of individual titles - both historical 
and contemporary - has risen sharply, and for this reason we had to find 
another solution for those books that were too expensive or too fragile 
to be exposed freely. More than ten books were protected by plexiglass 
and displayed in a special section, including Monographie illustrée du ba-
leinoptère trouvée le 29 octobre 1865 sur la côte occidentale de Suède. It is 
a zoological study of a blue whale stranded outside of Gothenburg and 
dissected by Professor August Wilhelm Malm. Published in 1867 in French, 
the book is one of the first with pasted photographs to be published in 
Sweden, and in terms of antiquarianism it attracts an international clien-
tele and costs around 300 000 SEK (about €30 000). Behind the plexiglass 
were also a couple of thin books from around 2010. Published by young 
photographers in small editions, they exemplified the DIY spirit that is an 
important part of photo book culture. As well as solving a practical prob-
lem, we used the unusual presentation to highlight and problematise the 
economic side of photobook culture. Although the books were displayed 
behind glass, visitors were able to browse these titles as well, as we had 
ensured that two copies of the books were available. The second copy was 
kept at the Hasselblad Foundation’s specialised library for photo books, 
which is located in the same building as the exhibition space. Anyone who 
wanted to could visit the library and look at the precious or fragile books 
with the help of librarian Elsa Modin. The library itself is one of the actors 
shaping the culture of photobooks and Elsa Modin played a central role 
in the curatorial team.

The third and final part of the project was the book: Published: Photobooks 
in Sweden (2019). The reason why it was published after the exhibition 
was to capture and utilise the experiences and knowledge generated by 
the curatorial work. As in the exhibition, the material is divided into three 
categories: Society, Self and Image. The categories did not exist from the 
beginning but emerged in the selection for the exhibition. The strength of 
the thematic division is that the individual books are placed in a broader 
context, and the tendencies and interests that characterise photo book 
culture become clearer. In the first category, Society, the books often have 
a documentary focus and depict social and political issues and challenges - 
not least in relation to work and housing. This was also the most common 
type of book. The second grouping, The Self, brings together books where 
the photographer is at the centre and where the work depicts the author’s 
life and view of the world. There are links between the first and second 
categories, especially when the books deal with and explore identities of 
different kinds—national, sexual, class related—and where the idea of the 
personal being political plays an important role. The third category shifts 
the focus from society and the subject to the image, meaning that the 
books demonstrate a particular interest in photography as a medium and 
in the aesthetic expression of images, but also in the book as a material and 
expressive object. A notable difference between the different categories is 

the extent and nature of the texts in the books. In the case of society, the 
text constitutes a large part of the content and deals with the subject of 
the book and usually has an explanatory and contextualising function. The 
texts in the “I” category are written by an author or curator and focus on 
the photographer’s ability to imbue the images with personal expression, 
but may also be written by the photographer himself, often in the form of 
notes or diaries. The books in the Image category tend to have the shortest 
texts and their style and content are both more poetic and theoretical than 
the texts in the other categories. Moreover, it is only in this category that 
in many cases the books have no text at all, which is based on the idea that 
the images speak for themselves. 

The method used to investigate the social dimension was primarily the 
qualitative and semi-structured interview, and Published: Photobooks in 
Sweden contains interviews with ten selected individuals. They represent 
different professional competences involved in the production and distri-
bution of photobooks: in addition to photographers, designers, authors, 
publishers, booksellers, librarians, curators, critics and collectors. The in-
terviews revolve around questions about their professional relationship 
with and views on photobooks, and the conversations reveal the actors’ 
specific motivations, knowledge and experiences. It is striking that the 
interviewees often move between different professional roles. Most of 
them have some form of photographic practice and it is not uncommon for 
them to run a publishing house - alone or together with others. Several tes-
tify that the practical difficulties do not lie primarily in making the books 
but in distribution and sales. In various ways, the interviews reveal the 
web of relationships, collaborations and dependencies that largely char-
acterise photobook culture, where, among other things, the exchange of 
books and services plays a central role in what can be described in terms 
of an informal economy. The places and platforms where photobooks are 
displayed, sold and discussed have generally emerged in a DIY spirit and 
in networks that are locally, nationally and globally rooted. It is charac-
terised by actors helping each other to disseminate the books in different 
contexts and distribution channels, although there have also been chang-
es in the culture of photobooks. In interviews, people who were already 
involved in the mid-2000s describe how the increasing influence of large 
commercial fairs and publishers has made it more difficult to maintain 
the informal and collegial spirit. Despite these challenges, self-organised 
and social forces have shown an ability to find new forms, as highlighted 
in the recently published anthology Photography Bound: Reimagine Pho-
tobooks and Self-Publishing (2023). Viewed from a historical perspective, 
contemporary photobook culture has created networks, contexts and pub-
lishing channels that have expanded and changed the photographic scene. 
What the study also reveals is how the circulation of photobooks both 
overlaps and exists alongside the institutions and galleries that have long 
dominated the photographic field. The shift from exhibiting to publishing 
books has made many photographers less dependent on other actors to 
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show their work. In addition, the combination of the photobook scene’s 
own network of contacts and the use of global distributors, such as DHL, 
FedEx and others, allows books to reach a wider and more geographically 
dispersed audience than exhibitions traditionally can. Added to this is the 
potential of online publications and platforms - although the emphasis of 
photobook culture on the materiality of the book means that the web is 
used more as a channel for showcasing physical books than as a forum in 
its own right. 

From the interviews—and the content of Photography Bound: Reimagine 
Photobooks and Self-Publishing—it is clear that in practice there is no con-
tradiction between working with prints, exhibitions or books. However, 
one consequence of the developments of recent decades is that a change 
in the way photographic works are collected, preserved and displayed is 
required. If this does not happen, key elements of contemporary photo-
graphic culture will be missed by institutions. These issues become even 
more acute if you include the online photographic scene. For the art world, 
which is the context in which many photographic institutions operate, 
the idea of unique and valuable objects is crucial, but for a medium like 
photography, where multiplicity is a key characteristic, the emphasis on 
uniqueness is limiting. Despite the fact that signed and numbered prints 
are becoming a smaller and smaller part of photographic practice, pho-
tographic prints still play a crucial role for many photographic institu-
tions, meaning that their exhibitions and purchases for their collections 
are becoming less and less representative of what is happening in pho-
tography today. The issue becomes even more pressing if one considers 
the—as already mentioned—importance of institutions in the history of 
photography. What institutions choose to display and collect affects not 
only perceptions of photographic culture today, but also how photograph-
ic history will be understood and described in the future. The challenges 
for institutions are twofold: redefining their selection criteria and prior-
ities, and establishing a balance between emphasising the importance of 
published photography on the one hand, and avoiding making photobooks 
another fetish in the symbolic economy of the art field on the other.

What the example of Photography in Print and Circulation hopefully 
demonstrates—in addition to uncovering and analysing the social dimen-
sions of photobook culture—are the points of contact between artistic 
research and photo history writing. Both are characterised by discipli-
nary heterogeneity and the use of practice-based knowledge and methods. 
This common ground means that the research environment that has been 
established within higher art education can offer a stronger institutional 
anchorage and more resources than the photography subject has previous-
ly had. What artistic research also enables is that the investigations are 
not only about photography, but that different photographic practices are 
also used and play a crucial role in the study of other subjects or issues. For 
example, within our research environment there is a strong link between 

photography and environmental and climate research, but also between 
photography and what is called the political imaginary, i.e. conceptions 
and visualisations of possible presents and futures. The fact that this type 
of research project also provides a deeper understanding of photographic 
practice and its history makes it even more important.
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A Midterm Plan: Petar Dabac 
and His Initiative to 
Establish a National Museum 
of Photography

“We will be able to contemplate the future of photography only when 
we have saved its most significant achievements from destruction.”1

In 1986, Petar Dabac, a photographer, cultural worker, and promoter of 
photography based in Zagreb, published a paper titled “Establishing a 
National Museum of Photography: Proposal for a Medium-Term Work 
Plan of the Photography Section of ULUPUH” in the journal Informat-
ica museologica. His aim was to emphasize the need for establishing a 
national museum, as he believed that we, as a society, would be able to 
contemplate the future of photography “only when we have saved its most 
significant achievements from destruction.”2 His text represents the cul-
mination of sixteen years of experience managing a photography studio at 
Ilica 17 and the archive of his uncle, Tošo Dabac, who, thanks in no small 
part to Petar’s efforts, is considered one of the most important Croatian 
photographers. This paper aims to present Petar Dabac’s proposal, con-
textualize it in relation to its time, discuss the problems and difficulties 
he encountered when taking over his uncle’s legacy, and explore his un-
derstanding of the museum’s function. Ultimately, we will consider the 
relevance of this proposal in today’s context.

I

Following his uncle’s unexpected death in 1970, Petar Dabac found him-
self at a crossroads. At that time, he was an amateur involved in artistic 
photography while studying at the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering 
and Shipbuilding. However, in the face of his uncle’s passing, he made the 
decision to take care of Tošo’s studio and legacy, and to dedicate himself 
professionally to photography. The task at hand was immense, as he had 
to figure out how to preserve over 150,000 items, including Tošo’s pho-
tographic production and equipment, books and catalogues, correspond-

1 Dabac, “Osnivanje nacionalnog muzeja za fotografiju,” 54.

2 Ibid.
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ence, administrative papers, and other documentation. While Photo-Club 
Zagreb seemed like an option,3 it became apparent that it wouldn’t suffice 
to adequately protect and value both the artistic production and the other 
photographic material, such as photographs made for clients. The legacy 
needed a specialized institution to ensure its complete preservation. Conse-
quently, the heirs, led by Petar Dabac, concluded that the best course of ac-
tion was to continue running the studio, thereby safeguarding Tošo’s legacy.

Recognizing the cultural and artistic value of the legacy, it was granted 
preventive protection as a cultural asset in 1970. The recommendation 
was for the collection to remain in situ, with the studio protected as a 
place of cultural significance.4 Despite these efforts, taking over the studio 
presented challenges. The steady flow of commissions, which had previ-
ously been the studio’s main source of income, relied heavily on Tošo’s 
reputation and the proven quality of his photographs. Although the studio 
resumed its operations (until 1973, Enes Midžić worked there alongside 
Petar Dabac), Petar needed time to establish his own client network, lead-
ing to financial strains for a period of time.5 

In addition to high-quality photographs, the studio was known as a gath-
ering place for artists, cultural workers, and intellectuals, who continued 
to visit after Tošo’s death. In their countless conversations, the preser-
vation of the photographic legacy was a frequent topic of discussions. 
These included, among others, Ivan Picelj and Radoslav Putar, and it was 
through the exchange of opinions with them that Petar Dabac shaped 
and formulated the course of his further action. By assuming responsi-
bility for the studio, he not only physically preserved Tošo’s legacy, but 
also transformed it into an archive. Today, these two terms are often used 
interchangeably and there is a tendency to call every legacy an archive. 
However, establishing the Tošo Dabac Archive was a deliberate and con-
scious process, shaped by Petar’s knowledge and possibilities. Through 

3 The information comes from Petar Dabac himself, who said it in one 
of the many interviews on the Tošo Dabac Archive.

4 “Rješenje o preventivnoj zaštiti br. 02-620/1-1970.; Predmet: 
Atelje umjetničke fotografije Toše Dabca – rješenje o preventivnoj 
zaštiti.” [Decision on preventive protection no. 02-620/1-1970; 
Subject: Artistic photography studio of Tošo Dabac – decision on 
preventive protection]. The proposal on the basis of which the 
Decision was adopted was submitted by the Association of Fine Art-
ists of Applied Arts (ULUPUH) shortly after Tošo’s death on May 9. 
Quoting the text of the Proposal, the Decision states, among other 
things, that “the archive and the studio are a unique document 
of Tošo Dabac’s work and production, and as such an outstanding 
document of our culture. /// Therefore, we suggest to the Regional 
Institute for the Protection of Cultural Monuments of the City of 
Zagreb that the studio and the archive be declared a cultural monu-
ment and placed under protection.”

5 Petar Dabac and Enes Midžić mentioned power cuts, pressure to leave 
the premises, and a decline in the number of commissions.

this endeavour, he developed as a promoter of his uncle’s photography 
and became an expert in the field of preservation and restoration of old 
photographs. His efforts have left a lasting impact that is still felt today.

Preserving a photographic legacy and structurally transforming it into an 
archive6 is a process demanding continuous work that is neither simple 
nor quick. It requires knowledge in the field of photographic material 
protection and archival science, along with specific spatial conditions for 
storage. Regardless of the scope and value, this can be achieved either 
by prompt institutional intervention (at the state and/or city level) or, in 
case of private property, by investing years of hard work and finances on 
the part of an individual or an interested group (family, etc.). In either 
case, it is necessary to keep the legacy “alive”, that is, to invest efforts in 
promoting the work of the late artist in order to keep their work visible 
and present it in the environment to which it is important. As for the indis-
putable artistic and cultural significance of the person and work of Tošo 
Dabac, this process took place over years of Petar’s work accompanied 
by continuous learning. Based on the knowledge gained while assisting 
Tošo, he attended a series of workshops on photographic techniques in 
the 1970s, and he kept collecting scholarly literature on the protection 
and conservation as well as restoration of photographs until the end of 
his professional career.7 

In addition to the physical protection of the photographs, Petar also 
worked on organizing the materials and on creating and collecting the 
documentation. He actively promoted Tošo’s oeuvre, realizing that the 
presence of the old master in public was extremely important for ensuring 
the overall protection of his legacy. The earliest preserved trace of this 
effort is a document from 1976, a letter in which Petar applied for some 
funds needed to repurpose the studio hallway into an exhibition area for 
Tošo’s photographs and to arrange the collection of negatives.8 Although 
the addressees of the letter are not known, the first sentence tells us that 
they included “business contacts and friends,” while as a motive behind 
writing the letter Petar cited the fact that Tošo’s photographs, which he 
had been showing in the hallway of the studio since 1970 in the form of 
a memorial exhibition, continued to attract attention and that the studio 
was visited even by people he did not know, who “simply rang at the door” 
with the desire to see the exhibition. This clearly shows that at that time, 
Dabac’s intention was for the legacy to remain in private ownership, but 
it is difficult to assess whether this was a conscious decision or resulted 
from his realization that he could not expect assistance from the state. It 
is also important to note that at the end of the decade, on his initiative, 

6 This primarily refers to the organization and searchability of the 
materials.

7 In the 1990s and 2000s, he held workshops on these topics himself.

8 Dabac, “Plan.”
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preparation of the first and still only monograph on Tošo Dabac began. 
It was the book Tošo Dabac as a Photographer, published in 1980 with a 
foreword by Radoslav Putar.

We can only speculate about the importance of Picelj and Putar, but con-
versations with Dabac and the correspondence preserved in his archive 
have revealed some details. For instance, Picelj suggested the name for the 
studio, the TD Archive, under which Dabac managed it until he left the 
premises at Ilica 17 in 2006.9 However, it remains unclear to what extent 
the choice of the word “archive” in the name reflected the understanding of 
the difference between legacy and archive at the time, and whether the term 

“archive” was chosen with an awareness of the formal-legal definitions.10

Putar’s contribution to the understanding of photography and the devel-
opment of the medium is a segment that deserves a more comprehensive 
study. From his professional activity, it is evident that he was equally in-
terested in both older and contemporary photography and visual studies. 
Putar spent his working life at the Museum of Arts and Crafts (as a curator 
1962–1972 and its director 1979–1983), an institution that owns an im-
pressive photographic collection and hosted a large retrospective exhibi-
tion of Tošo Dabac in 1968, and at the Galleries of the City of Zagreb (as 
director 1972–1978), where a Centre for Photography, Film, and Televi-
sion (CEFFT) was established in 1973. He was also the editor-in-chief of 
Spot, a magazine for photography (1972–1978)11 published by the Galler-
ies of the City of Zagreb, which was designed in Dabac’s studio and whose 
editorial board included Petar Dabac. Putar was also an art critic, writing 
about photographic exhibitions.12 From the preserved correspondence 
in the Private Archive of Petar Dabac, it is evident that Putar and Dabac 
exchanged letters discussing Tošo’s legacy and the promotion of both his 

9 This is known from Dabac’s description of the work of the Archive 
TD Gallery from 1998. Cf. Dabac, “Arhiv TD.”

10 The Croatian Language Portal defines the term arhiva as denoting: 
“1) written documents, charters, texts, clippings, etc. that some-
one collects and preserves; archival material; 2) administrative 
use: a department and service in a company or institution that 
manages documents”; while the term arhiv is defined as “1) a col-
lection of written records related to the activity of a specific 
person or institution; 2) a: an institution for housing, keeping, 
and studying documents and files that are defined by regulations as 
archival materials [state archive; city   archive; chapter archive]; 
b: a room in an institution or company where archival materials are 
kept.” Although Dabac chose the latter term, arhiv, we are of the 
opinion that arhiva would have been more appropriate. The defi-
nition of ostavština (“legacy”) reads: “1) material and spiritual 
goods that remain after someone’s death; 2) metaphorically: some-
thing left to the future as inheritance.”

11 More on the Spot magazine in: Križić Roban, Na drugi pogled.

12 This is evident from his rich bibliography listed in: Putar, 
Likovne Kritike, Studije i Zapisi, 1950-1960; Putar, Kritike, 
studije i zapisi.

work and Petar’s. They also discussed the financial requirements of main-
taining such a collection: “In your letter you are again mentioning the 
difficulties and the heavy financial burden that you have to bear while 
maintaining Tošo’s atelier. I am convinced that the ‘TD Archive’ is a very 
important ‘institution’ primarily because of its great capacity to encour-
age creative work in photography, particularly in an environment with a 
relatively low standard of photo-culture, which poses a significant bur-
den on the system of visual communications in society. – We need to talk 
more about it, Pero. We need to find a clever journalist who will agree to 
trumpet two or three times in public that the ‘TD Archive’ is in danger.”13 
Dabac himself acknowledged Putar’s contribution in the cited text, stating 
that, in addition to his concern for the legacy, it was these conversations 
that encouraged him to think more seriously about the “problem of pre-
serving photographic documents.”14 

II

In 1980, Dabac and his friends established the photo gallery of the TD Ar-
chive in the hallway of the studio,15 marking the direction of their further 
activities and formalizing their efforts from the previous decade. With this 
initiative, the studio at Ilica 17 grew into an organization that acted as a 
distinct (legal) entity. Its activities encompassed an exhibition programme 
at the gallery (with the clearly defined concept of featuring only photo-
graphic exhibitions of domestic and foreign authors) and a photography 
studio (Petar’s own artistic and commercial work, managing Tošo’s leg-
acy, developing and distributing Tošo’s photographs, and promoting his 
work). The TD Archive also acquired its own visual identity, work of the 
graphic designer and Dabac’s friend Ranko Novak, who designed the logo, 
posters, flyers, letterheads for memos, and envelopes. Initially, in addition 
to Dabac, his friends and colleagues, including writer and editor Albert 
Goldstein, artist Ivan Picelj, editor and publisher Nenad Popović, and pho-
tographers Slobodan Tadić and Mladen Tudor, were involved in the work 
of the gallery.16 While the studio operated on commercial principles, the 
gallery relied on volunteer work and invested its resources primarily in 
production.17 This model of running the gallery functioned well for the 

13 Putar, “Pismo”.

14 Dabac, “Osnivanje nacionalnog muzeja za fotografiju,” 54.

15 The name of the gallery was written in lower case, which was often 
the preference of designers at that time.

16 Dabac, “Arhiv TD.”

17 Dabac refurbished the hallway by himself to make it suitable for 
exhibiting photographs. They arrived by mail or the authors brought 
them personally. For the part that was developed in Zagreb, Dabac’s 
own equipment and materials were used. Part of the exhibition was 
financially supported by the Austrian Cultural Forum in Zagreb. 
Posters and flyers were mostly printed with the help of collabora-
tors and/or from Dabac’s own resources.
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first six years, during which most of the exhibitions were realized, as many 
as 42 out of 48. However, it soon became apparent that this approach was 
not sustainable in the long term, especially as the preservation of Tošo’s 
legacy was financially extremely demanding and its protection required 
a series of urgent procedures. The ongoing activity of the photographic 
emulsion caused partial or permanent fading of images on the negatives, 
highlighting the inadequate storage conditions of photographic material. 
Moreover, the rapid advancement of photographic technology rendered 
the original films and other equipment used by Tošo (needed for restora-
tion and conservation) increasingly scarce. These challenges prompted 
Dabac to think about a new and more efficient model for preserving Tošo’s 
legacy and that of other photographers. His paper titled “Establishing a 
National Museum of Photography: Proposal for a Medium-Term Work 
Plan of the Photography Section of ULUPUH,” published in the schol-
arly journal Informatica museologica, was a result of this process. His 
intention was to encourage the creation of an institutional framework for 
the preservation, study, and advancement of photography while resolv-
ing the formal-legal and physical protection of Tošo’s legacy. One of the 
conclusions he reached was that future photographic production should 
not be isolated from the past, and that the treatment of one was linked 
to the treatment of the other. Both mirrored the general awareness of the 
significance of photography, distinguishing artistic from commercial and 
propaganda photography, and depended on the level of education of the 
photographers themselves, museum experts, and art historians.

Dabac’s text is clearly structured and comprises two main segments: one in 
which he explains the context, need, and motivation for encouraging the es-
tablishment of an umbrella institution to care for photography, and the oth-
er in which he describes the tasks of the museum, its structure in terms of 
spatial capacities, and the stages of its establishment and construction. His 
choice of terminology is intriguing: he uses the term “photographic doc-
uments” to encompass the entirety of photographic production, perhaps 
to avoid narrowing it down only to photographs categorized as artistic.

He identifies the main problems as the lack of social awareness and educa-
tion, as well as inadequate financial and technological investment. Some 
collections have “completely vanished” due to the negligence of their own-
ers or a lack of funds for acquisition. Others were lost during World War II 
or destroyed because of inadequate storage conditions – which was often 
the fault of the photographers themselves, since they “paid insufficient 
attention to proper film and image processing.”18 Perhaps the most strik-
ing and sharply intoned part of his analysis concerns the retrospective 
exhibition of Tošo Dabac held in 1968 at the Museum of Arts and Crafts. 
Dabac here criticizes the inadequate technological processes, which result-
ed in the loss of negatives during the development of large-format pho-

18 Dabac, “Osnivanje nacionalnog muzeja za fotografiju,” 54.

tographs (“dozens of the most valuable negatives from the archive, par-
tially destroyed as victims of large enlargements”) and the production of 
photo-panels that were unsuitable for preservation (“Large enlargements 
could not be sufficiently fixated or washed, and they have no archival du-
rability”) and transportation. He attributes these and other shortcomings 

– and one should note that he himself participated in the realization of 
the exhibition as Tošo’s assistant – to the ignorance of museum experts. 
Furthermore, he expresses disappointment that the exhibition primarily 
catered to “art historians and designers,” showing “how big mistakes can 
be made with a lot of amateur enthusiasm and money.”19 He substantiates 
this conclusion by highlighting the inadequate and incomplete selection of 
photographs (“some valuable archival shots were not shown or used at all”) 
and with the decision to reframe photographs in a way that sometimes 
deviated from the intentions of their original author.20 

Dabac’s own work experience, as well as the experience of other institu-
tions and his conversations with fellow photographers, led him to indicate 
economic reasons as the main problem in addition to the lack of educa-
tion,21 concluding that this problem could only be solved by establishing a 
specialized institution managed by the state: a National Museum of Pho-
tography in Zagreb. He thereby listed the following tasks for the Museum: 
1) (primarily) the collection, preservation, and copying of photographic 
documents; 2) collection of literature on photography and photographic 
equipment; 3) organization of exhibitions, maintenance of a library, and 
establishment of a permanent exhibition; 4) distribution of archival ma-
terial to interested parties; 5) stimulating the production of top-quality 
photographic works by purchasing such photographs and carrying out 
photo-projects; 6) setting criteria for the inclusion of photographs in the 
museum collection. This clearly shows that in addition to the convention-
al responsibilities of a museum, Dabac emphasized the need to conduct 
educational and promotional activities and maintain openness in dissem-

19 Ibid.

20 This problem proved to be a permanent “legacy” in the posthumous 
treatment of Tošo’s oeuvre. Even Petar Dabac exhibited some of 
Tošo’s photos that the old master never developed or exhibited, and 
which Petar framed at his own discretion during development. When 
the Tošo Dabac Archive was institutionalized in 2006 (which will 
be discussed later in the text), a series of exhibitions were held 
that showed his previously unknown or lesser-known photographs in 
full frame, i.e. as direct scans of negatives developed in the neg-
ative format.

21 Dabac mentioned the fact that, in addition to the ignorance of 
curators, even photographers did not always have the needed aware-
ness and education, since there was no higher education institution 
for photography, so that most photographers were “recruited from 
various other professions, both related and unrelated.” He also ad-
dressed the lack of good “practical and theoretical literature,” as 
there was only a minor number of monographs on individual photog-
raphers and no comprehensive history of “our” photography. Dabac, 
“Osnivanje nacionalnog muzeja za fotografiju,” 54.
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inating materials. He also advocated active participation in stimulating 
the creation of high-quality works of art. Notably, the issue of criteria 
is particularly intriguing. Dabac here references Jean-Claude Lemagny’s 
essay “Photography and Criticism.”22 Lemagny, who died in early 2023, 
was a renowned French curator and historian of photography who spent 
his career at the Bibliothèque nationale de France, curating the collection 
of contemporary photography from 1968 to 1996. He founded La Galerie 
des photographies at the same institution in 1971, where he, in addition to 
exhibiting contemporary artists, regularly organized exhibitions of works 
from the Library’s holdings, which reflected his vision of   the development 
of the photographic medium. Lemagny was also known as a theoretician 
of photography, sharing his ideas at conferences and other gatherings, 
writing articles, and publishing books. He is perhaps best known for his 
classification of photography in four categories, known as the “horloge 
esthétique.” It is therefore not surprising that Dabac was inspired by his 
work in his own search for a formulation of (strict) criteria that would be 
suitable in the local context. At the beginning of his text, he stated: “I do 
not believe that there can be photographic naivety (as in painting); I can 
tolerate kitsch in photography, but I cannot allow us to be surrounded by 
photographic trash.”23 He shared Lemagny’s view that in our times, one 
should be “militant” in photographic criticism, that photography as art 
is in the photograph “as such,” and that a work of art is “something con-
temporary that reveals the truth about ourselves and the world.”24 Dabac 
believed that, “As long as photography explores itself, as long as it is in 
search for its identity, it should be distinctly separated from the kind of 
photography that serves solely to manipulate the masses and be an instru-
ment of economic and political interests.”25 

Dabac divided the establishment and development of the Museum into 
stages, emphasized the proactive work and commitment of individuals 
and professional associations, along with the personal engagement of 
ULUPUH members as prerequisites. He proposed linking the Museum’s 
initial operations to an established institution, such as the Museum of Arts 
and Crafts or the National and University Library. For the first phase, he 
envisioned creating a project for the Museum’s work and content, conduct-
ing research on the current state of photographic collections and archives 
in the country, developing plans for a permanent display, searching for 
suitable premises, and engaging external experts to address the issues of 

22 Unfortunately, no text with this title could be found in Lemagny’s 
bibliography, so presumably it is either an unfortunate translation 
of the original or this particular essay has not been filed.

23 Dabac, “Osnivanje nacionalnog muzeja za fotografiju,” 54.

24 Ibid., 55.

25 Ibid. It would be interesting to investigate the consequences of 
this attitude in terms of Dabac’s exhibition programme at the TD 
Archive Gallery, as well as in terms of his possible evaluation of 
older and recent photography.

protecting and storing photographic materials. The second phase involved 
employing a curator to manage the temporary storage facility and work on 
collecting materials that would form the foundation of the Museum. Ad-
ditionally, work on the plans for organizing the venue and finding suitable 
personnel would continue. The third and final phase involved achieving 
independence for the Museum and further employments, including two 
curators in addition to the administrative and management staff, as well 
as a photo lab technician. One curator would be responsible for the collec-
tion, the permanent display, and old photography, while the other would 
oversee temporary exhibitions, the projection and lecture hall, and the 
collection of contemporary photography. Dabac even drafted an organi-
zational plan for the Museum rooms, including their required size.

Analysing the main tasks of the Museum and the staff needed for their 
realization, it becomes evident that Dabac applied a programme similar to 
the one he used in the TD Archive, albeit on a larger scale. The difference 
for him between an archive and a museum lay mainly in the possibilities 
and conditions for acquiring and working with the collection. Private 
enterprises like the TD Archive had limitations, whereas Dabac had the 
conviction that the state (still) possessed the necessary power and finances 
to address all the identified problems.

III

As mentioned earlier, Dabac’s initiative stemmed from his 16-year involve-
ment with Tošo’s legacy. The late 1970s and early 1980s were generally 
a crucial period for the development and promotion of photography as 
a medium, both technologically and in terms of theoretical considera-
tions.26International organizations and institutions emerged during this 
time, significantly influencing European photography in the following 
decades. Dabac’s efforts can be understood in a broader European context 
due to his early establishment of an international network of contacts 
and connections with photographers and theoreticians of photography. 
This network was built through his exhibition work27 and his monitor-
ing of foreign productions, publications, and specialized periodicals (as 
evidenced by the rich library he has left behind). His linguistic abilities in 
German and French, along with his participation in various educational 
formats and specialized courses, further facilitated his European inter-
actions. Regarding the process of affirmation and institutionalization 
of photography through specialized galleries and magazines, it is worth 
noting that already in the early 1970s, Dabac established a connection 
with the collector and gallerist Lanfranco Colombo in Italy.28 Colombo 

26 More details in: Dubois, “Trace-Image to Fiction-Image.” 

27 In those years, he exhibited in Milan, Bologna, Leibniz, Graz, Vi-
enna and other places.

28 Dabac shared this information during our numerous conversations. 
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had started the magazine Il Diaframma and opened an eponymous gal-
lery in the late 1960s, making it the world’s first specialized photography 
gallery.29 During the same period, Dabac also established contacts with 
Fotoclub in Graz, led by Erich Kees, where he attended lectures in philos-
ophy and art theory. There he met Manfred Willmann and then Christine 
Frisinghelli.30 In 1975, Willmann and Frisinghelli launched the exhibition 
programme of the Forum Stadtpark photography gallery, and in 1979 an 
annual international symposium on photography featuring prominent 
photographers and theorists. In 1980, together with Seiichi Furuya, they 
founded the association Camera Austria and launched a journal of the 
same name, entirely dedicated to photography.31 Dabac also had close ties 
with Živa Kraus, a painter, curator, and gallerist who ran her own Ikona 
Photo Gallery in Venice from 1979.32 And he met the Belgian photogra-
pher Georges Vercheval, who, along with his wife Jeanne, founded the 
organization Photographie Ouverte in Charleroi in 1978. After a series 
of successful exhibitions, they obtained a city-owned venue in 1980 and 
opened a photography gallery.33

Our focus here is on the founding of the TD Archive Gallery, but it is inter-
esting to mention the efforts made in Austria and Belgium towards further 
institutionalization of photography in the form of museums. As a member 
of Forum Stadtpark and a close friend of Willmann and Frisinghelli, Dabac 
participated in many of their activities, including professional and private 
gatherings of photographers and photography theorists. Therefore, it is im-
portant to note that Frisinghelli and Willmann were part of the team that 
participated in an initiative to establish a national photography museum 
in Austria in 1984. Their proposal emerged from a project concerning the 
history of photography in Austria, which began in 1979 and culminated in 
1983 with the major exhibition “Geschichte der Fotografie in Österreich” 
at the Museum des 20. Jahrhunderts in Vienna. The concept and prepara-
tion of the exhibition and the catalogue involved photographers, art his-

Also, in his archive there is abundant material connected to Colom-
bo including a portrait of him that Dabac took in the late 70s. 

 After Colombo’s death, his estate become a part of the Fondazione 
Museo di fotografia contemporanea in Milan. As part of it, there 
are several Dabac’s photograms in the collection, as was revealed 
by museum’s curator Matteo Balduzzi. 

29 http://www.mufocosearch.org/fondi/FON-10110-0000001, accessed No-
vember 30, 2023.

30 This was confirmed several times by Dabac as well as Willmann and 
Frisinghelli during an interview in October 2021.

31 Interview with Willman and Frisinghelli, October 2021. 
 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camera_Austria, accessed November 30, 2023. 

32 Conversations with Dabac. Also, there is abundant material in his 
archive confirming this connection including photographs and letters.

33 Conversations with Dabac. 
 https://www.museephoto.be/en/LeMusee-en.html, accessed November 30, 2023.

torians, curators, and journalists.34 It is not known to what extent their 
proposal for establishing a museum differed from Dabac’s, but it certainly 
indicates that establishing new institutions of this type was conceivable at 
the time. Realization of such a colossal project did succeed for Verchaval. 
The Musée de la Photographie, which houses a rich collection of photo-
graphs and negatives, was opened in Charleroi in 1987.35

Unfortunately, Dabac’s initiative did not succeed and the National Muse-
um of Photography in Zagreb was never established. The economic cri-
sis in the country during the 1980s, the collapse of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, and the subsequent war in the first half of the 
1990s certainly influenced this outcome. Despite these challenges, Dabac 
continued his efforts in the second half of the 1990s, when, in accord-
ance with the new political order and legal regulations, he founded the 
non-profit association Tošo Dabac Archive together with art historian 
Branka Slijepčević. The programme of this association included caring 
for Tošo’s legacy as well as organizing exhibitions and educational for-
mats to advance and promote contemporary photography. But even this 
association had limited success as it lacked financial resources. Despite 
this setback, Dabac managed to preserve and institutionalize Tošo’s legacy. 
The Tošo Dabac Archive was registered in 2002 as movable cultural prop-
erty, and the preserved material was purchased by the City of Zagreb in 
2005, remaining in its original location and entrusted to the professional 
management of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Zagreb. Four years 
later, Petar Dabac left the premises at Ilica 17. After 49 years of work and 
36 years of managing the photography studio, he separated and took with 
him his own archive, which had grown over the years alongside Tošo’s.36

IV

Eventually, one should ask the question whether Dabac’s initiative re-
mains relevant today and, if so, why. During the time I worked with Dabac, 
from 2017 until his passing in 2022, we extensively discussed his work 
with Tošo’s legacy and the future of his own archive, which he had been 
building since 1967. He organized it into logical units and arranged it 
in his apartment to facilitate access and search across individual parts. 
The result was an extraordinary private archive encompassing artistic, 

34 In addition to the aforementioned Frisinghelli and Willmann, par-
ticipants included Anna Auer, Peter Dressler, Monika Faber, Hans 
Frank, Otto Hochreiter, Leo Kandl, Margarethe Kuntner, Michael Mau-
racher, Timm Starl, and Peter Weiermaier. The exhibition was opened 
in December 1983, and after Vienna it was shown in Graz, Linz, Kla-
genfurt, Salzburg, and Innsbruck.

 https://www.peter-weibel.at/wp-content/uploads/pdf/1984/0211_DER_
DISKURS_DER_FOTOA.pdf

 https://www.photolit.de/book/608, accessed November 30, 2023.

35 https://www.museephoto.be/en/LeMusee-en.html, accessed November 30, 2023.

36 For four years he was consulting the newly appointed curators and 
helping them to get acquainted with this vast collection. 
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documentary, and reportage photographic material with accompanying 
documentation. Additionally, it included a collection of photographs by 
other authors, a library of catalogues, monographs, scholarly literature, 
and magazines, as well as a considerable number of paintings, graphics, 
and sculptures.37 Dabac’s growth as a photographer and collector in Tošo’s 
studio, along with his self-awareness, analytical approach, and attention 
to detail, were likely vital in shaping this comprehensive archive. Even a 
cursory examination of its contents reveals that it goes beyond his own 
artistic journey and provides a remarkable overview of an entire epoch, 
making it highly valuable.

Dabac belonged to a generation of European photographers who, unlike 
their predecessors,38 had relatively easy access to photographic material 
both within their countries and abroad. They also had the opportunity 
to travel, resulting in an explosion of photographic production and the 
generation of legacies and archives of unprecedented magnitude. Today, in 
Croatia and other European countries, we face the challenge of valuing and 
preserving the work of this generation of photographers who worked with 
the analogue techniques of their time, techniques largely abandoned due 
to the digital revolution at the turn of the century, which resulted not only 
in the loss of the techniques themselves, but also of knowledge associated 
with them. Encouraged by my work with Dabac’s archive, I have engaged in 
a series of conversations with other artists and experts in the field of pho-
tography, both in Croatia and in Austria, Poland, and France, who share the 
same concern: how to preserve this precious heritage and to what extent.

More generally, can our society envision the establishment of a photogra-
phy museum today, and what would be its role? Should it aim to preserve 
and archive everything, including negatives, proofs, and final photographs, 
or should it focus solely on what we consider to be artistic achievements 
deserving of attention of the history of art and photography? What are 
the advantages and disadvantages of digitizing analogue photographic 
material, and what is the overall significance of digitizing and creating 
digital equivalents of physical archives? Each society must find its own an-
swers to these and similar questions, tailored to its needs and possibilities, 
while always considering the broader European perspective. In any case, 
a crucial aspect is the need for social awareness and consensus among all 
stakeholders, with a particular emphasis on the perspectives of photogra-

37 On the archive’s structure, see: Lovrenčić, “The Petar Dabac Ar-
chive.”

38 In Yugoslavia after World War II, acquiring photographic equipment 
and materials was not easy since the domestic industry was still 
in its infancy, while travel was expensive and logistically de-
manding. Therefore, photographers often relied on the state, which 
procured materials in a planned manner and distributed them in ac-
cordance with the requirements of the time and its priorities. Cf. 
Lovrenčić, “Tošo Dabac unutar okvira.”

phers whose legacies we seek to preserve. In this context, Germany offers 
a good example with its extensive national debate about the necessity and 
role of establishing a national photography museum today. The ongoing 
dialogue has led to several noteworthy projects and discussions, such as 
the “Lighting the Archive” initiative launched in 2020. The project states 
in its description: “Das analoge/digitale Bild ist in eigener Un/Ordnung. 
Es gibt nicht die eine Fotografie – kann es für sie dann das eine Institut 
oder Archiv geben, eines, das die unterschiedlichen technischen, aber auch 
sozialen Gebrauchsweisen des Mediums und seine diversen Erscheinu-
ngsweisen zusammenführt?”39 It further includes a series of interviews 
with photographers and curators about their views of this problem and 
their thoughts about whether the museum is an adequate institution today 
considering the multiple meanings of photography.

Of course, Germany is not the only country that addresses these issues 
in the present context. In Austria and Poland, the work of museums is 
complemented by that of smaller (and swifter) organizations and asso-
ciations that are primarily focused on organizing legacies, digitizing and 
promoting the work of artists. Thereby they create digital repositories of 
images, giving new visibility to artists who might otherwise be known 
only in the local circles. Work strategies and funding differ based on the 
goals and coordination with state institutions, with most initiatives rely-
ing on individual enthusiasm.

In Croatia, Dabac’s text from 37 years ago remains painfully relevant today. 
While some progress has been made, such as the existence of a study pro-
gramme in photography at the Academy of Dramatic Arts and improved 
standards for storing and preserving photographic material in museums 
and archives, due to a number of experts, curators, and photographers 
continuously working to promote photography and raise knowledge and 
awareness about its importance, challenges persist. Private collections and 
archives continue to vanish, and there is no comprehensive overview of 
their existence or coordinated guidelines to protect and preserve photo-
graphic material. Monographs on photographers are still scarce, and a com-
prehensive history of the medium is still unwritten. The fate of photograph-
ic archives and legacies transferred to museums and archives varies widely, 
depending on the available space, human resources, institutional policies 
and priorities, and the dedication of curators and archivists, often more 
than on financial resources. Accessibility to external researchers and pub-
lic visibility depend on the same set of circumstances. Meanwhile, private 
initiatives and non-governmental organizations lack a reliable and regular 
source of funding from the state budget, leading to additional problems.

39 “The analogue/digital image is in its own disorder. There is no one 
photography – can there then be one institute or archive for pho-
tography, one that brings together the different technical but also 
social uses of the medium and its diverse manifestations?” (Trans-
lation by the author.) https://lightingthearchive.org/
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The idea of   establishing a national photography museum only occasionally 
arises as a topic of individual projects or photographic events. There is 
currently no strong initiative that can create awareness and drive system-
atic measures and actions at the level of state institutions.

Petar Dabac died in September 2023 and left behind an archive that re-
quires at least a fraction of the attention he gave to the legacy of Tošo 
Dabac. It is a far more complex legacy in terms of the variety of objects it 
contains and the knowledge and information about the time in which it 
was created. It holds potential as a core element for considering what we 
as a society want and need today in order to protect our most significant 
photographic achievements from destruction.

TRanSLaTIOn Marina Schumann
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1. Petar Dabac, Organizational structure of the Museum of Photography, 1986
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Croatia in Color: Autochromes 
with Croatian Motifs in 
Albert Kahn’s Archives  
of the Planet

 
“The ideal of true photographic art is photography in natural colors. 
To achieve this ideal, many scholars in the field of photography have 
tried, and today we have several methods that give us photographs in 
natural colors. The problem is not yet entirely solved, for we have no 
good and simple methods of making positive copies, while by means 
of the recently invented autochrome plates perfectly beautiful color 
negatives and slides can be obtained.”

—Juraj Božičević, Uputa u fotografiju (Photography instruction), 1909.

I

On the eighth day of October 1912, the First Balkan War began, in which 
Serbia, Montenegro, Bulgaria and Greece uprose together against the Ot-
toman Empire. Just a few days later (October 13), a duo of slightly unusual 
interests arrived from already warring Greece in nearby Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. The geographer 
Jean Brunhes and the photographer Auguste Léon traveled through the 
Balkans, photographing different motifs on small glass plates filled with 
colorful grains of potato starch. Part of their travel equipment was also 
a suitcase from the workshop of the now globally popular Louis Vuitton 
company, in which they carried everything needed for the chemical pro-
cessing of the material taken in the field. Both Brunhes and Léon were em-
ployees of the Archives of the Planet (French: Les Archives de la Planète), 
a grandiose project of creating “a kind of photographic inventory of the 
surface of the globe, as inhabited and worked by man, as it was at the be-
ginning of the century”,1 and the glass plates were autochromes—positive 
color photographs similar to today’s slides, based on the Lumière brothers’ 
patent from 1904.

1 National archives (Archives nationales), Personal fonds Jean Brun-
hes, 615 AP 102. Letter from Emmanuel de Margerie to Jean Brunhes 
dated January 26, 1912. Cited according to Castro, “Les ‘Archives 
de la Planète’,” 879.
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In the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the French duo stayed much 
longer than in Greece, working wholeheartedly on the campaign to docu-
ment its “natural environment” in order to highlight the “characteristics of 
human activity on landscape” with photographs.2 Between October 13 and 
22 Léon took 228 photographs, among them “Little Shepherd (Croatian 
Catholic) by the road” in Buna near Mostar (inv. no. A 1625). Although 
the aforementioned photograph does not belong to the whole that we 
will consider in the following chapters, we mention it for the reason that 
Brunhes, in the inventory of the Archive, unambiguously identified the 
boy as a “Croatian Catholic” (French: Croate Catholique).

The first stage of the “Bosnian campaign” ended on October 22 with the 
autochrome of Popovo polje (inv. no. A 1641), after which the French duo 
from Zavala in Herzegovina arrived in Dubrovnik.

II

Famous French geographer Jean Brunhes was born in 1869 in Toulouse. A 
student of the famous French geographer Paul Vidal de La Blache (1845–
1918), he began his career in 1896 at the newly founded college in the 
Swiss city of Fribourg. He obtained his PhD on the subject of irrigation in 
1902 (L’Irrigation. Ses conditions géographiques, ses modes et son organiza-
tion dans la péninsule Ibérique et dans l’Afrique du Nord), and eight years 
later his capital work La Géographie humaine (Human Geography) was 
published. At the beginning of 1912, through the mediation of the geolo-
gist Emmanuel de Margerie (1862–1953), he came into contact with the 
rich Parisian banker and philanthropist Albert Kahn, who soon appointed 
him the head of his Archives of the Planet, and at the end of the year, the 
head of the newly founded chair of Human geography at the Collège du 
France.3 It was with photographs taken in Bosnia and Herzegovina that 
Brunhes illustrated the inaugural lecture at the Collège du France, try-
ing to approach the topic “from an anthropogeographic point of view” 
(French: au point de vue de la géographie Humaine).4 From then until his 
death in 1930, he remained—along with Kahn himself—the backbone of 
the Archives of the Planet, for which he carefully organized photographic 
and filming missions around the world.5

Brunhes’ companion in the Balkans, photographer Auguste Léon, had met 
Kahn a little earlier. He was the first photographer hired by the banker in 
1909 for the realization of the Archives of the Planet, and from 1919 he was 

2 Pousse, “Jean Brunhes,” 223. Cited according to Lazarević and 
Petrić, Naši ljudi i krajevi, 11.

3 Cf. “Les ‘Archives de la Planète’,” 879.

4 Lazarević and Petrić, Naši ljudi i krajevi, 10–12.

5 For more on Brunhes’ life and work see the exhibition catalogue 
Jean Brunhes: Autour du monde, regards d’un géographe / regards de 
la géographie, 1993.

also in charge of its photo laboratory in Boulogne-Billancourt near Paris. 
Léon was born in 1857 in Bordeaux, where he began his photographic 
career. In 1906, he moved to Paris, and his first photographs inside the 
Kahn’s archive date back to September 1909. In addition to the Balkans, 
he photographed all over Europe and the world, taking over 12,500 au-
tochromes and hundreds of black-and-white stereographs for the Archives. 
In addition to his travel photographs, he took many portraits of numerous 
Kahn’s collaborators in the photographic studio in Boulogne, as well as 
visitors to the Archives. He is the only photographer who worked con-
tinuously for the Archives of the Planet for more than two decades. His 
last photographs were taken on September 9, 1930, and he retired shortly 
thereafter. Léon died in 1942.6

Albert Kahn was born Abraham Kahn in 1860 to a Jewish merchant fam-
ily in the commune of Marmoutier in northeastern France. As a sixteen-
year-old, he went to Paris, where he first worked in a clothing store, and 
a little later, as a bank clerk in the bank of the Goudchaux brothers, he 
began a successful career in the banking sector. Between 1889 and 1893 
he became rich by speculating in gold and diamond mines in South Africa, 
and in 1892 he became a partner of the Goudchauxes. In 1898, he founded 
his own bank and began to realize his grandiose philanthropic project.7

The Archives of the Planet, founded in 1909, was part of a wider project 
launched in 1898 with the Travel grants Around the World (French: Les 
bourses de voyage Autour du Monde) and continued in 1906 with the 
founding of the Around the World Society (French: La société Autour du 
Monde). After the Archives of the Planet, in 1914 Kahn initiated the estab-
lishment of the National Committee for Aid (French: Le comité du secours 
national) to civilian victims of war, as well as the National Committee for 
Social and Political Studies (French: Le comité national d’études sociales 
et politiques) in 1916. All these foundations had a common goal, which 
briefly summarizes Kahn’s overall mission—“to provide information, to 
acquaint all reasonable people who care about the future of our planet 
with reality”, because it is precisely “[a] diversity of facts that teaches us 
[...] to be suspicious of formulas”.8

In the early 1930s, the consequences of the collapse of Wall Street led to 
Kahn’s financial collapse and stopped all his activities. In 1932, his entire 
property was confiscated, and four years later the estate in Boulogne with 
the Archives of the Planet—put up for auction—came into the possession 
of the department of Seine (now Hauts-de-Seine). Albert Kahn died in 
1940, shortly after the entry of German troops into Paris.

6 Clet-Bonnet, “Archives of the Planet,” 42; Castro, “Les ‘Archives 
de la Planète’,” 883.

7 Cf. Baud-Berthier, “Albert Kahn,” 105.

8 Lazarević and Petrić, Naši ljudi i krajevi, 11.
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III

The Archives of the Planet, that “concretization of [Kahn’s] pacifist ideal”9 
began life after the creator’s trip around the world in 1908/1909. To create 
it, Kahn used the then most modern techniques of recording scenes from 
human life—black and white film (so-called moving pictures) and color pho-
tographs (autochromes). It is interesting that both systems were developed 
by the Lumière brothers, the former in 1895, and the latter ten years later.

The brothers Auguste (1862–1954) and Louis Lumière (1864–1948) are 
best known to the cultural public for their pioneering role in the history 
of cinematography and film, while much less is known and spoken about 
their activity in the field of spreading and popularizing color photography. 
During the first two decades of the 20th century, with a series of patents 
related to color photography they played an extremely important role in 
its development, expansion and popularization. The culmination of ef-
forts in this direction was the commercial placement of the autochrome—a 
process from the group of additive color screen processes, similar to mod-
ern slides—which in 1907 made color photography available to the widest 
circle of enthusiasts for the first time.

The basis of the autochrome process is a glass plate with tiny colored grains 
of potato starch placed between two layers of varnish, the lower one—ap-
plied to the plate itself—made of damar and natural rubber dissolved in 
toluene, and the upper one of nitrocellulose, damar and castor oil. A third 
of the starch grains are colored blue-violet, a third green and a third or-
ange-red and dispersed on the surface of the lower layer of varnish, and 
then inserted into a press that would flatten the grains, thus increasing the 
transparency of the colored screen. A new layer of lacquer was applied to 
the obtained screen, and then a panchromatic gelatin emulsion was added, 
after which the plate was ready for exposure in the camera. The plates are 
inserted into the camera oriented with the glass support towards the lens, 
so that when exposing the emulsion, the light passes through the colored 
screen of potato starch grains. After exposure, the exposed plate was devel-
oped and rinsed, and then a positive was obtained from the negative-image 
using the reverse processing. The image is then fixed and protected with a 
layer of varnish, sometimes with additional glass. Autochromes could be 
projected or viewed using a specially designed device (chromodiascope).10

With this kind of visual documentation Albert Kahn—with the help of 
Brunhes and about fifteen photo and cinematographers—created his 

“Great Book of Man”, trying “to fathom the unique human character be-

9 Baud-Berthier, “Albert Kahn,” 106.

10 For more on production and use of autochromes see Lavédrine and 
Gandolfo, The Lumière autochrome, 114–179. The first description of 
the process in Croatian language can be found in Božičević, Uputa u 
fotografiju, 170–177.

yond cultural differences”, convinced that his contemporaries, especially 
the elite, watching the accumulated visual material “can only gain the spir-
it of tolerance, the guarantee of general peace”.11 Over the course of twen-
ty-two years, Kahn’s operators took more than 72,000 autochromes, about 
4,000 black-and-white stereographs and approximately 183,000 meters of 
silent film (about a hundred hours of continuous projection) in the terri-
tory of about fifty countries at the time (the number of today’s is slightly 
higher).12 All continents except Oceania are covered, and the photographs 
include numerous scenes from everyday life, landscapes, monuments, hab-
itats, religious customs and celebrations, as well as certain political events 
(League of Nations, consequences of the First World War, etc.).13

IV

Dubrovnik and its surroundings as a photogenic area have been desirable 
motifs for photographers since the early days of the media. Numerous Euro-
peans thus traveled through that part of today’s Croatia, taking many pho-
tographs of prominent city motifs. Franz Thiard de Laforest (1838–1911) 
was among the first arrivals in whose catalog we can find several motifs 
from the Dubrovnik area. While traveling through Dalmatia, this native of 
Vienna visited Dubrovnik several times, and during the second half of the 
1880s he lived and worked there for some time.14 In his bequest, about thir-
ty motifs taken in Dubrovnik and its surroundings have been preserved.15

A similar approach to motifs can be seen in the photographs of the French 
industrialist Hubert Vaffier (1834–1897). This world traveler and passion-
ate alpinist, a member of the prestigious Geographical Society of Paris 
(Société de Géographie de Paris),16 stopped in Dubrovnik in 1892 on his 
journey through the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and Greece, where he 
took 24 photographs.17

11 Baud-Berthier, “Albert Kahn,” 106.

12 Cf. Castro, “Les ‘Archives de la Planète’,” 877.

13 Cf. Baud-Berthier, “Albert Kahn,” 107; Lavaud, “Archiver le monde,” 
1; Castro, “Les ‘Archives de la Planète’,” 877.

14 Flego, “Laforest, Franz,” 521.

15 Gržina, “Nineteenth century Dalmatia,” 256, 276.

16 “Hubert Vaffier.”

17 Vaffier’s prints with motifs of Dubrovnik and its surroundings are 
preserved, together with photographs of other places, in the Bib-
lithèque nationale de France (BnF), Département Société de Geogra-
phie, inv. br. WC-381/154–WC-381/177. Digital versions are available 
on Vaffier, “218 phot.” For more details on the selected photographs 
of Dubrovnik see the exhibition catalog Du Bosphore à l’Adriatique: 
des photographes français découvrent les monuments des Balkans, 
1878–1914., 88–89, where Léon’s autochromes from the Kahn’s Archives 
of the Planet were, along with Vaffier and some other French photog-
raphers, also presented to the public. That exhibition was presented 
to the Croatian public two years later, under the title Od Bospora 
do Jadrana, francuski fotografi otkrivaju spomenike Balkana, 1878–
1914 (cf. Babić, “Od Bospora do Jadrana,” 55–58).
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Photographs of the Dubrovnik area were often included in large sales 
catalogs through which they were distributed throughout Europe and 
the world. In the early 1890s, Dubrovnik was visited by Viennese pho-
tographer Josef Wlha (1845–1918), corresponding member of the Cen-
tral Commission for Artistic and Historical Monuments in Vienna (k. k. 
Central-Commission für Kunst- und historische Denkmale in Wien).18 His 
39 photographs of Dubrovnik’s monumental heritage were published in 
a large sales catalog from 1893,19 and then in a smaller catalog, dedicated 
exclusively to the area of Dalmatia and Istria, printed in 1900.20

At the beginning of the 20th century, Dubrovnik was also photographed 
by the famous imperial and royal court and navy photographer Alois 
Beer (1840–1916).21 In his large photo catalog of cities and landscapes, 
the Dubrovnik area is presented in a separate chapter (“Ragusa.”) and has 
72 motifs (cat. nr. 3266–3313a).22 His photographs of Dubrovnik and its 
surroundings were available in different sizes: the so-called Quart-format 
(19 x 27 cm), cabinet-format (9 x 14 cm) and stereographs (7.5 x 14.5 cm).23

Twenty-one motifs from the Dubrovnik area, printed in colors, are repre-
sented in the catalog of the Swiss company Photoglob Zurich.24 Its photo-
mechanical prints, marketed commercially under the name Photochrom, 
enjoyed great popularity among collectors at the end of the 19th and the 
beginning of the 20th century. Unlike the autochromes of the Lumière 
brothers, photochroms were not recorded in natural colors, but the color 
was achieved by successive printing from matrices in different colors, one 
on top of the other.25 However, regardless of the fact that they are not 

“real” photographs, the fact that they were printed in a large number and 
distributed all over the world makes the photochroms of the Photoglob 
Zurich company a particularly valuable image resource with which, by all 
accounts, the Brunhes/Léon duo was also familiar.

V

Through the inventory numbers of the taken autochromes we can trace 
the movements of Brunhes and Léon after their arrival in Dubrovnik on 
October 22, 1912. Judging by the preserved plates, the duo entered the 
city from the western side at the “Gate of Pile” (inv. no. A 1642), and then 

18 Starl, “Josef Wlha.”

19 Wlha, “Illustrirter Katalog,” tab. 77–78 and 117 with corresponding 
captions.

20 Wlha, “Verzeichniss,” s. p. [4–5, 9].

21 Starl, “Alois Beer.”

22 Beer, “Katalog,” 72.

23 Ibid.

24 “Ragusa.”

25 Cf. Gržina and Katušić, “Fotokromi,” 114–116.

they first photographed, looking from the southwestern side, the church 
of Holy Savior (inv. no. A 1643). Shortly afterwards Léon took the photo 
of the Large Onofrio’s Fountain from the southeastern side (inv. no. A 
1645). Judging by the gap in the numbering, the first shot of the fountain 
(originally inv. no. A 1644; the autochrome has not been preserved) was 
most likely unsuccessful, so it was not included in the final catalog. Of the 
motifs located inside the city walls, only the porch of the Rector’s Palace 
was taken (inv. no. A 1646), which was also the last shot of that day. This 
autochrome was taken from the almost identical point of view as the pho-
tograph used as a basis for the Photoglob Zürich’s photochrom no. 9936 
(“Ragusa. Portico del palazzo dei rettori”).26

The next day, October 23, the western side of the walls of Dubrovnik 
was photographed, first looking from south to north and the tower of 
Minčeta (inv. no. A 1647), and then from north to south—from the foot 
of Minčeta—towards the sea and fort Lovrjenac (inv. no. A 1648). The 
next three shots (originally inv. no. A 1649, A 1650 and A 1651; the au-
tochromes have not been preserved) are missing from the list, so unfor-
tunately, we can’t even guess what motifs they might have contained, and 
from the next preserved one we see that Brunhes and Léon are already 
on the Ombla river taking photographs of Rožat (inv. no. A 1652). The 
road from the city to the Ombla river was photographed three times. In 
the first shot we can see the Church of the Holy Spirit in Komolac (inv. 
no. 1653), in the second one of the numerous local chapels (inv. no. A 
1654),27 while the third is a view of the right bank of the river with the 
church of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary in Rožat in the background 
(inv. no. 1655). Subsequently, from the opposite bank of Ombla river 
Léon also took photo with a view of both churches of Rožat: the Church 
of the Visitation of the Virgin Mary and the Church of the Assumption 
(inv. no. A 1656).

The two images that follow are again missing from the catalog (original 
inv. no. A 1657 and A 1658), and shortly afterwards Léon photographed 

“natural vegetation: stone with lichens in two colors” in the same area (inv. 
no. A 1659) and “olive grove with overturned soil” in which cypress, carob 
and fig trees are visible (inv. no. A 1660). Upon reaching the Ombla spring, 
the following three shots were taken: the chapel of the Annunciation near 
the mill (inv. no. A 1661), “view of Rožat leaving the mill at Ombla” (inv. no. 

26 Cf. “Ragusa,” no. 7 (Ragusa, the Rettori Palace portico, Dalmatia, 
Austro-Hungary).

27 The first of three motifs from the area of today’s Republic of 
Croatia that were exhibited in 1981 in the Ethnographic Museum at 
the exhibition Naši ljudi i krajevi (cf. Lazarević and Petrić, Naši 
ljudi i krajevi, 33, cat. no. 62). This photograph is also repro-
duced in the catalog, and it should be noted that the reproductions 
of all motifs in the catalog are printed in mirror image. (cf. Laz-
arević and Petrić, Naši ljudi i krajevi, 35).



178 179

A 1662) and, from an ethnographic point of view, a particularly valuable 
photograph of two girls in folk costumes deseeding and eating pomegran-
ates (inv. no. A 1663).28

On the way back to Dubrovnik, the geographer and photographer visited 
the villa of Antun Sorkočević (Skala), from the end of the 16th century, in 
Rijeka Dubrovačka. They took four photos in it. In the vertically oriented 
frame of the first shot from the southeast, the “four-cornered tower” (La 
tour quadrangulaire) and the eastern loggia are captured, and in the back-
ground the bell tower of the Franciscan Church of the Visitation of Mary 
in Rožat is visible (inv. no. A 1665). Brunhes and Léon were particularly 
interested in the garden area with paths and pergolas, which, presumably, 
they wanted to record for comparison with the gardens of the Kahn’s estate 
in Boulogne (inv. no. A 1666 and A 1667). The last shot from Sorkočević’s 
villa shows wall paintings of mythological-arcadian content from the end 
of the 17th or beginning of the 18th century in the western loggia (inv. no. 
A 1668). It is not at all surprising that the most luxurious example of wall 
painting in   the Dubrovnik area attracted the attention of the French duo, 
and thanks to the ability of autochrome to reproduce the scene in natural 
colors, today we have a very valuable document about the appearance and 
condition of the paintings at the beginning of the last century. The Allegory 
of Autumn and The Judgment of Paris painted on the eastern wall are clear-
ly visible in the Léon’s autochrome, as well as the paintings on the southern 
(longitudinal) wall of the loggia, which are very damaged today, but still 
fully preserved in 1912: The death of Adonis, Hercules at the Crossroads, 
and Venus and Mars.29

The last photo of that day, titled “View of indentations, general Mediter-
ranean type”, was taken on the way back to Dubrovnik (inv. no. A 1669). 
Just like the autochrome taken in the Rector’s palace (inv. no. A 1646), 
this view is very similar to the Photoglob Zürich’s photochrom. Léon’s 
image was taken from almost identical point of view as the photograph 
used as a basis for the Photoglob Zürich’s photomechanical print no. 9931 
(“Ragusa. Bellavista”).30

The next day, October 24, the French duo headed back to Bosnia. However, 
on the way to Konjic, they took another portrait photo of the “Dubrovnik 
cycle”—two women from around the city in traditional folk costumes (inv. 
no. A 1689). It was this photograph—unfortunately horizontally flipped 
like all other reproductions—that was used on the cover of the catalog of 
the Naši ljudi i krajevi (Our people and regions) exhibition, where it was 

28 This is the second of three motifs presented to the Croatian public 
at the exhibition Naši ljudi i krajevi (cf. Lazarević and Petrić, 
Naši ljudi i krajevi, 34, cat. no. 63).

29 The present state of the wall paintings as a comparison with Léon’s 
autochromes can be seen in Šulić, “Tri faze zidnih slika,” 31–40.

30 Cf. “Ragusa,” no. 14 (Ragusa, Bella Vista, Dalmatia, Austro-Hungary).

displayed as the last of the three motifs from the area of today’s Republic 
of Croatia presented to the public on that occasion.31

Regardless of the fact that Brunhes and Léon never returned to the terri-
tory of today’s Croatia, there is another autochrome in the Archives that 
mentions a Croatian name. Just like the photo of the “Little Shepherd 
(Croatian Catholic) by the road” taken in Buna near Mostar, this one also 
shows Croats from Bosnia and Herzegovina, and it was taken at the very 
end of the “Bosnian campaign”, on October 27, 1912, in Bosanski Brod. On 
that damaged and broken autochrome, “two Croats in furry hats (Catho-
lics) in front of the fence” were taken (inv. no. A 1750).

VI

It is known that Kahn’s estate in Boulogne-Billancourt was visited by nu-
merous visitors during his lifetime, who were shown autochromes and 
films as part of lectures on various topics. Among the intellectuals and pol-
iticians of the time, the Indian Nobel laureate poet Rabīndranāth Tagore 
(1861–1941), the English writer Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) and the 
future French president Vincent Auriol (1884–1966) were present, and, 
according to the meeting minutes, 833 screenings were held from 1913 
to 1930.32 Among the numerous portraits of diplomats, scholars, soldiers 
and spiritual leaders, on preserved autochromes we were able to recog-
nize two prominent Croatian politicians: Ante Trumbić (1864–1938) and 
Lujo Vojnović (1864–1951). Both of them were photographed by Auguste 
Léon in the photographic studio on Kahn’s estate, first Vojnović, and nine 
months later Trumbić.

Croatian writer and publicist Lujo Vojnović visited Boulogne on May 26, 
1918 as part of a delegation from the Embassy of the Kingdom of Serbia 
in Paris (inv. no. A 14104), together with ambassador Milenko Vesnić (inv. 
no. A 14113). Trumbić, on the other hand, came to visit Kahn’s estate as the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of SHS on January 25, 1919, 
during the Paris Peace Conference, and two of his photographic portraits 
have been preserved in the Archives of the Planet (inv. no. A 15152 and A 
74809).

VII

Although the military photographer Josip Otokar Fleischlinger (1876–
1957) photographed Zagreb and its inhabitants on autochrome plates a 
little before Brunhes and Léon came to Croatia (around 1910),33 only a few 

31 Cf. Lazarević and Petrić, Naši ljudi i krajevi, 34, cat. no. 64.

32 Castro, “Les ‘Archives de la Planète’,” 890–891.

33 Preserved in the Zagreb city museum (inv. no. MGZ-fot-2793, 2794, 
2795 and 2796).
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Croatian amateur photographers such as Rudolf Zikmundowski (1874– ?) 
or Vladimir Guteša (1888–1960) used this photographic process in their 
work (around 1913).34 Therefore, in the corpus of Croatian photography 
from the time before 1912, not a single unit similar to the “Dubrovnik 
campaign” from the Archives of the Planet has been preserved, just as no 
portraits like the one of Vojnović or Trumbić have been found. For this 
reason, we can rightly consider the three mentioned portrait photographs 
as the first photographic portraits of prominent Croatian personalities in 
color, while a series of 22 autochromes taken in the Dubrovnik area is the 
only so far known “cycle” of Croatian motifs in natural colors.

At last, it should be pointed out that until recently these motifs, inte-
grated into wholes according to the nowadays non-existent states (first 
Austria-Hungary, and then Yugoslavia), were not separately described or 
mentioned in publications about the Archives of the Planet,35 and at the 
exhibition held in in Zagreb in 1981 only three photographs were shown.36 
Thanks to the systematically conducted digitization process—which be-
gan in 2006 and was mostly completed in 2016—all the autochromes were 
processed, indexed and made available in open access, so the motifs taken 
in the territory of today’s Republic of Croatia became visible and today we 
have the opportunity to see them here in the context of the time of their 
creation and all the splendor of the natural color that the autochrome 
process faithfully transmitted to our days.

34 Preserved in the Museum of Arts and Crafts in Zagreb (inv. no. MUO-
7332/1–6; MUO-7817).

35 Cf. Beausoleil, Panorama des Collection, 22. In the brochure, among 
the photographed cities of the former Yugoslavia, are listed “Banja 
Luka, Bitola, Cetinje, Jajce, Krusevac, Mostar, Ohrid, Prizren, Sa-
rajevo i Skopje”.

36 Lazarević and Petrić, Naši ljudi i krajevi, 33–35.
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Figure 1.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, Porte, 22 October 1912.
Autochrome, 12 x 9 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1642)

Figure 2.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, Colonnade, 22 October 1912.
Autochrome, 12 x 9 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1646)

Figure 3.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, Anciennes fortifications, 23 October 1912.
Autochrome, 9 x 12 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1648)

Figure 4.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, Femmes mangeant des grenades, 23 October 1912.
Autochrome, 9 x 12 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1663)

Figure 5.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, L'atrium, 23 October 1912.
Autochrome, 9 x 12 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1668)

Figure 6.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, En rentrant à Raguse: vue des identations,  

type général méditerannéen, 23 October 1912.
Autochrome, 9 x 12 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1669)

Figure 7.
Auguste Léon, Raguse, Femmes de Raguse en costume local,
23 October 1912.
Autochrome, 12 x 9 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 1689)

Figure 8.
Auguste Léon, France, Boulogne, Portraits, Mr Ante Trumbitch, Ministre  
des Affaires Etrangères du Royaume des Serbes, 25 January 1919.
Autochrome, 12 x 9 cm
Département des Hauts-de-Seine, Musée Albert-Kahn (A 15152)
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3—02

The Landscape as Inventory 
Versus Impression: Exhibiting 
the Photography Commission 
of the Flemish Government 
Architect

The function of Flemish Government Architect was implemented in 1998 
by the Flemish Government’s then competent minister Wivina Demeester 
and assigned to the architect and urban designer bOb Van Reeth the fol-
lowing year. His position comprised an advisory role, whose task was 
to improve the management and quality of the Flemish Government’s 
built estate across Flanders, Belgium’s Dutch-speaking region. The region 
counts as one of the most urbanized regions of Europe. Its spatial environ-
ment is characterised by low-density urban sprawl, which has come to blur 
the distinction between city and countryside across the entire territory. 
It formed along a network of industrial corridors and infrastructure, fol-
lowing the unhierarchical distribution of historical small-scale towns and 
the spread of free-standing family homes promoted after World War II.1 It 
was less the result of an explicit spatial planning than an implicit planning 
vision by a national government that during the prosperous after-war 
period supported individual private entrepreneurship, rather than took 
responsibility for the development of adequate collective infrastructure, 
public services, and the distribution of economic wealth.2 Convergent 
to the critical economic climate of the 1970s and profound unrest shak-
ing the country’s governance and public institutions, Belgium’s frenetic 
building sector eventually came to a halt. The deplorable state of the built 
and public spaces spurred public outcry among architects, urban plan-
ners and citizens alike. Failed planning schemes and unregulated private 
developments were blamed for the congestion and disfiguration of city 
centres, as well as the fragmentation of the country’s remaining open 
space. Following Belgium’s successive state reforms and the establishment 
of the Flemish Government at the turn of the 1990s3, it is only after about 

1 De Meulder, Schreurs, Cock, Notteboom, “Patching up the Belgian 
Landscape”, 78–113.

2 Loeckx, Vervloesem, “Stadsvernieuwingsprojecten in Vlaanderen 
(2002–2012). In trialoog met een weerbarstige werkelijkheid”, 10.

3 At the turn of the 1990s, Belgium, through a couple of successive 
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another decade, that Flanders eventually saw major advancement in terms 
of spatial governance and policy to more consistently organise the region’s 
built estate and environment.4

It is within this context, that the Flemish Government Architect was given 
the challenging task of supervising, developing, and promoting proce-
dures and policy instruments to accompany the commission and com-
pletion of qualitative public buildings, infrastructure, and spatial plans 
in Flanders.5 To better grasp his field of intervention, Van Reeth kicked 
off his mandate with the commission of a photographic inventory of the 
Flemish territory, with particular attention to the areas destined for the 
construction of public works. The photographer Niels Donckers was hired 
for the task, and he quickly accumulated hundreds of photographs docu-
menting Flanders’s most ordinary landscapes. 

In 2002–3, about mid-term in Van Reeth’s six-years mandate and on his 
initiative, this inventory was put on display for the first time in the exhi-
bition Portrait of Flemish Biotopes. The Photography Commission of the 
Flemish Government Architect at the performing arts centre and campus 
deSingel in Antwerp. The exhibition was curated by the arts historian 
Moritz Küng in collaboration with architecture historian Katrien Van-
dermarliere as part of the arts centre’s architecture programme, which 
they subsequently directed.6 It was produced in close partnership with 

state reforms, became a federal state and parts of its competences 
were distributed upon its three subnational regions: Flanders, Wal-
lonia and Brussels-Capital, as well as its three linguistic commu-
nities: Dutch, French and German-speaking.

4 After decades of preparations, the Flemish Government implemented 
the Flanders Environmental Structural Plan (Ruimtelijk Structuur-
plan Vlaanderen) in 1997. This key instrument for spatial policy 
sought to organize the region’s fragmented territory across all 
scales. Other important initiatives were the appointment of the 
Flemish Government Architect (Vlaams Bouwmesster) in 1999, and the 
foundation of the Flemish Architecture Institute (Vlaams Architec-
tuurinstituut) in 2001.

5 Santens and De Zutter, Een Rijksbouwmeester Bouwt Niet 1999–2005, 2008. 

6 Founded in 1980 in Antwerp following the expansion of the Flem-
ish music conservatorium, deSingel’s cultural programme initially 
only focused on music, dance, and theatre. Its architecture pro-
gramme (including exhibitions, talks and publications) was launched 
in 1985 by Carolina De Backer (1980–1990), followed by Katrien 
Vandermarliere (1990–2002) and Moritz Küng (2002–2010), who suc-
ceeded each other as programme directors. In 2002, Vandermarliere 
was appointed director of the newly founded Flemish Architecture 
Institute (VAi) also housed within deSingel. Both institutions 
collaborated on the production of several exhibitions until the ar-
chitecture programme was eventually fully taken over by the VAi as 
it is the case today. 

 The making of the exhibition Portrait of Flemish Biotopes occurred 
at a moment of important shift in Flanders cultural landscape per-
taining the domain of architecture, which also affected its cura-
torship. Vandermarliere started the exhibition project and Küng 

the Flemish Government Architect and with the support of the Ministry 
of the Flemish Community. 

The exhibition project, which started with the desire to show images from 
the photographic inventory commissioned to Niels Donckers, evolved to 
include an overview of the Flemish Government Architect’s activities, as 
well as other artefacts assembled or especially crafted for this occasion.7 
The exhibition thematised two of the Flemish Government Architect’s 
instruments: the ‘Open Call’ and the ‘Master’s Thesis’—the first is a pro-
cedure addressed to architects and policy makers, the second to newly 
graduated architecture and arts students (more on these later). They 
were confronted with a collection of photographs depicting Flanders’s 
built environment by seven contemporary photographers: Peter Downs-
brough, Lucas Jodogne, Jan Kempenaers, Aglaia Konrad, Reiner Laut-
wein, Marie-Françoise Plissart, and Niels Donckers appeared here too, 
whose works had recently been acquired by the Ministry of the Flemish 
Community. The inventory, tools and photographs were also presented in 
resonance with a lexicon commissioned to the academic research group 
OSA+8 invited to revise all sorts of words and expressions pertaining to 
the vocabulary typically used in local debates about Flanders’s urbaniza-
tion process. Eventually, 5 existing publications, almost 300 photographs 
from Donckers’s survey, and 18 photographs from the Government collec-
tion were selected, and 388 lexicon entries were created.

In this paper, I focus on the curatorial narrative and display strategies, 
which determined how the presentation of the photographs from the in-
ventory, displayed along with other material, were received. My aim is to 
better grasp how content and form converged to convey the exhibition’s 
curatorial narrative, how this process stretched the exhibits’ original pur-
pose and mobilised the visitors in the formation of meaning.

The exhibition served to introduce the important new role of the Flemish 
Government Architect to a local audience, but it refrained from imposing 
or promoting his instruments as solution to Flanders’s past spatial mis-
management. By bringing the inventory of commissioned photographs 
to the public eye through an unconventional approach, the exhibition ex-
ceeded the photographs’ original operational function to record the built 

took over when he was appointed new programme director.

7 One can trace how the curatorial narrative and thematic selection 
developed from a first meeting in February to meetings in May 2002 
through available meeting notes, reports, and correspondence kept 
in deSingel’s archives.

8 The exhibition leaflet indicates that the lexicon was elaborated in 
collaboration with the Flemish Architecture Institute and commis-
sioned to OSA+ (Onderzoeksgroep Stedenbouw en Architectuur, ASRO, 
K.U. Leuven) and edited by the philosopher Lieven De Cauter (De 
Cauter, 2002).
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estate of the Flemish Government and identify the ground onto which a 
better building practice shall develop. Within the gallery space, the photo-
graphs’ unresolved hybrid status was exposed as an instrument capturing 
shifting spatial, artistic, and political positions, which ultimately called 
for a collective engagement with the territory as matter of public concern.

Despite the merely 20 years that separate us from the exhibition, the 
event’s full recollection remains a challenge. I could retrieve key docu-
mentation of the exhibition’s production process from deSingel’s adminis-
trative archives,9 completed by information stemming from the archives of 
the Flemish Government Architect’s office, conversations with stakehold-
ers, and secondary literature.10 However, notably, I could not find a single 
exhibition view. My observations hence very much rely on the material 
traces that such an ephemeral event may typically leave behind, which I 
here tentatively extend with my own critical interpretations.

THE PHOTOGRaPHy cOMMISSIOn  
and THE GOVERnMEnT cOLLEcTIOn

An exhibition leaflet was handed out to the visitors. It contained explan-
atory texts printed along an annotated gallery map. The content of the 
exhibition’s six sections was summarised in brief descriptions, including 
a list of exhibits. The introduction printed upfront stated what the pho-
tographic inventory commissioned by the Flemish Government Architect 
entailed:

[…] The photography commission is of great importance for estab-
lishing the identity of an area and for the registration of chang-
es, the sharpening of perception, and the depiction of subjective 
experience. The commission is, on the one hand, part of an archive 
under construction that documents the patrimony of the Flemish 
Community, on the other hand, it is part of an investigation for qual-
itative architecture.11

9 The exhibition is listed in deSingel’s administrative archives 
under the registration number TENT-113, which links it to documents 
scattered across several storage boxes. Among these I could find 
meeting notes and reports, various correspondence and administra-
tive forms, reproductions linked to the exhibits, spatial layouts 
and technical drawings from different design stages of the sce-
nography, communication and promotional material, photocopies of 
exhibition reviews…

10 In addition, I could conduct preliminary research on several ar-
chitecture exhibition cases together with master students during 
an ‘advanced topic’ seminar in 2021, which I led with Prof. Maarten 
Liefooghe at the Department of Architecture and Urban Planning of 
Ghent University. I would like to especially thank our students 
Laura De Jonge, Emma Heyneman, and Taebin Han who studied this ex-
hibition among their cases.

11 Excerpt from the exhibition leaflet, translation by the author. 
Source: deSingel archives. The line “The photography commission is 

Particularly striking were the many functions assigned to the photography 
commission. How exactly could “the depiction of subjective experience” 
converge with the perhaps at first more evident operational goals of the 
inventory in the context of the Flemish Government Architect’s mission? 

Photography commissions that cover the scope of a territory have tradi-
tionally been associated with documentary assignments issued either by 
government authorities or construction companies to record changing 
landscapes with the aim to preserve the memory of remarkable buildings 
or celebrate the excellence of engineering achievements such as bridg-
es and railways. Such conception was however revised from around the 
1970s onwards with practices in landscape photography by photographers 
developing an interest in the landscape as a mirror of culture. It became 
clear that a photograph of a landscape not only captured the manifesta-
tion of an environment as it existed at a certain point in time, but it also 
depicted a way of looking as much as a collectively constructed image.12 In 
the exhibition, the different understandings of photography commissions 
were not comprehensively explained but taken as foundation for a cura-
torial approach engaging with playful associations and interpretations. 

Crossing usually separated realms, Donckers’s photographs were de-
scribed as ‘artistic’, yet, also as ‘tools’ used in the work process of the new 
procedure launched by the Flemish Government Architect called the 

‘Open Call’.13 This procedure formalised the framework supporting the 
organisation of architecture competitions for the construction of public 
buildings and infrastructure. All the elements characterising a site and 
its spatial context were seen as integral part of the project definition of 
these building assignments. The idea was to record each site before and 
after realization. But, at the time of the exhibition, no works had been 

of great importance for establishing the identity of an area and 
for the registration of changes, the sharpening of perception, and 
the depiction of subjective experience” was copied from Friets Gi-
erstberg’s contribution to the catalogue of the exhibition SubUrban 
Options. Photography Commissions and the Urbanization of the Land-
scape produced by the Nederlands Foto Instituut and programmed at 
deSingel in 1998. See: Gierstberg, “SubUrban Options. Photography 
commissions and the Urbanization of the Landscape”, 12.

12 Ibid., 7.

13 “Niels Donckers was commissioned to make a photographic invento-
ry of the [‘Open Call’] initiative, using the photographs as an 
artistic tool in the work process of building commissions. They 
should sharpen the perception, stimulate the mind, and contribute 
to shaping opinions and discussions. The various sites are captured 
before and after the realisation of a building or intervention. The 
site, the existing situation, the surroundings, the perspectives, 
the existing forms, all atmospheres or characters, all of the land-
scape’s highlights are captured by the photographer and form part 
of the project definition of the building assignment.” Excerpt from 
the exhibition leaflet, translation by the author. Source: deSingel 
archives.
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constructed yet. Instead, the photographs translated the “conscious atten-
tion to the immediate environment”14 dear to the Flemish Government 
Architect (as one of the most important conditions for the conception of 
an architecture of quality) by revealing aspects of familiarity and triviality 
embedded in these ordinary landscapes. Capturing these traits was what 
made these images distinctive, and also what may have sparked a potential 
attraction in their viewers.

The untitled photograph of an abandoned shop of a gas station accom-
modated in a typical detached Belgian house taken in 2001 and used in 
all communication material (flyer, poster, website, etc.)15 that promoted 
the exhibition crystallizes the photographer’s modus operandi: A centred 
and even framing of the building in its surroundings, which accentuates 
the image’s symmetry. A layered composition and frontal take at human 
height and at street-level without people nor bright sunlight, which tends 
to flatten the image and cancel strong chromatic contrasts. Neutralizing 
grey tones take over here, except for a washed-out ESSO-sign and painted 
construction barrier, both bright red, that stand out in opposition to the 
complementary green bushes.

Following in the steps of the New Topographics and the Becher Schule, 
Donckers’s images at first sight tend to endorse a similar objectifying 
gaze directed towards the built in the environment, in which emptiness 
serves as an iconic motif to reveal the site’s abstract structure. However, 
the seeming absurdity of highlighting trivial elements rather points to 
what escapes the ordering or mastering of the territory. They add a certain 
lightness to these otherwise mostly grim landscapes. They also propose 
a touch of humour (or irony) that loosens the ambient austerity and in-
creases the image’s ‘likability’. 

When art critic Jeroen Laureyns reflected about Donckers’s photographs 
as oeuvre (thus outside the context of the photography commission and 
this exhibition), he described how these images of typical Flemish suburbs 
immediately appealed to him for the sense of familiarity and belonging 
that they evoke. He wrote: “This has not only to do with a familiarity of 
the topic and the instantly identifiable perspective of a flâneur, but more 
importantly with a strong sense of empathy, which makes recognition so 
much easier to achieve.”16

The peculiar expressivity of Donckers’s photographs comes to the fore 
even more so when compared with the photographs acquired by the Flem-

14 Excerpt from the exhibition leaflet, translation by the author. 
Source: deSingel archives.

15 Source: deSingel archives and website.

16 Laureyns, Weg van Vlaanderen. Hedendaagse Vlaamse landscappen in de 
beeldende kunst 1968–2003, 128. (Translation by the author.)

ish Community and displayed as autonomous artforms in the exhibition’s 
dedicated section. The exhibition leaflet’s description of the ‘Collection’ 
concisely pointed at a particularly expressive feature found in each artis-
tic approach: “[…] The residential block with sculptural qualities by Niels 
Donckers, the geometry within the city by Peter Downsbrough, the fleeting 
gaze by Aglaia Konrad, the social context in the interior by Reiner Laut-
wein, the desolation of the periphery by Lucas Jodogne, the wide perspec-
tive by Jan Kempenaers, and the movement in the city by Marie-Françoise 
Plissart are just a few impressions of the Flemish patrimony. […]”.17 The 
originality and difference in their approach towards a spatial reality in 
Flanders contributed to shape their artistic value. The landscapes appear-
ing in the photographs of Jan Kempenaers, for instance, were very similar 
in tone and subject matter to those of Donckers, but the use of a wide angle 
and elevated viewpoint rather attempts to capture the green or undefined 
residual spaces as negative space emerging in-between vast urban infra-
structures through an external gaze to these scenes.18 By depicting their 
inaccessibility, it is also the image that is made inaccessible to its viewer. 
Such alienation was even more pronounced in Aglaia Konrad’s clichés.19 
Her hyper-contrasted images in black and white, included in the show, of a 
Brussels residential street block tend to reduce the urban motif to abstract 
formal compositions, stressing a feeling of tension and anxiety.

Donckers’s inclusion in both the ‘Collection’ and ‘Open Call’ section made 
the questionable status of his photographs visible. Despite the major dif-
ference of their origin and value, Donkers’s photographs made for the 
Flemish Government Architect’s inventory do not appear as neutral and 
objective as the nature of their commission foregrounded. In fact, they re-
corded the subjective impression of the photographer very similarly to the 
artistic photographs included in the ‘Collection’. Bridging the gap between 
an objective and subjective gaze, they were particularly suited to convey 
an impression of the Flemish landscape with success, not only thanks to 
their hybrid (artistic and operational) status but especially through their 
empathic expressivity. Because it is this quality that supports their poten-
tial to reach out to their viewers, to enhance identification with familiar 
situations, and to subtly arouse, more or less consciously, a shift in their 
perception of their surroundings.

Yet, the exhibition Portrait of Flemish Biotopes was not only about the sub-
ject matter and representation encountered in the single photographs and 
the experience each photograph may convey to its viewers. Their display 
in the exhibition raises the question whether the quality found in Donck-

17 Excerpt from the exhibition leaflet. Source: deSingel archives. 
(Translation by the author.)

18  Jacobs, Sites & Sights. A Critical History of Urban Photography 
1968–2000, 147.

19 Ibid., 195.
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ers’s photographs was further exploited through the material and spatial 
arrangement of the photographs in the exhibition. What relationship did 
these assemblages establish with the public and how is this significant?

STaGInG cOnTRadIcTIOnS

The exhibition took place in deSingel’s then dedicated exhibition space, 
which was in fact a large hallway giving access to its two main concert and 
theatre halls. The hallway’s elongated shape led the audience attending a 
spectacle from entrance foyer to the halls and to a small bar open on spec-
tacle nights, which was situated at its end. It also invited the visitors for a 
stroll along large bay windows opening onto an outdoor terrasse and fram-
ing a panoramic view on Antwerp’s 19th century green belt meanwhile 
converted into the city’s main ring road. Portrait of Flemish Biotopes’s 
exhibition apparatus was deployed across the hallways’ length, but no 
strict exhibition route was imposed on the visitors. The ‘Collection’ was 
housed in two rooms built as temporary ‘white cubes’ inside the hallway 
to accommodate the 18 photographs gathered in this section. Their status 
as autonomous artform was sustained by a conventional mounting of the 
individual images behind glass in large frames and by their placement 
at eye-height on the walls. Since access to deSingel’s hallway could not 
be restraint, the openings to the cubes could be closed off to secure the 
artworks from the crowds of spectacles scheduled in the adjacent halls. In 
the section dedicated to the ‘Open Call’, 261 photographs from the pho-
tography inventory were distributed across five socles inside which neon 
light tubes were lodged. Each of them was fitted with glass boxes in which 
small reproductions of the images, printed on translucent paper, were 
placed in a grid and retro-illuminated. This serial and horizontal display 
recalled the contact tables generally used by professionals to visualize film 
negatives before selection and print. Identifications of the photographs’ 
time and location were left out, nonetheless at least in appearance, this 
display strategy underlined the images’ use value as documents and tools. 
When such a vast quantity could be overwhelming to distracted visitors, it 
also invited them to look at the ensemble of images with attention, there-
by stepping into the shoes of the investigator and reflect upon the built 
environment encapsulated in these landscapes. It thus encouraged them 
to think along with the Flemish Government Architect.

Moreover, the serialisation and great number of images matched with 
the ‘fragmentation’ and the sense of ‘ungraspability’ associated with the 
Flemish territory and current discussions on the diffuse or generic city. In 
such nebulous urban landscapes, individual components are places with-
out identity, interchangeable and of equal importance. It is no longer a 
public realm, but urban infrastructure that is holding together private 
and residual spaces.20 The arrangement of the photographs in these light 

20 Ibid., 180–196.

boxes thus also hinted at a challenge falling upon the Flemish Government 
Architect, though surpassing his mission and responsibility alone. Could 
his survey, thus his attempt at comprehending the various components 
of the Flemish territory, contribute to establish a public realm capable of 
knitting Flanders’s pieces together?

If an objective look and an objectifying gaze were stressed through the 
display of Donckers’s photographs in the section dedicated to the ‘Open 
Call’, their arrangement in different sizes and formats and association with 
various artefacts in other sections conveyed a plurality of meanings. At 
the end of the hallway, a 15 metres-long ‘fresco’ confronted the visitors. It 
was composed of enlarged reproductions of a selection of photographs by 
Donckers displayed in relation to 26 keywords from the lexicon. Among 
these appeared for instance the words ‘rear kitchen’, ‘do-it-yourself’, ‘ex-
odus’, ‘fermette aesthetic’, ‘intelligent ruin’, ‘residual space’, ‘allotment 
thinking’, and ‘xenophobia’. Next to this juxtaposition, the visitors could 
consult a selection of publications edited by the Flemish Government Ar-
chitect office, which presented the projects resulting from the ‘Master’s 
Thesis’, an initiative which offered the opportunity to young graduates 
to develop a design assignment from conception to realisation, with the 
supervision of a professional mentor. The initiative’s ambition was also 
summarized in the form of a poster manifesto. The visitors could also lis-
ten to a soundscape as well as browse a digital monitor listing all the 388 
lexicon entries. Finally, they could stop at the section ‘Antwerpse Leien’, 
where they could manipulate a photocopy machine to print out and take 
home for free 12 pictures by Donckers of Antwerp’s main south-north 
transit streets taken as part of the inventory. And lastly, they could pur-
chase the Small Lexicon of the Flemish (Architecture) Landscape, which 
compiled all lexicon entries along with Donckers’s photographs and was 
published in a twin format as a notebook and an agenda for the year 2003. 

Could all these declinations suggest that in a generic urban landscape 
framing may become an act of defining and creating a place’s identity after 
all? This was also implied by the word ‘Portrait’ employed in the exhibi-
tion title. However, the title was somewhat misleading. It resulted after 
various declinations had been in use in the exhibition making process and 
seems to derive from socio-political concerns to avoid connotated words 
like ‘Flanders’—too nationalist—and ‘Landscape’—too lyrical. The use of 

‘Flemish Biotopes’ in association with the ‘Photography Commission of 
the Flemish Government Architect’ suggests an objective and pragmatic 
approach towards the environment endorsed by this figure of authority. 
But such a sense of realism was undermined by the photographs.21 The 

21 The critical approach to realism also matched with a singular atti-
tude not elaborated upon in this article, which one could associate 
with the particular figure of the Flemish Government Architect bOb 
Van Reeth and his adjunct Marc Santens. Such a reading could for 
instance follow up on Sebastiaan Loosen’s investigation developed 
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use of the term ‘biotope’ is suggestive of a scientific realm, however, the 
extraction of the human species in Donckers’s landscapes makes them 
untruthful depiction of their habitat. Yet, it also differs from the classic 
depiction of picturesque sceneries seizing people in their daily activities 
common in Flemish landscape paintings. The built environment in his 
images is nevertheless filled with human creation. In these portraits of 
cultural landscapes, trivial objects substitute the protagonists, yet they 
still suggest the scenes of an active life. 

In the end, the exhibition was conceived for a wide audience and the lat-
ter’s attention needed to be directed towards the built environment, which 
was after all the object the Flemish Government Architect had been as-
signed to supervise, not the population which lived in it. Avoiding such a 
misunderstanding seemed essential, especially if the visitors themselves 
were invited to “sharpen their perception”22 and endorse his advisory role, 
albeit temporarily and performatively. With this in mind, the absence 
of human bodies in the photographs does not appear insignificant, on 
the contrary, it enhanced the act performed by the visitors that ensured 
the exhibition’s cognitive operation throughout the spatial assemblage 
of words, objects, and images. By exposing the Flemish Government 
Architect’s tools and field of intervention, as well as staging contradic-
tions through various levels of subjectivity, the exhibition less intended 
to make a claim about the region’s identity, than to encourage its visitors’ 
awareness and agency in the matter of spatial governance. In other words, 
what the exhibition wished for, I would suggest, is the constitution of an 
emancipated public.23

LOOSE EndS

Through the confrontation of documentary, literary and artistic means, a 
polyphonic and humorous language for the representation of urban mat-
ters was introduced that split open the narrative. This could be sensed in 

in his Doctoral thesis and referenced article. See: Loosen, “The 
Challenge of the Poetic: Criticism in Search of the Real. With a 
Debt to bOb Van Reeth, 1975–1985”, 106–121.

22 Excerpt from the exhibition leaflet. Source: deSingel archives. 
(Translation by the author.)

23 This mechanism may be understood in terms theorised by Jacques 
Rancière in his account about The Emancipated Spectator (2007), in 
which he offers an interesting reading of self-suppressing media-
tions in theatre settings aiming to counter the passive effect of a 
play on its spectators: “according to the Brechtian paradigm, the-
atrical mediation makes the audience aware of the social situation 
on which theatre itself rests, prompting the audience to act in 
consequence. Or, according to the Artaudian scheme, it makes them 
abandon the position of spectator: No longer seated in front of the 
spectacle, they are instead surrounded by the performance, dragged 
into the circle of the action, which gives them back their collec-
tive energy.” See: Rancière, “The Emancipated Spectator”, 274.

the divergent reception of the exhibition.24 Spanning from enthusiastic 
responses describing the exhibition content as “an exciting diversity” and 

“an adventurous tale” to more sceptical accounts seeing in the images “a 
mere compilation of impressions” or an “awfully recognisable” appeal, 
several critical reviews translated the exhibition’s thematic ambiguity. 
Most of the reviews pointed at the quality of the spatial environment and 
the role of the Flemish Government Architect, they acknowledged the ten-
sions that appeared between the exhibition’s subject matter and displayed 
material, especially between the inventory of photographs as a systematic 
or objective survey of the Flemish landscape versus the collection of pho-
tographs as artistic and unique impressions, yet they generally failed to 
mention the curated nature of the exhibition content and arrangement.25

What the exhibition Portrait of Flemish Biotopes. The Photography Com-
mission of the Flemish Government Architect intended to register and to 
effect was a shift in the conceptions by then taken for granted about the 
urbanisation processes of the Flemish landscape. Through its layered in-
terplay, the exhibition wished to lift the inertia associated with a political 
body, which until then had let the fragmentation and deterioration of the 
territory happen and which had accepted its ‘disfunction’ and ‘ugliness’ as 
a matter of fact. Instead, the exhibition draw attention to Flanders’s most 
ordinary landscapes and stressed that its transformation and improvement 
is a matter of a public and shared concern.26 

The material traces of the exhibition are insufficient to understand how 
exactly this specific display of the photography inventory served the Flem-
ish Government Architect or the Flemish Community. In fact, barely any 
documentation of the exhibition’s production process has been kept in the 
Flemish Government Architect’s archives. Its mention has been omitted in 
publications listing retroactively the cultural activities conducted during 
the Flemish Government’s first mandate. 27 This is however not the case 
of two exhibitions realized about a year later. A selection of photographs 
from the survey and the collection were exhibited in Brussels as part of an 

24 A set of exhibition reviews has been collected in deSingel’s ar-
chives, which also shows how the arts centre cared for the recep-
tion of its productions.

25 Only the account of photography and visual arts critic Ludo Bek-
kers, a voice more acquainted with arts exhibitions, addressed the 
exhibition as an experience and the role of the curators, coming to 
the following conclusion: “An exhibition that was doomed to be dull 
from the outset has, under the hands of the curator, developed into 
a fascinating multimedia event in which photography is shown in a 
surprising context and has therefore gained added value.” (Transla-
tion by the author.) See: Bekkers, “Landschappen, gebouwen, huizen 
en koterijen”, 24. Source: deSingel Archives.

26 Cf. Latour, 19.

27 Santens, De Zutter, 2008. See both references.



202 203

outdoor route on the theme of Bruegel.28 Around the same time, images 
from the photography inventory and other instruments more strictly re-
lated to the Flemish Government Architect were also displayed in a trav-
eling exhibition conceived in the framework of a diplomatic and cultural 
exchange with Poland.29 

More than 20 years after its introduction, the inventory photographs can 
be visualized online on the Flemish Government Architect’s website. They 
are contextualized according to their original use value. The inventory has 
grown along the (by now) about 700 projects launched through the Open 
Call competition procedure for public buildings and master plans.30 The 
initial goal to photograph the project sites before and after construction 
has endured, throughout the mandates of the Flemish Government Ar-
chitects appointed after bOb Van Reeth. Other photographers succeeded 
Niels Donckers to complete the task. They are most often also involved 
in promotional and commercial commissions related to contemporary ar-
chitecture and altogether tend to shape a distinctive style worth further 
examination.

Ultimately, perhaps the most important lesson to take away from the 
exhibition Portrait of Flemish Biotopes is one that transcended political, 
professional, or disciplinary concerns at a pivotal moment for spatial 
governance: Enhancing the quality of a shared environment starts with 
the recognition and capturing of ordinary experiences, albeit trivial and 
erratic in appearance, as legitimate approaches to learn from, talk about, 
and know the environment, therefore, also start acting upon it—with a 
touch of Belgian humour and empathy.

28 The images were displayed on minimal construction fences under the 
monumental arcades of Brussels’s Palace of Justice in 2004 as part 
of an outdoor exhibition route titled Weg van Breugel ’04, Vlaamse 
Biotopen, organised by the visual artist Bert De Keyzer in collabo-
ration with the Flemish Government Architect.

29 The team of the Flemish Government Architect produced the trav-
elling exhibition Vlaanderen anders & herkenbaar, which was first 
shown in Warsaw in 2004, then in a former administrative office 
building of the Flemish Government, known as ‘Baudewijngebouw’, in 
Brussels in 2005.

30 Liefooghe, Van Den Driessche, 2022.
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Portret van Vlaamse biotopen
De fotografie-opdracht van de Vlaamse Bouwmeester 
{Tentoonstelling 21.11.02 -12.01.03}
Bewuste aandacht voor de directe omgeving is misschien een van de 

belangrijkste voorwaarden voor het creëren van goede architectuur. Tegen 

deze achtergrond heeft de Vlaamse Bouwmeester in 1999 een 

fotografieproject in het leven geroepen. Inmiddels is dit initiatief 

uitgegroeid tot een indrukwekkende inventaris van het Vlaamse 

patrimonium, een portret van het Vlaamse landschap. De tentoonstelling 

presenteert voor het eerst een bestandsopname van dit belangwekkend 

initiatief dat uit verschillende onderdelen bestaat:

'De Collectie', een verzameling foto's als eerste aanzet tot het 

fotografieproject, met werken van Niels Donckers, Peter Downsbrough, 

Lucas Jodogne, Jan Kempenaers, Aglaia Konrad, Reiner lautwein en 

Marie-Françoise Plissart;

'De Open Oproep', een procedure om de bouwopdrachten van de Vlaamse 

Gemeenschap kwalitatief te stimuleren;

'De Meesterproef', een stimulans voor aankomende architecten die onder 

internationale professionele begeleiding hun eerste projecten kunnen 

realiseren;

'Het kleine Lexicon van het Vlaamse (Architectuur-) Landschap' met 388 

trefwoorden, een gezamenlijke publicatie van deSingel, de Vlaamse 

Bouwmeester en het Vlaams Architectuurinstituut. 'Het Lexicon' krijgt de 

vorm van een agenda/werkboek 2003 en wordt samengesteld door OSA+ 

K.U. Leuven (Onderzoeksgroep Stedelijkheid en Architectuur + 

Stedenbouw) met tekstbijdragen van de professoren Lieven De Cauter, 

Bruno De Meulder, Hilde Heynen, André Loeckx, Jan Schreurs en Marcel 

Smets, en van Tom Avermaete, Dieter De Clercq, Michiel Dehaene, Maureen 

Heyns, Nancy Meijsmans, Michael Ryckewaert en Karina Van Herck. De 

illustraties zijn van Niels Donckers.

opening woensdag 20.11.2002 vanaf 19 uur
introductie Moritz Küng, Lieven De Cauter & OSA+ K.U. Leuven . Blauwe Zaa l. 20 uur

open van dinsdag tot zondag van 14 tot 18 uu r. gesloten 24,25,31.12.02 en 01.01.03 . toegang gratis 
publicatie Het kleine Lexicon van het Vlaamse (Architectuur-) Landschap, agenda/werkboek 2003 . €  10 
rondleidingen op zaterdag 30 november 2002 en op zaterdag 4 januari 2003 . telkens om 15 uu r. €  4 
rondleiding voor groepen maximum 20 personen op een datum naar keuze . €  60

Desguinlei 25.2018 Antwerpen . 03 248 28 28

in samenwerking met de Vlaamse Bouwmeester, Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap. De architectuurwerking van deSingel geniet de bijzondere aandacht van de provincie 
Antwerpen en van Bouwonderneming Vooruitzicht. deSingel wordt betoelaagd door de Vlaamse Gemeenschap en de stad Antwerpen. Het seizoen 2002-2003 wordt mogelijk 
gemaakt door Agfa-Gevaert, Knack, Radio 1, De Standaard en de Nationale Loterij. e  Nje|s Donc
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1.  Sample images by Niels Donckers from the photographic inventory commissioned by 
the Flemish Government Architect. Courtesy of deSingel International Arts Centre.

2a + 2b. Flyer of the exhibition Portret van Vlaamse biotopen. De fotografie-opdracht 
van de Vlaamse Bouwmeester [Portrait of Flemish Biotopes. The Photography 
Commission of the Flemish Government Architect] organised at the international 
arts centre deSingel, Antwerp, 21/11/2002 – 12/01/2003 with a photograph 
by Niels Donckers. Courtesy of deSingel International Arts Centre.

3.  Poster of the exhibition Portret van Vlaamse biotopen. De fotografie-opdracht van de 
Vlaamse Bouwmeester [Portrait of Flemish Biotopes. The Photography Commission 
of the Flemish Government Architect] including a photograph of an abandoned gas 
station taken by Niels Donckers. Courtesy of deSingel International Arts Centre.

4.  Annotated document showing the curatorial selection made together with 
the Flemish Government Architect bOb Van Reeth of the photographs 
from the Flemish Government’s art collection related to architecture and 
urban planning. Courtesy of deSingel International Arts Centre.

5.  Juxtaposition of the final exhibition floorplan from the visitor brochure and a 
preliminary plan from the curatorial process with the annotation of image placements 
in section ‘1. Collectie [Collection]’. The other sections were titled: 2. Open Oproep 
[Open Call], 3. Portret van het Vlaamse landschap [Portrait of the Flemish Landscape], 
4. Antwerpse Leien [Antwerp Boulevards], 5. Lexicon, and 6. Masterproef [Master 
Project]. Montage by the author. Courtesy of deSingel International Arts Centre.

6.  Sketch of a retro-lit display box with indications for the layout of translucent prints 
of the inventory photographs. Courtesy of deSingel International Arts Centre.

7.  Interior pages, including an inserted photograph by Niels Donckers, from the notebook Het 
kleine Lexicon van het Vlaamse (Architectuur-) Landschap [Small Lexicon of the Flemish 
(Architecture) Landscape] edited by Lieven De Cauter (Antwerp: deSingel, 2002).[

[ 5 ]
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LEONIDA KOVAČ

3—03

…ce phénomène 
photographique, la vie

More than thirty years ago, I had the opportunity to attend a retrospec-
tive of films directed by Marguerite Duras. I must admit that those films, 
which I watched with amazement and admiration at the time, were among 
those few moments that decisively influenced my future research work. 
So many questions arose from her transgressive cinematic discourse. I 
came to comprehend the problem of lacking a language and, consequent-
ly, the impossibility of utterance, as pointed out in numerous feminist 
theoretical elaborations, and it was through Duras’ unique procedure of 
dissociating the cinematic image from the actors’ voices and the film mu-
sic. Many years later, I came across her statement concerning the necessity 
of utilizing voice-over. In her 1979 conversation with Jean-Luc Godard, 
which revolved around his need for images and her need for the text, for 
the written, as she called it, Marguerite Duras said: “On the screen, I need 
both things, neither of which gets in the way of what I would call ‘the 
amplitude of speech.’ In general, I find that almost all images get in the 
way of the text. They prevent the text from being heard. And what I want 
is something that lets the text come through. That is why I made India 
Song in voice-over.”1 

Six years after India Song, in 1981, Duras made another film, titled 
L’homme atlantique, also in voice-over. Moreover, in this film, what 
sounds from the voice-over is her own voice giving instructions to the 
actor on how to stand, where to move, and what to look at in front of the 
camera. Her voice directs him on what and how he should see, thus equat-
ing his gaze with that of the camera, behind which she remains invisible 
while narrating. Among the spoken scenes that the actor was supposed to 
see was one specified as “this bird beneath the Atlantic wind.” In L’homme 
atlantique, Duras radically applied a distinct element of her cinematic 
syntax—her emblematic black frame, a total eclipse of the image in which 

“the amplitudes of words” versify the letter in which “a lover’s discourse” 
resounds with a death drive. It is in one of these black frames, which lasts 
for fourteen minutes, that the off-screen voice declares: “Ne cherchez pas 
à comprendre ce phénomène photographique, la vie”—“Don’t try to un-
derstand this photographic phenomenon, life.” 

1 Cinema Hardly Exists: Duras and Godard in Conversation 2020.
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This imperative pronounced by Marguerite Duras resurfaced in my memo-
ry while reading the diary of painter Katarina Ivanišin Kardum, published 
in her artist’s book De materia avium2 from 2017, whose purple canvas 
cover was hand-bleached by herself. The diary is related to her series of 
charcoal drawings and watercolours depicting dioramas with taxidermy 
birds from the collection of the Natural History Museum in Dubrovnik, 
where the artist worked as a museum educator from 2011 to 2014. The 
series is titled Still Landscapes. This title, which hybridizes two standard 
art genres with their historical specifications, was not chosen by chance: 
still life and landscape both appeared as independent genres at the dawn 
of the baroque period.  While reading the diary, I learned that while stud-
ying the history of the museum, founded in 1872, she discovered “her hero” 
Baldo Kosić, a professor of drawing and calligraphy, naturalist, curator, 
and taxidermist who managed the museum from 1882 until his death in 
1918. He left behind valuable natural history collections, objects he had 
personally collected, and numerous scientific works. 

The first part of the book De materia avium is structured so that the left-
hand pages contain the diary text, while the right-hand ones feature one or 
two photographs each, reproduced in the following order: a photographic 
portrait of Baldo Kosić; a photographic portrait of Katarina Ivanišin Kar-
dum,3 disguised as Baldo Kosić and standing in front of his framed photo-
graphic portrait in an identical pose; a photograph of the natural history 
collection from the Dubrovnik museum taken in 1950; two photographs 
of the same collection from 1956; two photographs of dioramas with birds, 
taken around 1960 by Andrija Lesinger. The last three pages of the diary 
are accompanied by photographs taken by the artist herself in 2011, in the 
storage of the Natural History Museum. In Katarina Ivanišin Kardum’s 
photographs, taxidermy birds can be discerned through transparent nylon 
foil. The physical interaction with these musealized objects—stuffed birds 
presented so as to look alive, with an industrially produced, synthetic 
cover intended to protect them from dust—creates a three-dimensional, 
model-like configuration: a stylized depiction of an indefinite mountain 
range with its peaks, ridges, plateaus, gorges, and passes. 

I have learned from the diary that the Natural History Museum, which 
Katarina Ivanišin Kardum remembers from her childhood, was initially 
situated in the former Benedictine monastery on the island of Lokrum, 
but was later relocated several times, “losing some of the flair of a small 
yet refined world museum.” In search of that spirit, she writes, she came 
across old museum documentation: photographs of numerous dioramas, 
only a few of which are on display in the museum today: “The remaining 
dioramas from the photographs I soon discovered in the museum’s store-

2 Ivanišin Kardum 2017.

3 The photographic portrait was made by artist Ivana Dražić Selmani 
during the Night of Museums 2011. 

room. They were in a melancholic state, covered with nylon foil to protect 
them from dust and slow down the natural decomposition process. When I 
first entered those rooms, the atmosphere tightened my chest: it was damp 
and emitted a peculiar odour. There they lay abandoned, frozen in time, 
undead, as if they they were still breathing, these captive birds. Everything 
was quiet, yet disturbing, as if something was about to happen at any 
moment. Every thought of them in that place evoked the same sensations. 
[…] One windy day, I opened a window with its shutters and blinds, and 
for a brief moment, I let the light fall on those dead landscapes. I took a 
quick photo—documenting that they were momentarily alive, that they 
breathed in light, if only for a short while. It all felt like a single prolonged 
breath: long, yet never deep enough.”4 

In the second and third parts of her book, Katarina Ivanišin Kardum re-
veals the background of her “re-enactment” of the photographic images 
of dioramas from the Natural History Museum in drawings and watercol-
ours: “By translating the objective, old black-and-white photographs of 
dioramas into charcoal drawings, I explore the unnatural nature of land-
scape. Neither dioramas nor diorama photographs are simple copies of the 
situations. Thus, charcoal drawing is just another generation of seemingly 
natural motifs.”5 In other words, “I continued to explore the unnatural 
nature of landscape by translating my own photographs of dioramas kept 
in the storage into watercolours of proportions that are rather unusual in 
this technique. It seemed to me that the watercolour’s inability to conceal 
changes and errors best suited the character of the unique moment I had 
captured with my camera.”6

Katarina Ivanišin Kardum’s depiction of the moment when she opened the 
museum storeroom’s window shutters to let “undead” stuffed birds breathe 
in light brings to my mind the enigmatic imperative formulated by Margue-
rite Duras: “Don’t try to understand this photographic phenomenon, life.” 
Can this sentence be interpreted as Duras defining life as a photographic 
phenomenon? And do I have the right to take her sentence out of its orig-
inal context in order to relate it to Katarina Ivanišin Kardum’s translation 
of old black and white photographs into charcoal drawings and her own 
photographs into watercolours, as part of her exploration of the unnatural 
nature of landscape? Marguerite Duras also engages in translation; and she 
has adapted her own novel into a film with the same title—L’homme atlan-
tique. She needs both text and image, an eclipsed image manifesting itself as 
a black frame, a dense darkness of long duration perceivable on the screen. 

For a photograph to come into existence, it literally must breathe in light. 
A camera shutter must briefly open to allow light to pass through, much 

4 Ivanišin Kardum 2017: 16-20.

5 Ibid., 24.

6 Ibid., 38.
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like the window shutters of the Natural History Museum needed to be 
opened while Katarina Ivanišin Kardum was taking a photograph to re-
cord that the stuffed birds within a dead landscape were alive. In the case 
of Marguerite Duras, I am inclined to identify that breathing in light in 
the amplitudes of words uttered by her voice. I am also convinced that 
Katarina Ivanišin Kardum needed to give voice to her Still Landscapes, 
which are re-enactments of old black and white photographs of dioramas 
representing the very idea of a landscape, that is, a living nature, by exhib-
iting dead bodies of birds as if they were still alive. What preceded such 
lovely staging? Who had captured the birds and put them to death? And 
why? And for what purpose—scientific research or spectacle? Could all 
these questions be encapsulated in the sentence “Don’t try to understand 
this photographic phenomenon, life”? 

In his essay The Four Boundaries of Seeing, dedicated to the blind pho-
tographer Evgen Bavčar, Dietmar Kamper argued that, “it is impossible to 
identify objects visually without bringing them to a standstill” and con-
cluded that “the acquisition of the world in the searching grid of visual 
perception means mortification. Images are the corpses of things.”7

These corpses are not apparent in the English term used to signify this 
specific genre—still life—but its French equivalent, nature morte, reveals 
them. This linguistic, which I perceive as analogous to the gap between 
different visual media—photography and drawing, or painting—brings 
me back to the issue of translation, specifically the resemantization that 
takes place during translation. 

A century ago, Walter Benjamin wrote an essay titled The Translator’s Task, 
which was published as an introduction to his own translation of Baude-
laire’s Tableaux Parisiens. Considering that the word tableau also stands 
for a painted image, I would say that Baudelaire painted Paris with his 

“amplitudes of words,” much like Marguerite Duras, many years later, made 
cinematic images pulsate with her voice pronouncing elliptic sentences. 
Benjamin argues that translation is a mode, and points out that “certain 
relational concepts gain their proper, indeed their best sense when they 
are not from the outset connected exclusively with human beings. Thus 
we could still speak of an unforgettable life or moment, even if all human 
beings have forgotten it. If an essence of such lives or moments required 
that they not be forgotten, this predicate would not be false, it would 
merely be a demand to which human beings fail to respond, and at the 
same time, no doubt, a reference to a place where this demand would find 
a response, that is a reference to a thought in the mind of God.”8 When 
Benjamin asserts that translation is properly essential to certain works, he 
makes it clear that it doesn’t mean that their translation is essential for the 

7 Kamper 1991, 56.

8 Rendall 1997. 

works themselves. Instead, it suggests that, “a specific significance inher-
ent in the original texts expresses itself in their translatability”. For him, 

“translation stands in the closest connection with the original by virtue of 
the latter’s translatability. Indeed, this connection is all the more intimate 
because it no longer has any significance for the original itself. It can be 
called a natural connection, and more precisely, a vital connection. Just 
as expressions of life are connected in the most intimate manner with a 
living being without having any significance for the latter, a translation 
proceeds from the original. Not indeed so much from its life as from its 

“afterlife” or “survival” [Überleben].”9

Katarina Ivanišin Kardum’s exploration of the unnatural nature of land-
scape, articulated through her translation of photographs into charcoal 
drawings and watercolours, stems from such a natural or vital connec-
tion, as Benjamin terms it. And when she speaks of undead birds whom 
she allowed to breathe in light, she precisely highlights the significance 
that arises from the afterlife of these once-living beings that have become 
musealized objects. 

The fact that the artist has found content that calls for translation within 
the Natural History Museum holds significant meaning. Natural History 
was one of the recurring themes in Benjamin’s thought. Erich Santner 
has argued that Benjamin’s use of the term Naturgeschichte refers not to 
the fact that nature also has a history, but rather that artefacts of human 
history tend to acquire a quality of mute, natural being at the point when 
they begin to lose their place in a viable form of life. For Benjamin, nat-
ural history ultimately names the ceaseless repetition of such cycles of 
emergence and decay of human orders of meaning, cycles that are, for him, 
always connected to violence.10

In a 1985 documentary film titled Marguerite Duras: Worn Out with 
Desire to Write, Duras mentioned that all her writings originated from 
photographs taken during her childhood and adolescence, when she lived 
with her widowed mother and brothers in the French colony of Indochina. 
Among other things, she alluded to the injustice done to her mother. In do-
ing so, she indirectly pointed to the muteness of trauma that requires vari-
ous modes of translation. That raises a question: Is it possible to translate 
violence?  Is it possible to understand this photographic phenomenon, life?

The charcoal drawings and watercolours from the Still Landscapes series 
are not Katarina Ivanišin Kardum’s first translations of photographs. At 
the very beginning of the catalogue for her solo exhibition held in 2014 
at the Museum of Modern Art in Dubrovnik, she reproduced a series of 
drawings in pencil and latex on paper made during 1999 and 2000, titled 

9 Ibid.

10 Santner 2006, 16-17.
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the Atomic Bomb Series. In this series, conceived as a frieze of six drawings 
of equal size, she sequentially decomposed the media image of a hydro-
gen bomb explosion. The sequence of images suggests that the process of 
drawing mimics a process of photographic blow-up in which the primary 
object of representation becomes unrecognizable. Instead of the atomic 
mushroom recognizable in the initial pictorial fields, the final images are 
saturated with floating spots that appear beneath the membrane separat-
ing the viewer’s gaze from the observed scene. Are these spots signifiers 
of microscopic living organisms, or particles of lethal contamination by 
which humankind marks its presence in nature? In the exhibition cata-
logue, the reproduction of the Atomic Bomb series is accompanied by a 
citation of an excerpt from a report on bomb testing in the Pacific, pub-
lished in 1962 in a magazine with a telling name—Life. It reads as follows: 

“[…] The blue-black tropical night suddenly became like a lime fruit, bright 
green. It was brighter than noon. Green was replaced by the colour of 
pink lemonade, and finally turned into an uncanny blood-red. It was as if 
someone had thrown a bucket of blood at the sky […]”

Wanting to compare the “translation” with the “original”, I turned to 
Google and stumbled upon a photograph of an explosion featured on the 
cover page of Life magazine dated July 20, 1962. That cover page is an 
oxymoronic semantic assembly where, next to the well-known logo of one 
of the world’s most influential magazines, named LIFE, there is a text that 
reads: “Space bomb in color; Eerie spectacle in Pacific sky.” I also found 
two earlier cover pages of Life magazine, both featuring photographs of 
thermonuclear bomb explosions. One was from February 27, 1950, and 
the other from April 19, 1954. When I consider together the printed name 
Life and the images that span its cover pages, I discover another possible 
interpretation of Marguerite Duras’s enigmatic sentence—Don’t try to 
understand this photographic phenomenon, life.

In 1958, Marguerite Duras completed the screenplay for Alain Resnais’s 
film Hiroshima mon amour, which was released the following year. The 
film commences with the sentence: “You have seen nothing in Hiroshima, 
nothing.”
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1. Marguerite Duras 
L' homme atlantique, 1981, film still

2. Marguerite Duras 
L' homme atlantique, 1981, film still

3. Katarina Ivanišin Kardum 
De Materia Avium, 2017 
Photograph from the storeroom, 2011

4. Katarina Ivanišin Kardum 
Atomic Bomb Series, 1999 – 2000 
Little Boy, 1999

5. Life, July 20, 1962, cover 
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VIŠNJA PENTIĆ

4—01

Photography as an 
Emancipatory Tool

The question of equality is inscribed in all knowledge transfers and one of 
the key ambitions of modern education has been to come up with strate-
gies to tackle both obvious and latent inequalities. The great sociological 
debate of the second half of the 20th century was partly based on ex-
ploring how, why and to what extent inequalities are being reproduced 
inside the educational system. In his most influential book, Distinction: A 
Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (La Distinction: Critique sociale 
du jugement, 1979), French sociologists Pierre Bourdieu argued:

“It must never be forgotten that the working-class ‘aesthetic’ is a dom-
inated ‘aesthetic’ which is constantly obliged to define itself in terms 
of the dominant aesthetics. The members of the working class, who 
can neither ignore the high-art aesthetic, which denounces their own 

‘aesthetic’, nor abandon their socially conditioned inclinations, but 
still less proclaim them and legitimate them, often experience their 
relationship to the aesthetic norms in a twofold and contradictory 
way. This is seen when some manual workers grant ‘pure’ photo-
graphs a purely verbal recognition (this is also the case with many 
petit bourgeois and even some bourgeois who, as regards paintings, 
for example, differ from the working class mainly by what they know 
is the right thing to say or do or, still better, not to say): ‘It’s beautiful, 
but it would never occur to me to take a picture of a thing like that’, 

‘Yes, it’s beautiful, but you have to like it, it’s not my cup of tea.’”1

On top of this, in Bourdieu’s view, inequality in understanding and ap-
preciating art is inscribed not only in our class, but also in how we get 
treated in the educational system because it constantly mirrors and repro-
duces class differences. This means that we can only surpass the class we 
were born into materially, but our tastes and views stay inherently tied 
to it. Here we will try to explore how reproduction of class differences 
can be subverted in institutional and non-institutional knowledge trans-
fers and how photography can be used to enable the spectator to explore 
emancipatory positions of looking and avoid adhering to the aesthetics 
that keep the social status quo. The aim is surpassing the notion of the 
dominant aesthetic in general, as well as dominant social narratives, by 
circumventing the distinctions Bourdieu describes. Instead, we will try to 

1 Bourdieu, 41.
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offer possible emancipatory practices in appreciating and understanding 
photography as an art form that can be used in nurturing positions of 
equality no matter what the social background of the spectator is.

THE PEdaGOGIcaL MyTH

In his 1986 book The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual 
Emancipation (Le Maître ignorant:Cinq leçons sur l’emanicipation intellec-
tuelle), French philosopher Jacques Rancière offered an implicit critique 
of Bourdieu’s ideas by focusing on the real-life story of Joseph Jacotot, a 
18th century Frenchman who was driven into exile during the Restoration. 
This experience led him to develop a method for teaching illiterate parents 
how to teach their children to read without having the skill themselves. 
Jacotot became a sensation for a brief period because he was teaching 
people things he could not do himself, like horseback riding, painting, 
or playing an instrument. Rancière uses his story to critique Bourdieu’s 
views and enter the debate on education that was very much in focus in 
France in the 1980s. His position is that we are not preordained by our 
class for life, meaning that a working-class child can become an excellent 
classical pianist or a painter as well as a person who deeply understands 
and appreciates art in a way that a child from the upper classes does. For 
Bourdieu this is possible, but represents an exception to the rule,2 while 
Rancière wants us to open to true possibilities of what equality can give 
us if we acknowledge it and use it without prejudice as Joseph Jacotot did:

“For if you think about it a little, the ‘method’ he was proposing is 
the oldest in the world, and it never stops being verified every day, 
in all the circumstances where an individual must learn something 
without any means of having it explained to him. There is no one on 
earth who hasn’t learned something by himself and without a master 
explicator. Let’s call this way of learning ‘universal teaching’ and say 
of it: ‘In reality, universal teaching has existed since the beginning of 
the world, alongside all the explicative methods. This teaching, by 
oneself, has, in reality, been what has formed all great men.’ But this 
is the strange part: ‘Everyone has done this experiment a thousand 
times in his life, and yet it has never occurred to someone to say to 
someone else: I’ve learned many things without explanations, I think 
that you can too… Neither I nor anyone in the world has ventured 
to draw on this fact to teach others.’ To the intelligence sleeping in 
each of us, it would suffice to say: age quod agis, continue to do what 
you are doing, ‘learn the fact, imitate it, know yourself, this is how 
nature works.’ Methodically repeat the method of chance that gave 
you the measure of your power. The same intelligence is at work in 
all the acts of the human mind.”3

2 Bourdieu himself was from lower class, his father was a postal worker.

3 Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, 16.

In The Ignorant Schoolmaster, Rancière tries to avoid the trap of beginning 
and ending his argument with inequality by using equality as a starting 
point instead, and he wants to advocate the equality of intelligence present 
in all acts of the human mind. The teaching method of Joseph Jacotot was 
based on the idea that all men have equal intelligence, no matter their so-
cial and economic standing or, as Rancière writes: “This was not a method 
for instructing the people: it was a benefit to be announced to the poor: 
they could do everything any man could. It sufficed only to announce it. 
Jacotot decided to devote himself to this. He proclaimed that one could 
teach what one didn’t know, and that a poor and ignorant father could, if 
he was emancipated, conduct the education of his children, without the 
aid of any master explicator. And he indicated the way of that ‘universal 
teaching’—to learn something and to relate to it all rest by this principle: 
all men have equal intelligence.”4

InTELLEcTUaL EMancIPaTIOn VIa PHOTOGRaPHy

Rancière posits emancipation as a prerequisite of this practice, and here 
I will try to suggest possible tools for using photography as a means for 
bypassing the pedagogical myth that divides the world into two and intel-
ligence itself into two by saying that “there is an inferior intelligence and 
a superior one”.5 The other possibility at hand is that of surpassing the 
division that states there should be those who explain and those who need 
explanations. We can teach ourselves anything if we perceive ourselves as 
emancipated and this entails giving our will and our imagination free rein.

If a teacher is not explaining, what is his or her role in the pedagogical 
process? Rancière explains that there are two wills and two intelligences 
in the act of teaching and learning and calls their coincidence stultification 
as opposed to emancipation, which he defines as “the act of an intelligence 
obeying only itself even while the will obeys another will”.6 He goes on to 
explain it in detail as follows:

“This pedagogical experiment created a rupture with the logic of all 
pedagogies. The pedagogues’ practice is based on the opposition 
between science and ignorance. The methods chosen to render the 
ignorant person learned may differ: strict or gentle methods, tra-
ditional or modern, active or passive; the efficiency of these meth-
ods can be compared. From this point of view, we could, at first 
glance, compare the speed of Jacotot’s students with the slowness 
of traditional methods. But in reality there was nothing to compare. 
The confrontation of methods presupposes a minimal agreement 
on the goals of the pedagogical act: the transmission of the master’s 

4 Ibid, 18.

5 Ibid, 7.

6 Ibid, 13.
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knowledge to the students. But Jacotot had transmitted nothing. He 
had not used any method. The method was purely the student’s.”7

Intellectual emancipation is thus seen as a process of exploring one’s own 
intelligence, and here I will suggest how photography can facilitate the 
process of coming to terms with one’s capacity of understanding the world 
without being taught by someone else how to do it. The observer of the 
photograph who is experiencing an act of emancipation will be referred 
to as an emancipated spectator as a nod to another book by Rancière. In 
2004 he was invited to open the fifth International Sommer Akademie 
of Frankfurt-on-Main by introducing reflections on the spectator based 
on ideas developed in The Ignorant Schoolmaster8 and the result was the 
influential essay The Emancipated Spectator, published in 2009 in a book 
of the same title. In the essay he states that emancipation begins when we 
challenge the opposition between viewing and acting, thus expanding 
on a position he established in his 1987 book by seeing the spectator as 

“separated from both the capacity to know and the power to act”.9 In The 
Emancipated Spectator Rancière’s previous concern with the equality of 
intelligence becomes a call for equality amongst onlookers. He thus ad-
vocates the democracy of looking, which is defined by creating a unique 
number of specific versions of engagement with a particular image. Pos-
sible strategies for developing these unique models of engagement will 
be explored in the second half of this text. Photography as an art defined 
by its dependence on representation of the real world represents a good 
ground for exploring how the onlooker can be turned into an emancipated 
spectator, one who no longer passively observes and intakes the informa-
tion, but also actively participates in the production of meaning on his 
or her own terms. As Rancière explains it, referring primarily here to the 
spectator in performance arts, “This is a crucial point: spectators see, feel 
and understand something in as much as they compose their own poem, as, 
in their way, do actors or playwrights, directors, dancers or performers.”10 
Here we will explore how photography as a medium can empower stu-
dents who take part in any kind of educational process to create and think 
on their own terms, thus attesting the prevalence of their own intelligence 
and creativity. The key element is to allow them to take their own subjec-
tivity as a valid starting point in appreciating art and to give permission 
to their own intelligence to interpret it while taking into consideration 
various specific elements of pictorial representation.

7 Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, 14.

8 Rancière, The Emanicipated Spectator, 1.

9 Ibid., 8

10 Ibid., 13.

PHOTOGRaPHy aS a WOUnd

In his famous book on photography, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Pho-
tography (La chambre claire: Note sur la photographie, 1980), Roland 
Barthes writes the following: “As Spectator I was only interested in Pho-
tography only for ‘sentimental’ reasons; I wanted to explore it not as a 
question (a theme) but as a wound: I see, I feel, hence I notice, I observe 
and I think.”11 Barthes proposes that we read photographic images in 
connection to two distinct themes that he believes can be found in any 
photograph. The first one he defines as the one of information, the part 
we take in because we belong to a certain culture and recognize certain 
common narratives in the photograph. Barthes names this layer ‘studium,’ 
using a Latin word which means “application to a thing, taste for some-
one, a kind of general, enthusiastic commitment, of course, but without 
special acuity.”12 It is the studium we see when we recognize a certain 
historical event or a person in the photograph, we participate in it cultur-
ally, by recognizing and affirming we belong to a certain social narrative. 
Thus, we can say that studium teaches us what things looked like. This 
is why Barthes rightly notices that studium is a kind of education that 
allows us to read the Photographer’s myths and thus society’s myths in 
the photograph,13 which leads him to the conclusion that photography 
is a kind of primitive theatre, a kind of Tableau Vivant.14 This connects 
Barthes’ and Rancière’s thoughts on the spectator because they both seek 
out ways to transform him or her from a passive onlooker and consumer 
of the studium, i.e., the existing social order, myths and narratives, into an 
active spectator not obeying the existing politics inside the image. It is this 
active onlooker that we call here an emancipated spectator, an onlooker 
that can produce new positions, values, and perspectives. By looking at 
images primarily in terms of his or her own subjectivity, which is also 
able to transform into creativity, the emancipated spectator explores the 
possibility of finding new imaginary places, layers, thoughts, and ideas 
inside any given image at hand.

This brings us to Barthes’s second theme in photography, which he calls 
‘punctum,’ explaining that it is the element in the photograph that disturbs 
the studium, it is “that accident which pricks me.”15 In other words, punc-
tum is an instance that mobilizes our subjectivity, an element in the pho-
tograph that speaks to our own private history, especially to our wounds, 
as Barthes calls them. Here we will suggest how detecting and describing 
the punctum can help empower students to become actively engaged in the 
production of new meanings and new possibilities of looking at images. 

11 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 21

12 Ibid., 26.

13 Ibid., 28.

14 Ibid., 32

15 Ibid., 27.
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Defining what moves me in a photograph helps to set in motion a whole 
new production of ontological and phenomenological understanding of 
what a particular image could represent. As Barthes writes: “What charac-
terizes the so-called advanced societies is that they today consume images 
and no longer, like those of the past, beliefs; they are therefore more liberal, 
less fanatical, but also more ‘false’ (less ‘authentic’), something we translate, 
in ordinary consciousness, by the avowal of an impression of nauseated 
boredom, as if the universalized image were producing a world that is 
without difference (indifferent), from which can rise, here and there, only 
the cry of anarchisms, marginalisms, and individualisms: let us abolish the 
images, let us save immediate Desire (desire without mediation).”16

Desire is always inside the image and there are different ways of seeking 
it out, in voicing it and in making it the very point of our encounter with 
a certain photograph. And desire is the most subversive, the most enticing 
when it seems to be hidden, when it is not performed but invoked. The 
mediation Barthes mentions is the same as the stultification that Rancière 
opposes to emancipation because the effect produced by a work of art is 
being filtered and packaged for us within the situation in which the work, 
no matter whether it is a photograph or a painting or an image from a 
film, has to be explained and thus mediated to us, and, as Barthes writes: 

“The choice is mine: to subject its spectacle to the civilized code of perfect 
illusions, or to confront in it the wakening of intractable reality.”17

MEanInGLESS ScEnES

How can this be explored in a particular instance of using photography 
in an educational context? We will use one specific photographic series 
as a starting point for practicing emancipated looking in classrooms. In 
his ongoing series Meaningless Scenes (Prizori bez značaja, 1981.-) Croa-
tian photographer Boris Cvjetanović focuses on seemingly unimportant, 
unspectacular details from everyday life. There seems to be no studium 
in these photographs in a sense that we cannot talk about the social im-
portance of the motif that was documented in the photo and we have to 
use our creativity to come up with an answer as to why it is of importance 
for the photographer. This series calls to mind the comment that Bourdieu 
mentions, attributing this comment to working-class spectators who ap-
proach certain photographs: “It’s beautiful, but it would never occur to me 
to take a picture of a thing like that”.18 The very title of the series wants to 
abolish the idea of producing meaning from the act of taking a photograph 
(Cvjetanović also calls this series Photographed). The negation of studium 
leaves the spectator only with the punctum, which can be described as 
finding an answer to a question of what the photograph and the photo-

16 Ibid, 118-119.

17 Ibid., 119.

18 Bourdieu, 41.

graphed means to me. As Barthes puts it, photography is subversive not 
when it frightens, repels, or even stigmatizes, but when it is pensive, when 
it thinks.19 Cvjetanović’s series is a good starting point for exploring the 
possibility of using photographs in classrooms to nurture emancipatory 
looking, the kind that is based on active interpretation and creation.

Let us look at two specific examples from the series. In one of the pho-
tographs, called Nerežišće 1991 (the name of a village in the hinterland of 
the Croatian island of Brač), we see an inflated kid toy boat on the floor 
under the open window. It is a deeply intimate scene that really seems 
to represent nothing of common interest; the photograph just embodies 
a pure act of pointing at something seemingly insignificant as if saying: 

“Look at this boat.” Rather than noticing that there is an inflated boat in 
the room, the photograph proposes that we reflect on it by capturing it as 
a usual detail in the room. It is a sort of invitation to think about things 
we take for granted, things we see all the time, but never reflect on. And 
maybe a more accurate word, rather than think, would be to daydream. As 
French philosopher Gaston Bachelard writes in his book Poetics of Rev-
erie (La Poetique de la Reverie, 1960) there are two types of reverie or 
daydreaming, the one that is passive and the one that is active and that he 
calls poetic reverie.20 The poetic reverie is the one that calls for action: 

“All the senses awaken and fall into harmony in poetic reverie. Poetic rev-
erie listens to this polyphony of the senses, and the poetic consciousness 
must record it.”21 If we apply this idea to Cvjetanović’s work we can say 
that his Meaningless Scenes induce in the spectator the active states of 
reverie that can result in production of his or her own words and images. 
Specifically, if his photographs from this series be used in a situation of 
knowledge transactions, students can be asked to produce their own texts, 
poems or any other kind of prose inspired by his work and to react to it 
by producing their own photographs or finding images that remind them 
of the image in question.

Another example we will use is a photograph also entitled Nerežišće 1991, 
which shows a big crystal bowl on a traditional white tablecloth. The bowl 
is a very decorative object, the kind that is used for sweets or something 
alike, but Cvjetanović photographs it while it is empty, while it just stands 
there like an empty object, thus inviting us to reflect on the very purpose-
lessness of this spectacular decorative object. It is a kind of thing that does 
not serve any use, it is just there, or, as Bachelard would put it: “There is 
no doubt that consciousness is destined for greater exploits. It manifests 
itself more strongly as it turns to ever more highly coordinated works. In 
particular, the ‘consciousness of rationality’ has a quality of permanence 
which poses a difficult problem for the phenomenologist: he is obliged to 

19 Barthes, Camera Lucida 38.

20 Bachelard, 6.

21 Ibid, 6.
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explain how various moments of consciousness are connected in a chain of 
truths. But, at least at first glance, the imagining consciousness, in opening 
out on an isolated image, has more limited responsibilities. The imagining 
consciousness, then, when it is considered in relation to separate or isolat-
ed images, might contribute themes to an elementary pedagogical system 
for phenomenological doctrines.”22

Here is a list of possible exercises that can be used with any of Cvjetano-
vić’s photographs from the series Meaningless Scenes to encourage active 
participation of the spectator and to practice emancipated looking as a 
part of a pedagogical system based on phenomenological doctrines:

1 Looking at the photograph for a long time and describing and writ-
ing down the range of free associations that come to mind and then 
arranging them in a kind of surrealist poem.

2 Imagining that the photograph is a part of a film and then writing 
down the story of this film and describing its atmosphere, characters 
and so on.

3 Describing the imaginary space outside the frame of the photograph 
and thinking about different sensory aspects of this space like smells, 
sounds, lighting.

4 Identifying the punctum and relating this punctum to other images 
that produce a similar kind of ‘wound’ or feeling for the spectator.

5 Thinking of possible names for the photograph and explaining why and 
how this name corresponds to what is presented in the photograph.

6 Imagining a photograph that could form a diptych with the existing 
one and describing both the existing and the imaginary photograph 
as a part of one whole.

FILM and PHOTOGRaPHy: STORy and HISTORy

The concept of the emancipated spectator can also be enacted in looking 
at photographs taken from films because they also present images that 
can be used in classrooms in a way that aims to be devoid of both socially 
and culturally prescribed positions of looking and understanding. They 
are particularly interesting for acknowledging and exploring the presence 
of other images inside them, be these images of paintings, photographs, 
or references to scenes and images from other films. Specifically, Barthes’ 
studium, when applied to photographs from films, becomes a reference to 
an imaginary history, a history that consists of the works of art and fiction-

22 Ibid., 2.

al worlds they have created. To understand the studium of a photograph 
from a film we must enter its diegetic world, as well as the diegetic worlds 
created by other films. This fact was probably most famously explored by 
the French director Jean-Luc Godard in his Histoire(s) du cinema, an 8-part 
video project begun in 1988 and completed in 1998 in which he reflects 
both on the history of the 20th century and on the history of film and the 
relation between the two. The form of this video is that of an assemblage of 
images from various films, paintings and photographs by which he explores 
different kinds of emancipation from the stories they were meant to tell. In 
his book Film Fables (Film fables, 1998) Jacques Rancière writes: “The style 
of montage Godard developed for Histoire(s) du cinema is designed to show 
the history announced by the century of films, but whose power slipped 
through the fingers of their filmmakers, who subjected life of images to 
the immanent death of the text. Godard takes the films these filmmakers 
made and makes with them film they didn’t make. This calls for a two-step 
process: the first recaptures the images from their subjection to the stories 
they were used to tell, and the second rearranges them into other stories.”23

The same two-step process that Godard uses in his project and Rancière 
describes could be used in classrooms when working with film images to 
achieve emancipatory ways of thinking about the stories and narratives 
we are being served through the photographs that surround us. Decon-
structing these narratives is an important first step in developing emanci-
patory positions when approaching photography. It should be made pos-
sible for students to not only detect the studium of a certain photograph, 
but also to understand how it is constructed. This process can help tackle 
the latent inequality that is inscribed in both the relation of teachers and 
students and in how students from different social and economic back-
grounds get treated by the educational system. The act of deconstruction 
is best explored by comparing how studium is created in a photograph 
that is presented as a document (say of an important social ritual, such as 
a wedding or a funeral) and in a photograph that comes from a fictional 
reality that simulates these rituals.

The process used in the classroom could be that of taking a set of photo-
graphs of historical events or some other events that are socially or cul-
turally significant and then using this two-step activity:

1 Identifying and describing the studium by answering the question 
of what story is being told by the photograph, what values are being 
perpetuated and what ideas are put to the fore.

2 Finding photographs that offer a different version of the story, which 
can serve as a kind of counterargument to the values, ideas and sto-
ries enacted in the first photograph.

23 Rancière, Film Fables, 171.
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To make this process more tangible, the stories constructed by the studium 
can also be described as society’s mythologies, as Roland Barthes did in 
his famous book of the same name, originally published in 1957, in which 
he explores the tendency of social value systems to create what he called 
modern myths. In the essays collected in the book he explores a selection 
of cultural phenomena that he claims have added meaning that has been 
culturally conferred upon them. For example, he writes about electoral 
photography as the acknowledgment of something deep and irrationally 
co-extensive within politics:

“What is transmitted through the photograph of the candidate are 
not his plans, but his deep motives, all his family, mental, even erotic 
circumstances, all this style of life of which he is at once the product, 
the example and the bait. It is obvious that what most of our candi-
dates offer us through their likeness is a type of social setting, the 
spectacular comfort of family, legal and religious norms, the sugges-
tion of innately owning such items of bourgeois property as Sunday 
Mass, xenophobia, steak and chips, cuckold jokes, in short, what we 
call an ideology. Needless to say, the use of electoral photography 
presupposes a kind of complicity: a photograph is a mirror, what we 
are asked to read is the familiar, the known; it offers to the voter his 
own likeness, but clarified, exalted, superbly elevated into a type.”24

This kind of reading of photographs could be used as a model in class-
rooms in order to deconstruct myths and narratives and contest them by 
creating emancipatory gestures, which we explore next.

EMancIPaTORy GESTURES

Film images, photographs and paintings are all part of the republic of im-
ages, part of a greater scheme, and in genre films the story is told in a way 
that plays with our emotions and our senses. Thus, the first step in using, 
say an image from the famous Hitchcock film Birds (1963), would be to 
name which affects are being manipulated by it, which ideas and stories 
are perpetuated by it. The second step would be the emancipation of the 
image from the given narratives, stories and histories by the act of giving 
it a new story, one that does not necessarily comply with the official values 
of society and its film industry. This is what Rancière, talking of Godard’s 
method, describes as using images from the films that have been made and 
turning them into films that haven’t been made and telling stories that 
haven’t been told. What is there in an image that is present but cannot be 
seen is a good question to start with when we want to initiate an emanci-
patory looking that can bring students closer to the hidden truth of their 
own ability to harness, recreate and rethink the images that surround them.

24 Barthes, Mythologies, 91.

Godard himself uses an example from George Stevens’s film A Place in 
the Sun (1951) with Elizabeth Taylor and Montgomery Clift to tackle the 
fact that Nazi concentration camps were not documented enough by film 
cameras. Director George Stevens was one of the cameramen sent by the 
American troops to shoot the camps after the end of the Second World 
War and Godard finds the connection between his photographs of the 
camps and that which we did not get to see in the images from his films, 
especially this one, that serve as a kind of resurrection of images from the 
camps. As Godard himself explained in the voice over of his Histoire(s) 
du cinema: “If George Stevens had not used the first sixteen-millimetre 
colour film at Auschwitz and Ravensbrück, undoubtably Elizabeth Tay-
lor’s happiness would never have found a place in the sun.”25 The stories 
that have to be told outside the already given social narratives are the key 
prerequisite of any emancipation and of the freedom to live and be the 
subject of social change and new possibilities of understanding our place 
in the community we are a part of. The goal is not to stay subjected to the 
ideas of what certain class and culture entail since we want to affirm that 
we were all born equal and have equal intelligence as well as authentic 
creative potential for transforming the reality around us.

The theme of the gesture is very easily recognized and seems to be crucial 
for the topic of emancipation and can be used when working with the 
images already mentioned, no matter whether they come from photogra-
phy or film. Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, in the text “Notes on 
Gesture” from his book Means Without End: Notes on Politics, writes the 
following: “In the cinema, a society that has lost its gestures tries at once 
to reclaim what it has lost and to record its loss. An age that has lost its 
gestures is, for this reason, obsessed by them. For human beings who have 
lost every sense of naturalness, each single gesture becomes a destiny. And 
the more gestures lose their ease under the action of invisible powers, the 
more life becomes indecipherable. In this phase the bourgeoisie, which 
just a few decades earlier was still firmly in possession of its symbols, suc-
cumbs to interiority and gives itself up to psychology.”26 The question of 
how the gestures captured in images themselves can be emancipated is one 
that haunts both Agamben and Rancière, who recognizes Godard’s way of 
transforming the images from films such as Nosferatu, Faust, Metropolis or 
The Son of Frankenstein into a kind of encyclopedia of essential gestures 
and archetypal poses of humankind.27 What is crucial here is the fact that 
Godard tries to transform these gestures into ones that emulate the banal 
and the everyday, thus presenting a kind of turn in the paradigm of cinema. 
He wants to take history out of the gestures and leave only the story, or 
the punctum, the individual, subjective gesture of a particular person who 
does not necessarily correspond to all of humankind.

25 Rancière, Film Fables, 183.

26 Agamben, Means Without End, 53.

27 Rancière, Film Fables, 175.
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In the history of painting this can be compared to the turn that some art 
historians detect in Rembrandt’s work who has, in their opinion, made 
ordinary people and their lives the subject of his art. In the voice over God-
ard paraphrases the text from Élie Faure’s book History of Art (Histoire 
de l’Art, 1919-21) in which he praises Rembrandt’s method of capturing 
those elementary gestures of life or, as Rancière explains, “Godard relies 
on this history and the poetics of history to transform Hitchcock’s affect 
bearing images into icons of pure presence or to use Élie Faure’s text on 
Rembrandt to transform shots from Fântomas or Son of Frankenstein into 
images of the elementary gestures of human life.”28

The same exercise could also be used with promotional photographs as 
John Berger famously did in his BBC television series Ways of Seeing 
(1972), which was later turned into a book of the same name. For exam-
ple, he analyzes and compares the expressions on the faces of two women, 
one the model for the famous painting by Ingres and the other a model 
for a photograph in a girlie magazine: “Is not the expression remarkably 
similar in each case? It is an expression of a woman responding with a 
calculated charm to the man she imagines looking at her—although she 
does not know him. She is offering up her femininity as the surveyed.” 
Through this analysis an awareness is raised about whose stories are be-
ing told and who is left mute in history as such and in the history of art 
specifically. Analyzing different poses people take when photographed, 
as well as how the gaze is constructed by the very act of posing, is also an 
important factor in developing emancipatory looking.

Acknowledging the fact that images communicate through gestures is of 
vital importance because, as Gorgio Agamben rightly notices in his Notes 
on a Gesture: “Even the Mona Lisa, even Las Meninas could be seen not as 
immovable and eternal forms, but as fragments of a gesture or as stills of 
a lost film wherein only they would regain their true meaning. And that 
is so because a certain kind of litigatio, a paralyzing power whose spell 
we need to break, is continuously at work in every image; it is as if a silent 
invocation calling for the liberation of the image into gesture arose from 
the entire history of art.”29

The method of mentally liberating gestures in images can be used in a 
three-step process and can be practiced with both photography and paint-
ing and be used by comparing the two:

1 Identifying, describing, and naming the gesture present in a certain 
photograph or painting.

2 Finding other photographs or paintings that use the same kind of 
gesture.

28 Ibid, 178.

29 Agamben, Means Without End, 55-56.

3 Creating a kind of emancipatory gesture that could be used as a coun-
terpoint to the existing one. The definition of this new emancipatory 
gesture is that it is active, it sets things in motion by not keeping the 
status quo.

PHOTOGRaPHy aS a TOOL OF EqUaLITy

To conclude, we can say that photography can be used in institutional 
and non-institutional transfers of knowledge as an emancipatory tool in 
working both with studium (official History) and punctum (individual 
Story), the first presenting the social and the second the private domain. 
In transfers of knowledge, as suggested here, the key moment is letting 
spectators identify the layers of the photograph themselves and then re-
act to these layers through a set of emancipatory actions that affirm the 
equality of their own intelligence to that which is being communicated 
in the photograph. By looking at photographs in a way that starts with 
the presumption that we can express our opinions, ideas and thoughts and 
thus affirm that we are part of a universal chain of human ideas is a way 
to a deep confirmation of our equality. If educators conform to this rule, 
they will do the same thing the ignorant schoolmaster Joseph Jacotot 
once did: “Show how, by translating themselves to each other, they were 
translating a thousand other poems, a thousand other adventures of the 
humankind of classical works from the story of Bluebeard to the retorts 
of the proletarians on the Place Maubert. The search for art was not a 
learned person’s pleasure. It was a philosophy, the only one the people 
could practice.”30 Thus photography and visual arts in general, when used 
as emancipatory tools in classrooms, represent the key element in over-
turning not only the pedagogical myth of supreme masters and their igno-
rant students, but also the deconstruction of the dangerous myth that we 
are born to be prisoners of our class, culture and taste. An emancipatory 
gesture of actively expressing our feelings, thoughts, and ideas outside 
the boxes we were previously given is a good starting point for gestures 
of true emancipation, those that lead to a lived experience of equality 
and empathy. Images speak and gestures speak and if we give ourselves 
permission to voice them and perform them, we become part of the chain 
of ideas that runs through the history of humankind reborn in our right to 
practice emancipatory looking by constantly insisting that we have both 
the right and the intelligence to find our own ways of seeing.

30 Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, 136-137.
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1. Boris Cvjetanović, Scenes without significance, 1985-2002

2. Boris Cvjetanović, Scenes without significance, 1985-2002

3. Boris Cvjetanović, Scenes without significance, 1985-2002

4. Boris Cvjetanović, Nerežišće, 1999

5. Boris Cvjetanović, Nerežišće, 1999

6. Boris Cvjetanović, Summer Holidays, undated
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Commoning Photography. 
Grassroots and 
Community-based Photographic 
Archives in Eastern Europe 
and the (Non)Visibility of 
Everyday Resistances

The recent proliferation of grassroots and community-based photograph-
ic archives in Eastern Europe poses a challenge to scholarly research. A 
vast and steadily growing number of photography collections are made 
available, which hitherto rarely featured in the histories of photography 
and if they did, it was only under particular conditions. The archives such 
as Fortepan in Hungary, Karta/Centre of Community Archives in Poland, 
Azopan in Romania, and Urban Media Archive in Ukraine collect and 
make available significant assemblages of historical and, to a lesser ex-
tent, contemporary photographs from the region. Most of these archives 
are based on the principles of the digital commons, which means that 
their collections are broadly accessible not only within their respective 
countries but also worldwide.1 This availability of extensive, hitherto un-
known photographic material opens up new avenues for historical and 
social knowledge production, but also, more pertinently here, it allows 
us to revisit photographic histories of the twentieth century. 

The photographs found in these online, community-based archives are 
very diverse. They are generally regarded as amateur, private, and domes-
tic photographs, although the repositories equally feature collections by 
professional and semi-professional photographers as well as those previ-
ously owned by various institutions.2 These photographs are either do-

1 This chapter builds on my previous article in which the differ-
ences between these archives were analysed more closely. See 
Ruchel-Stockmans, “Community-Based Photographic Archives and “Po-
tential” Histories of the Cold War in Eastern Europe.” 

2 A semi-professional photographer is understood here as an amateur 
who became a salaried or unsalaried photographer at their work-
place, producing series of photographs on commission and for pub-
lic display.  
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nated by private owners, found on flea markets or contributed by various, 
usually local, organizations, and as such, they would be discarded by most 
museums due to their seemingly limited historical, artistic or documen-
tary value. They simply fall outside of the acquisition policies of most 
of these established institutions. With the emergence of the grassroots 
and community-based archives, they gradually reveal the full scale of 
their presence and their potential impact on knowledge production. The 
contention of this chapter is that these photographic archives can bring 
important new insights in the understanding of the Eastern European 
photographic cultures.3 These archives give a glimpse of the little-known 
aspects of photography production in the region, especially in the period 
of the Cold War and the communist regimes installed in Eastern Europe. 
It will be shown here that in these archives, the line dividing the public 
and the private in photography is being redrawn. What is operative in the 
grassroots archives is the commoning of photography. Drawing attention 
to the private and the everyday as it is enmeshed in the public and the 
state-controlled, the photographic commoning also redresses the imbal-
ance in photography history. The chapter focuses on a set of photographs 
representing groups of women in public manifestations. The goal is to 
investigate how the reassembling of grassroots archives yields a new im-
age of a public in which the unruly character of the photographic image 
allows for small pockets of unpredictability. The photographs of public 
gatherings are always embedded in the communist ideology, yet they also 
are sites for small everyday resistances.

ExPandInG THE VERnacULaR 

The scholarship on photography history and theory is still limited when 
it comes to non-artistic and non-professional photography. A few nota-
ble exceptions notwithstanding, scholars mostly focused on clearly de-
lineated categories or genres such as family photography and snapshot 
photography4 or they zoomed in on larger entities such as family albums 
allowing them to inscribe individual photographs in a broader context 
of their making and use.5 Some resorted to a focus on a singular amateur 

3 The term ‘Eastern Europe’ is used here in its historical context 
and refers to the countries which, post-1945, found themselves East 
from the Iron Curtain. See Schenk, “Eastern Europe.”

4 Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination; Rose, Doing 
Family Photography. The Domestic, the Public and the Politics of 
Sentiment; Batchen, “Snapshots. Art History and the Ethnographic 
Turn”; Chalfen, Snapshot Versions of Life; Hirsch, Family Frames: 
Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory.

5 Sandbye, “Looking at the Family Photo Album: A Resumed Theoretical 
Discussion of why and how”; Sandbye, “In 1973: Family Photography 
as Material, Affective History”; Langford, Suspended Conversations: 
The Afterlife of Memory in Photographic Albums; Chambers, “Family 
as Place: Family Photograph Albums and the Domestication of Public 
and Private Space.”

photographer, especially in cases where a large ‘oeuvre’ is available.6 It has 
been noted repeatedly that this kind of photography does not lend itself 
easily to scholarly investigation due to its repetitive form and content, 
seemingly unchangeable conventions and not the least, its abundance.7 
To put it bluntly, until relatively recently it was not clear how to deal with 
such images and, perhaps more perniciously, it was not evident why they 
should be studied at all. The ubiquity and perceived inferiority of these 
photographs appeared as a barrier to any attempts at ordering or classify-
ing them. The advantage of the focus on the family album, or on one ama-
teur photographer, is that the otherwise unruly mass of images is already 
divided in manageable entities with the figure of the album ‘compiler,’ or 

‘the amateur,’ taking the place of the ‘artist.’ This approach proves less 
relevant when it comes to the grassroots photographic archives examined 
here because these archives do not fall neatly into the category of family 
or snapshot photography. Even if many of their collections stem from the 
domestic or the private sphere, in the archives they are orphaned, they no 
longer belong to their original context—for example, a family album—and 
are no longer subject to what Gillian Rose called the domestic ‘doings’ of 
photography.8 For a large part, the online archives act as what Allan Seku-
la called a “’clearing house’ of meaning.”9 In other words, they are severed 
from their original contexts and uses. Yet at the same time, it does not 
mean that “their meanings are up for grabs” as Sekula had it.10 Rather, they 
enter new assemblages of photographs stemming from private albums or 
shoe boxes as well as from small or large institutions, communal archives 
or chronicles; or from flea markets and garbage bins. Rather than seeing 
the severing of the original ties as a loss, it can be approached as generative 
of new meanings. The process in which the new set of meanings is formed 
will be called here the commoning of photography.11

6 Berendt and Barbaruk, Augustyn Czyżowicz. Taka Była Rzeczy-
wistość...; Bogumił, “Chłopska Pamięć Wojny Na Przykładzie Fo-
tografii Feliksa Łukowskiego”; Zborowska, “Fotoamator: Piotr Śpiew-
la (1905-1978).”

7 As Batchen poignantly noted, snapshot photography does not fit into 
the categories of historical style and development which structure 
the scholarship in art history Batchen, “Snapshots. Art History 
and the Ethnographic Turn,” 133. On the repetitive and convention-
al character of snapshot photography see also Bourdieu, Boltanski, 
and Chamboredon, Un Art Moyen. Essai Sur Les Usages Sociaux De La 
Photographie; Chalfen, Snapshot Versions of Life.

8 Rose, Doing Family Photography. The Domestic, the Public and the 
Politics of Sentiment, 18–23.

9 Sekula, “Reading an Archive: Photography between Labour and Capi-
tal,” 445.

10 Ibid., 444.

11 When using the term ‘commons’ and ‘commoning’ I build on the schol-
arship by the economists Elinor Ostrom and Johannes Euler as well 
as the theorists of visual culture Niclas Mirzoeff, Julian Stal-
labrass and Ariella Azoulay. The commons refers to shared goods, 
resources and practices “beyond the enclosed spaces of private and 
public property.” (Quilligan, James B., “Why Distinguish Common 
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The diverse contexts and genealogies of photography housed in the grass-
roots archives require a distinct approach. The notion of ‘vernacular’ pho-
tography, although recently criticized as self-contradictory and outdated, 
might help clarify important aspects of these photographic archives. The 
vernacular is a term used in different domains, such as linguistics, archi-
tecture, literature, or culture in general and if there is anything that con-
nects all those contexts it is the relationality of the concept. Phenomena or 
forms of cultural production are vernacular in relation to the mainstream 
or the dominant forms of culture.12 

The term was introduced in photography scholarship in 2000 by Geof-
frey Batchen, who defined it as that which art history rejected from its 
field of study.13 Batchen recently argued that the term vernacular should be 
abandoned since it was not meant to become a “new collecting category.”14 
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett concurred that if vernacular photography 
designated that which was excluded from art historical discourse, it has 
achieved its goal.15 There have been numerous exhibitions of domestic 
and snapshot photography since 2000, and some of its collections entered 
major art institutions while collectors such as Thomas Walther gave it un-
precedented visibility.16 However, both Batchen and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
implicitly follow an understanding of vernacular photography which is 
narrowly tied to their own field of operations. Firstly, they see the ver-
nacular as more or less synonymous with family or domestic photography; 
and secondly, they base their conclusions on the premise that it has been 
the authority of curators and art historians to bring the private, family and 

Goods from Public Goods?,” 80.) See Ostrom, Governing the Commons. 
The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action; Euler, “Con-
ceptualizing the Commons: Moving Beyond the Goods-Based Definition 
by Introducing the Social Practices of Commoning as Vital Determi-
nant;” Mirzoeff, “The Visual Commons: Counter-Power in Photography 
from Slavery to Occupy Wall Street;” Stallabrass, “Digital Com-
mons;” Azoulay, Potential History: Unlearning Imperialism.

12 Ballesta and de Larminat, “Manières De Faire Vernaculaires. Une 
Introduction”; Chéroux, Vernaculaires. Essais d’histoire de la pho-
tographie, 13–14; Napiórkowski, Szarecki, Dobrosielski, Filipkows-
ki, and Kaczmarek, “Vernacular Culture: An Anthropology of Failed 
Endeavours,” 14–16.

13 Batchen, “Vernacular Photographies,” 262–263. The field of non-pro-
fessional, amateur and domestic photography has been explored earli-
er by Bourdieu, Boltanski, and Chamboredon, Un Art Moyen. Essai Sur 
Les Usages Sociaux De La Photographie; Chalfen, Snapshot Versions of 
Life, Mary, La Photo Sur La Cheminée. Naissance D’un Culte Moderne.

14 Batchen, “Whither the Vernacular?,” 39.

15 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “The Extraordinary Ordinary: Reflections on 
Vernacular Photography,” 304–305.

16 The contributions of Batchen and Kirschenblatt originated from an 
event organized at the occasion of the exhibition of Thomas Wal-
ther’s collection of vernacular photographs and were published in 
the book edited by Campt, Hirsch, Hochberg, and Wallis, Imagining 
Everyday Life: Engagements with Vernacular Photography.

domestic photography into the mainstream and that this process has al-
ready taken place. However, this conflation of vernacular photography with 
family and snapshot photography, as well as the emphasis on the authority 
of the expert, precludes a broader and expanded notion of the vernacular.

Various other conceptualizations of the vernacular, formulated within 
photography theory as well as outside of it, might be useful here. In his 
book Vernacularies Clément Chéroux proposed that vernacular photogra-
phy encompasses all sorts of non-artistic photography, such as industrial, 
commercial, scientific, military, or police photography.17 The domestic 
or family photography is just one articulation of the vernacular, other 
being diverse utilitarian, functional or instrumental applications of the 
medium. Obviously, this heterogeneous amalgam of photographic uses 
makes it challenging for scholars to write any coherent history or theory 
of vernacular photography. Some characteristics of the vernacular as such, 
however, can help bring together this diverse assembly of genres and appli-
cations. Recent scholarship on the vernacular in other areas of culture such 
as architecture or popular knowledge production points to the local and 
peripheral aspects of these phenomena. Vernacular is non-professional 
out of necessity or choice and relies on what is available and indigenous. It 
is a culture of make-do in the face of insufficient resources, knowledge, or 
power.18 While there are many articulations of that concept which might 
differ substantially from each other due precisely to the relationality of 
the term—it depends on what mainstream or dominant form the vernac-
ular is opposed to—in most of these there is a constant trait of bottom-up, 
emergent and everyday ‘solutions.’ 

The impact of the digital cultures is significant here. In the online grass-
roots archives, the vernacular no longer designates the collections of pho-
tographs which were allowed into the mainstream by the grace of curators 
and art historians who hand-picked the ‘better’ and accidentally artistic 
examples of family photography. Rather, in these archives, photographs 
are chosen or selected by their users—the non-professional owners or col-
lectors of photographs. The acquisition policies of most of these archives 
have very few restrictions and it is no longer the verdict of the special-
ist which endows certain items with the quality of the vernacular.19 This 

17 Chéroux, Vernaculaires. Essais D’histoire De La Photographie, 10–14. 
See also Chéroux, “Introducing Werner Kühler.”

18 Ballesta and de Larminat, “Manières De Faire Vernaculaires. Une In-
troduction”; Napiórkowski, Szarecki, Dobrosielski, Filipkowski, and 
Kaczmarek, “Vernacular Culture: An Anthropology of Failed Endeav-
ours,”16.

19 Each of the archives under discussion in this chapter has specific 
policies of acquisition, but in general they are more inclusive and 
open to the non-artistic, non-professional and anonymous photogra-
phy. For example, Fortepan has a small group of editors while KAR-
TA/CAS organizes trainings for local archivists who can then upload 
photographs to the online repositories independently.
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emergent character of the online grassroots archives brings them closer to 
the cultural phenomena such as those described by Marcin Napiórkowski 
et al. in that they circumvent—to some extent—the controlling operations 
of the expert and offset the remoteness of the traditional archive as a place 
and a building. Napiórkowski et al. describe make-shift and amateurish 
news channels run by private persons in the virtual space—a phenomenon 
they interpret as an attempt to deal with the complexity and opacity of 
contemporary world by means of simple, often simplistic, set of explana-
tions (conspiracy theories, alternative open-source news). In such practic-
es, there is a conscious attempt to circumvent and counter the mainstream 
television and news media, eschewing the scientific rigor or even the basic 
rules of common sense. Lumping these practices with the grassroots ar-
chives under one category of the vernacular is not always adequate.20 Yet it 
has the advantage of emphasizing the bottom-up and relational character 
of the vernacular. In the grassroots archives, the selection procedures and 
the rules of access are revised. To a certain extent it can be claimed that 
the users become archivists—especially when ‘ordinary’ people can add 
items to the archive, tag or describe them. All (or almost all) entries in 
the archives are available to be viewed online and large parts are also free 
to reuse under a Creative Commons license. In this sense these archives 
can be aligned with what Ariella Azoulay described as archives that are a 

“modality of access to the common,” which escape what she termed two im-
perial principles of the archive.21 First, the archive seems to always already 
have been established—this is the temporal principle—and, second, it is 
housed in a separate and secluded place—this is the spatial principle.22 In 
the online and grassroots archives, these principles are sidestepped. There 
are still rules for acquisition and expert knowledge that is utilized, and as 
a result, the archives inevitably are a site of—newly constituted—power.23 
But the vectors of these knowledge and power relationships are redrawn 
and as a result, are vigorously more open-ended. 

20 For example, Napiorkowski et al. insist on the amateurism of the 
vernacular practices and stress that the makers are in denial of 
their amateurism, often superficially imitating the format and 
appearance of the expert or mainstream news media. The authors are 
interested in popular practices of alternative knowledge systems 
which often are obviously wrong, but which have the advantage of 
simplicity—they purport to explain everything, even incommensura-
ble things, with one theory. Napiórkowski, Szarecki, Dobrosielski, 
Filipkowski, and Kaczmarek, “Vernacular Culture: An Anthropology of 
Failed Endeavours,” 18–19. The online grass-roots archives have as 
their goal not so much to counter the operations of the established 
archives as to salvage privately owned, orphaned, and discarded 
photographs. The archives are also based on not so much the old and 
make-shift forms of knowledge, but on the contrary, on the practic-
es and knowledge of digital humanities and digital commons.

21 Azoulay, Potential History: Unlearning Imperialism, 229–231.

22 Ibid., 230.

23 As Jusi Parikka noted, “the power still resides” in the digital 
archives.” Parikka, What Is Media Archeology?, 115. 

The contention of this chapter is that the online grassroots archives are 
not only “free and common”24 but also, as a result of their bottom-up 
character, reveal a panorama of photography that is more unruly and that 
escapes the categories such as family or public photography. While the 
domestic and the familial is abundantly present in the archives, it is reas-
sembled within a larger panorama of vernacular visual culture. This larger 
assemblage of photography from the period allows to note the shift in the 
line dividing the private and the public in photography. Focusing on a se-
lection of photographs pertaining to the May Day celebrations, which was 
a public and hyper-visible event, will allow to investigate the ways some of 
the photographs blurred the boundaries between the private and the pub-
lic. The selected examples are from the 1950s—a decade which, in terms 
of visual culture, falls somewhat in between the more distinct periods of 
the post-war and the turbulent 1960s. In the communist era, The First of 
May or Labour Day was a prominent feast and an emblematic moment 
of the socialist coercion. Participation in the marches and parades was 
obligatory, with school children, workers, farmers, and representatives 
of professions manifestly displaying their support for the party members 
and the communist system. The event was propagated as an opportunity 
to demonstrate one’s adherence to the communist ideology. It was also 
a rehearsal in the endless disciplining of the body politic as a perfectly 
monolithic unity in which individual traits of its members are levelled or 
made insignificant. 

The communist iconosphere25—the official repertoire of images from 
this period—contains countless examples of photographs showing large 
masses of people forming highly organized parades, featuring numerous 
symbols on flags, banners and various props. The cover photographs of 
illustrated magazines from the beginning of May in any year throughout 
the communist period showed inalterably similar scenes of large and en-
thusiastic masses marching through the cities or villages of the Eastern 
Bloc. Some of such photographs are also present in the grassroots archives, 
although their makers largely remain anonymous, and their particular 
aim can only be presumed. An example of this is an image from Fortepan 
stemming from the Jesuit Archives (Jezsuita Levéltár) and dating from 
1951 showing a parade led by identically dressed young pioneers holding 
a flag, followed by a row of drum players in dark uniforms and bigger 
formations of pioneers with large-scale portraits of Stalin, Lenin and the 

24 Virágvölgyi, Every Past Is My Past, 12.

25 The term ‘communist iconosphere’ is paraphrased here from Jerzy 
Turowski who coined the phrase “socrealist iconosphere” to refer to 
the visual realm of the period. In his view, it is not so much an 
illusion of reality as an omnipresent element of that reality. Also 
relevant here are the theory of iconosphere by Mieczysław Porębski 
as well as the photographic exhibitions under that title organized 
by Zbigniew Dłubak in the late 1960s in Poland. See Turowski, “Nie-
linearna mapa uczuć logicznych;” Porębski, Ikonosfera.
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Hungarian Communist party chief Mátyás Rákosi (Fig. 1). Yet another 
photograph, donated by Miklós Horváth and dated from 1954, shows a 
parade consisting of orderly youth formations followed by adults with 
flags and placards, as seen from a balcony on the Kossuth Lajos Street in 
Budapest (Fig. 2). These photographs achieve the desired effect of an or-
chestrated collective body politic known from the top-down iconography 
and circulated intensively in all official media. Granted, to qualify for a 
magazine cover, the photographs would need to be cleared of accidental 
details ‘spoiling’ the spotless arrangement of the marching crowds. The 
photograph from 1954 (F. 2), for example, shows a woman standing on 
the pavement in the lower part of the image and pointing towards the 
group of school children holding flags in the middle of the street. Clearly, 
she is talking to one of the children at the moment of a temporary halt. 
At the bottom of the image, a group of two people are seen standing even 
closer to the children, apparently uninvolved in the parade. These intru-
sions in the highly choreographed collective body of the marchers, would 
probably make these particular photographs less suitable for a magazine 
cover. Yet their deficiencies are still minor. The overall impression of the 
photographs remains that of a well-organized arrangement, which was in 
line with the intended goal of the mass parades. 

However, the archives reveal other kinds of photographs from the same 
celebrations, some of them veering away from the officially propagated 
visual codes. A number of photographs from 1954 and 1955 show wom-
en employees of a soap and oil factory carrying the sign of Noveny Olaj, 
which in Hungarian means “vegetable oil” (Fig. 3). Conforming to the 
conventions of the 1st of May parade, they wear uniformly white aprons 
and form an orderly row. Each woman carries a large cut-out letter, which, 
when shown from appropriate distance, form the name “Noveny Olaj.” 
Not much is known about the context of this image or the identity of the 
photographer, but considering the standpoint from the distance and the 
moment photographed during the festive parade, it can be assumed he 
or she took on the role of a chronicler rather than a family member pho-
tographing a relative.26 There are more similar photographs, of which it 
is known they were made by the factory photographer János Keveházi.27 
Fitting into the prescribed practice of factory chronicles, this soap and 
oil factory documented its own history by means of photographs from 
significant moments and collective achievements and festivities. Most of 
the photographs taken during the 1st of May parades conformed to the 
prescribed and accepted visual conventions, that is, they showed well-or-
chestrated collective body of the factory employees. On a smaller scale of 
the factory, they repeat the desired, top-down image of one, uniform body 

26 In the Fortepan archival record, this photograph has no donor—it 
means it has been found or salvaged by Fortepan editors and the 
prior owners are unknown.  

27 Kolozsi, “Soap Factory Compositions. Amateur Photography Relating 
the Life of an Industrial Plant in the Fifties.”

collective.28 Yet there is one photograph which complicates that typology: 
the image from 1955 (Fig. 4) shows a portrait-like close up of two women, 
made probably after the official part of the parade. One of the women 
is still carrying the letter O, yet she holds it somewhat higher than she 
would normally do during the parade. As a result, the oval shape of the 
letter forms a frame for her face, her gaze directed intently at the camera. 
When the women are shown all together, each holding one letter, they col-
lectively form the sign of the factory. A single letter becomes meaningless. 
Instead, it transforms in a frame and the photograph becomes a more per-
sonal portrait. In the collective photographs, the forcibly installed unity of 
the body politic requires an erasure of the individual. Through the gesture 
of holding the “O” letter as a frame for her face, the woman in the double 
portrait steps out of the collective and proscribed collective image and 
claims a space and a visibility for her individual being. 

The photographs from the Fortepan archive find their counterparts in 
the other grassroots archives from the region. The Urban Media Archive, 
housed in the Lviv Urban History Center in Ukraine, preserves a number 
of photographs from the 1950s showing groups of people during the 
May 1st parade, although the context of these celebrations is not always 
apparent in the image itself. The photograph from 1954 entitled “1st May 
Festival” (Fig. 5) shows a group of five young people posing arm in arm 
on a busy square. The man in the middle stands on one leg and holds his 
hands in front of him, perhaps in a gesture of clapping. The two pairs of 
women on his sides smile towards the camera. Notably, two women on 
the left wear quasi-identical dark coats and berets, which might indicate 
that they are sisters or close friends. The booth on the right in the back 
with the signboard “Fruits” (фрукти) seems closed and it is likely that 
the photograph is taken during a holiday. Little is known about the people 
shown here, the photographer or the context of the image, and it would 
be difficult to recognize this image as made during the 1st of May without 
the title. However, some clues can be found in other photographs belong-
ing to the same collection by Volodymyr Rumyantsev, a collector who 
found them in flea markets.29 Another photograph from 1954 entitled 

“1st May Demonstration” (Fig. 6) shows a larger crowd on the main square 
of Lviv. In the background, the typical décor of the May 1st celebrations is 
visible, such as banners and large portraits of leaders. But the main focus 
of the photograph is again the group of people in the forefront. These are 
the same five people as on the previous photograph, with two more men 
joining the group. They again stand in a row, their arms interlocked and 

28 Unlike the “living photographs” of the collective body made in 
America (as analyzed by Kaplan, American Exposures. Photography and 
Community in the Twentieth Century, 1–26) these choreographed im-
ages meant not so much a willing participation in a political idea, 
but rather, were based on coercion and indoctrination. 

29 Anastasiya Kholyavka, archivist of the Urban Media Archive, person-
al communication, 07/10/2022.
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cheerfully gazing towards the camera. The figure in the center—who is 
the same man as in the previous photograph—claps his hands even more 
vigorously than in the first photograph and two women on his both sides, 
the ones who are identically dressed, extend their right foot forward in 
a synchronized manner. The exact knowledge of people and the rela-
tionships between them is lost, but it can be presumed they knew each 
other well. The inscription on the back of the first photograph states: “III 
course LPC” (III курс лпц). It could be speculated that they were students 
and/or instructors in a course who attended the celebrations of May 1st 
together. It is possible that also these photographs were initially made for 
a chronicle, like in the case of the Fortepan photographs, but this time not 
so much for a factory as for a school or a course, even if the naturalness 
and intimacy felt between the people shown here would rather indicate 
that the purpose was more private. They were probably taken after the 
official celebrations ended and people lingered around the central city 
square. There is a sense of conviviality and gaiety in these snapshots 
which belies the rigid conventions of the official May 1st photography. 
While the participation in the celebrations was compulsory and usually 
entailed being submitted to pre-designed and ideologically laden mass 
choreographies, it transpires from these photographs that people found 
their way to adapt that occasion for their own, small-scale moments of 
sociability and amusement. Another photograph from the archive enti-
tled “Group of Women on a Street” and located in Kyiv in 1956, shows 
five women posing in front of a building (Fig. 7). The woman on the left 
holds a balloon. They all similarly smile and gaze into the camera, apart 
from the second woman on the left, who directs her gaze somewhere 
outside of the frame. This photograph was contributed by Konstiantyn 
Doroshenko, who also provided a commentary and identified most of 
the women by name. According to his account, Maiia Smirnova, who 
is second on the left, was a clothes designer who designed the outfits of 
her sister and her mother (in the center and second on the right). In the 
period marked by dull uniforms and mass-produced clothes, these women 
in tailored clothes were considered the most elegantly dressed in Kyiv. 
The photograph is also tagged with three terms: woman, fashion and 
dress. Distinctly, the context of the May 1st celebrations, mentioned in 
the description by Konstiantyn Doroshenko, did not surface in the tags. 
It might have created the opportunity to make this group photograph, 
but the only trace of it is the balloon held by Maiia Smirnova and the 
festive clothes worn by the women. The official celebration became an 
occasion to meet and show off one’s best, tailor-made clothes. This minor 
interference in the intended goal of the May 1st manifestations opened 
a small space of resistance to the imposed and ideologically determined 
codes and conventions.

The Karta Centre in Poland, recently extended with the establishment of 
the Centre of Community Archives (CAS, Centrum Archiwistyki Spolec-
znej) assembles many local archiving projects including village and town 

libraries. One such local initiative which features in the online archive is 
located in Lower Silesia, southwest of Poland, in the town called Szczyt-
na. The photograph from this locality shows a group of women, again 
during the celebrations of the May 1st in the 1950s (Fig. 8). There is a 
snapshot quality to this photograph, with the woman on the right having 
her head severed by the picture frame. Yet the five women in the middle 
are clearly posing for the photograph, four of them gazing into the camera. 
They stand on what seems to be an open field while a parade of marchers 
with flags and banners is seen marching down a street in the distance. The 
women, however, turn away from the crowd visible behind them in order 
to have the photograph taken, although soon after they will probably join 
the rest of the people gathered in the field to assist the parade. This group 
of women use this opportunity to pose for one of the sporadic photo-
graphs they could have. As the owner of the photograph and contributor 
to the grassroots archive Janina Artemiak explains, the photograph could 
have been taken by the local photographer Mr. Glebiec.30 Hardly anybody 
owned a camera at that time and photographs were usually taken during a 
larger event, when people gathered in public spaces. The celebration of the 
May 1st clearly was one of such occasions, next to religious celebrations 
such as the 1st Communion or the procession of Corpus Christi. Other 
photographs contributed by Janina Artemiak show just such events. These 
photographs were kept in a family album, but they also belong to the histo-
ry of the larger community. The local photographer could have sold prints 
of this photograph to several of the women, which would result in their 
family albums partly containing identical photographs.31 At this stage, only 
the woman on the right could have been identified. She is Wanda Artemiak, 
the mother-in-low of the photograph’s current owner Janina Artemiak. 
Wanda Artemiak was a schoolteacher and a prominent figure in the town. 

Although the names of the other women remain unknown, one could im-
agine some of them were members of the Women’s League, recorded on 
another photograph from Szczytna (Fig. 9). This photograph is not related 
to the May Day celebration, but it allows to build a broader context for 
the group portrait. The photograph is taken indoors and shows a group 
of women seated at a long table. They look in the direction of the camera 
and raise a glass in a gesture of celebration. The table is filled with bot-
tles and glasses of varied sizes. Unlike another image from the Szczytna 
town chronicle documenting an indoor Women’s Day celebrations, which 
shows mostly men and only a few women,32 this photograph displays an 

30 Interview with Janina Artemiak.

31 A similar phenomenon has been observed by Tamara West with respect 
to photography made in the camps for displaced people in the period 
after the Second World War up to the 1950s in Germany. Photography 
was produced by designated photographers who would sell prints to 
the inhabitants. As a result, their family albums partly contained 
identical photographs. West, “Remembering Displacement: Photography 
and the Interactive Spaces of Memory,”179.

32 This photograph does not feature in the online archives of CAS. 
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apparently women-only event. The Women’s League was established at the 
glass factory, which was the most important employer in the region. It was 
a socially oriented organization aimed at mutual support and convivial 
gatherings. Women constituted a significant part of the factory’ employees, 
even if the profession of the glassworker might seem an unlikely choice 
for them.33 Another photograph from the city chronicle shows a classroom 
in the glasswork school in Szczytna which is populated by women only,34 
The large presence of women in the factory must have been the reason for 
the establishment of the Women’s League. In the account of the former 
factory workers Janina Artemiak and Feliks Tobiasz it functioned as a 
sounding board and a solidarity platform for its members.35 Manifest-
ly, the organization was part of the concerted effort on the side of the 
communist authorities to organize and control the complete lives of its 
country’s citizens, including their free time.36 It was part of the policy 
aimed at the wide-ranging formation of people, which would assure their 
acceptance of the imposed communist system and the internalization of 
its rules.37 The factory or work-place organizations such as a Women’s 
League, theatre workshops, a choir, an orchestra—all of which existed in 
Szczytna’s glass factory and in many other workplaces—were primarily 
aimed at achieving this ideological and formative goal. The employees also 
saw these initiatives as such and comprehended the ideological effects and 
implications of their operations.38 The interviewee and former glasswork-
er Feliks Tobiasz jokingly recalled that a prominent factory official—who 
was a man—was also made member of the Women’s League, rendering 
the organization’s rationale somewhat less consistent. Yet both Tobiasz 
and Janina Artemiak agreed that these organizations were experienced 
as relevant for the workers, allowing them to get together, provide mutual 
support and build social bonds beyond the family. The photograph of the 
Women’s League gathering not only attests to the moment of conviviality 
in a public space, but is also formative in the creation of that convivial-
ity. Seen together with the group portrait of women during the May 1st 
parade, it enacts the sociability of women on the margins of the official, 
orchestrated events in the public sphere. 

Kronika miasta i gminy Szczytna (handwritten chronicle of the city 
and county of Szczytna), unpaginated.

33 According to my interviewees Janina Artemiak and Feliks Tobiasz the 
work in the glass factory was physically demanding and required 
processing harmful materials. Interview with Janina Artemiak and 
Feliks Tobiasz. 

34 Kronika miasta i gminy Szczytna (handwritten chronicle of the city 
and county of Szczytna), unpaginated. 

35 Interview with Janina Artemiak and Feliks Tobiasz.

36 Leszczyński, Ludowa Historia Polski, 517; Salwiński, Mój Drugi Dom? 
Huta Im. Lenina, 12–13.

37 Leszczyński, Ludowa Historia Polski, 517.

38 Interview with Feliks Tobiasz. 

HOME—WORKPLacE—STaTE

As this small sample of photographs from the grassroots archives demon-
strates, comparable snapshots taken during the May 1st celebrations could 
belong to a family album, a factory chronicle, a school or other state-man-
aged institution. Many of the photographs collected in these archives are 
severed from their original context and their genealogy leads only to a flea 
market or a garbage bin, yet they too ‘find’ another context by entering 
the larger assemblage of photographs from the same period and place. 
This is the first aspect of what has been called here the commoning of 
photography. The second aspect pertains to what the assembling of the 
vernacular photographs brings about. The photographs discussed here 
emerged from the spaces of the workplace and the state-organized public 
manifestation, yet they also easily cross the boundaries between the pub-
lic and the private sphere. A photograph which was taken by a local or a 
factory photographer at the occasion of the official May 1st parade could 
have been included in the family albums of people featuring in the pictures. 
At some instances, private people could salvage photography collections 
which belonged to a factory but were destined for the garbage after its 
closing and dismantling. This was the case with a photograph of the local 
orchestra in Szczytna, which was found by Janina Artemiak. After recog-
nizing a family member in the photograph, she kept it and included it in 
her family album. She also offered it to be entered in the online grassroots 
archive. As a result, photography made in what Chéroux called the utilitar-
ian context,39—which in this case is the chronicling of the factory life and 
documenting the state-orchestrated public manifestations of ideological 
commitment—traveled to the domestic sphere and from there to the public 
forum of the grassroots archives. 

It has been noted that domestic photography, although seemingly incon-
trollable because remaining in the hands of amateurs or local studio pho-
tographers, generally keeps to rigid conventions and inalterable codes. 
Showing only happy moments, it expresses the collective idea of a home 
and a family. While there was no space in this chapter to investigate family 
photography from the period of the 1950s extensively, some of the exam-
ples mentioned here belong to that category. The conventionality of family 
photography ties in with the idea that the home reproduces the power 
structures from the outside, notably those imposed by the state.40 The 
state-sanctioned photography of public events, on the other hand—wheth-
er it be professional magazine illustration or its imitation by local factory 
photographers—was highly codified as it aimed at enacting the sanctioned 
ideological commitments and repeating the existing power structures. In 
its localized version—such as a factory or a town chronicle—it repeated 

39 Chéroux, Vernaculaires. Essais D’histoire De La Photographie, 13.

40 West, “The 3rd May, a Photograph: Identities of and Beyond Dis-
placement,” 365; Blunt and Dowling, Home, 142.
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the imposed visual discourse, in keeping with the idea of a factory as a 
transmitter of the ideological positions propagated by the state.

As the photographs in the grassroots archives roam free in the space of the 
archive, they no longer directly speak of their original contexts—whether 
the public representation, factory history or family memory. Instead, they 
form new assemblages in which group portraits or occasional gatherings 
fall outside of the rigid rules governing photographic practices tied to 
the home, the factory and the state. Instead, they generate minor spac-
es of resistance to these rules. The archives thus open a new and unex-
plored arena of photographic histories which cannot be enclosed in the 
categories of the domestic or the public—but which instead forge a new 
photographic commons. 
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Tracing the Threads of a 
Relationship Through Archival 
Artefacts: Perspectives 
on Otti Berger and Ludwig 
Hilberseimer

InTROdUcTIOn

Picture a woman in her mid-30’s in today’s Europe. She speaks several 
languages, has a degree from a respected, innovative design school, in-
ternational work experience with renowned designers, and even holding 
patents on her work. Such a woman could anticipate a successful and sus-
tained career. Indeed, Otti Berger (Fig. 1)—Bauhaus graduate and teach-
er, innovative textile designer, researcher, and author—had achieved all 
this by the age of 35, yet pivotal circumstances meant she was unable to 
maintain career momentum. She was obliged to emigrate from National 
Socialist Germany due to the fact that she was Jewish, a “foreign non-Ar-
yan”1 and her life was forcefully cut short by the National Socialists when 
she was about 46 years old. Unlike other Bauhaus students or teachers, 
she was not able to create a full body of work, accomplish publications, 
or achieve renown. In attempting to shed light on different facets of her 
life, researchers are limited by the amount of historical data and docu-
mentation available. 

An important archival source, including original photography, letters, 
printed articles, and images or drawings, has been saved and made avail-
able to scholars by Ludwig Hilberseimer (Fig. 2). Hilberseimer started 
lecturing at the Bauhaus Dessau in 1929, first on the theory of building 
and later on urban planning and human settlement as well.2 He and Berger 
became acquainted at the Bauhaus and, as this research will propose, from 
c. 1932 onwards, started forming a closer relationship. This relationship 
will last until Otti Berger’s deportation and subsequent death in 1944, 
even though the couple were separated from the beginning of WWII. 

1 Weltge-Wortmann and Gockel op. 1993, 122.

2 Strob 2022.
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The fact that Hilberseimer and Berger were a couple is well documented, 
while several scholars and authors highlight that he was Berger’s “fiancé”.3 
For the years between 1938 and her deportation and murder by the Nazis 
in 1944, little to no documentation or research is available to lend insight 
into Hilberseimer’s perspective of their relationship. The body of available 
archival artefacts concerning Otti Berger, therefore, predominately docu-
ments Berger’s own perspective. This is because it is mainly her letters to 
Hilberseimer and photographs of her that have been uncovered and made 
available for research in archives and collections, by Hilberseimer donating 
those to the institutions. To date, only one written correspondence from 
the period is available, written by Hilberseimer and addressed to Berger, 
while his letters (and those of others, such as other Bauhaus members) to 
Berger in Zmajevac, which could have helped reconstruct a detailed and 
holistic portrait of this special relationship, are still considered lost.

WEaVInG PERSPEcTIVES, PRIncIPLES, and GOaLS 

This research uses existing fragments of written correspondence, com-
bining these with archival imagery and artefacts, in order to broaden the 
dialogue about this relationship. The objective is to determine the extent 
to which archival artefacts and imagery can help clarify Otti Berger and 
Ludwig Hilberseimer’s relationship in literature, the latter being referred 
to alternately as “partner”, “boyfriend” and “fiancé”. Among other archival 
artefacts, the visual analysis of photographs has been applied as a key re-
search tool. Employing visual imagery to acquire and generate knowledge, 
this research aims to provide “communication bridges […] for discussions 
of the familiar or the unknown”.4 

This analysis also goes on to explore how archival imagery (especially 
photographs / photographical handprints) and artefacts can extend our 
understanding of Otti Berger and Ludwig Hilberseimer’s joint travel in 
South-Eastern Europe in 1936. The goal is to approach meaning and co-
herence through context, by using, for instance, photographic images that 

“can show us how people and things relate to each other”.5

Lastly, the paper aims to discuss what the impact of combining seemingly 
unrelated artefacts might be, even when discovered serendipitously. To go 
beyond vision and the visible, this paper explores the research material uti-
lising multiple senses, just as Germaine Krull has been attributed to having 
an eye for the non-visible in her photography, capturing “everything that 
can be smelled, tasted or touched”.6 In this respect, this work also follows 
the guidance of Bauhaus master László Moholy-Nagy, on how to weave 
together different perspectives to reach a holistic understanding, in this 

3 Mlikota 2009, 279; Halén 2019, 136.

4 J. Collier and M. Collier 1986, 99.

5 Cleland and MacLeod 2021, 231.

6 Jeffrey 2009, 146.

case of the analysed archival objects using a “simultaneous grasp”: “[…] 
seeing, feeling and thinking in relationship and not as a series of isolated 
phenomena. It instantaneously integrates and transmutes single elements 
into a coherent whole”.7

In relation to those sensory aspects when analysing archival artefacts, 
this research will also highlight Otti Berger’s work and her approach to 
creating textiles and designs, in order to contextualise the importance 
of her work within a historical narrative. By doing so, it will, therefore, 
draw attention to one of her main themes: the importance of the human 
sensory experience in textile craftsmanship, and the ways these textiles 
can be applied to objects of use (e.g., furniture, such as chairs and sofas) or 
architectural objects (private or public rooms, houses or buildings). Berg-
er linked elements from various disciplines, such as architecture, textile 
design and craft, by highlighting the purpose of a fabric in the interplay 
with (interior) architecture: “to meet the demands of [a new,] vivid con-
struction, we must be clear about what fabric is, and, what is more: what 
fabric is in a space”.8 

In the art and the craft of weaving, one of the most essential principles 
is also that of, “seeing and non-seeing”. In simple terms, this means that 
without the interplay of the visibility and invisibility of the warp thread 
(horizontal running), and thus the visibility or invisibility of the weft 
thread (vertical running) and vice versa, the weave—and ultimately the 
fabric—cannot develop. In addition to the binding system and the more 
technical aspects of weaving, Berger went on to emphasise and manifest—
beyond the primary visual sense—the importance of the other human 
senses when designing, creating, and using textiles, for wear and for use 
in objects, rooms and structures. 

This sentiment was also shared by Anni Albers, who worked closely with 
Berger at the Bauhaus. She stated in 1965 that “we are apt today to over-
charge our gray [grey] matter with words and pictures”.9 This statement 
is even more true in today’s world of streaming services and the ubiqui-
tous smartphone and demonstrates the relevance of Berger’s work and 
approach even today, with a highly pronounced emphasis on the visual 
sense.10 Nevertheless, from the time Berger was at the Bauhaus, photogra-
phy might be regarded as one of the key media-techniques that supported 
the staging of textiles by closely and intimately capturing the qualities of 
fabrics. In advertisements and magazines, for example, we see how pho-
tography captures its “swellings, recesses, and shadows”.11

7 Moholy-Nagy 1969, 12.

8 Otti Berger 1930, 143. This quotation, as all quotations translated 
from German into English, by the author, unless stated otherwise.

9 Albers 2003, 62.

10 Lupton and Lipps 2018.

11 T. L. Smith 2014, 79-81.
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WEaVInG TWO BIOGRaPHIcaL  
and PROFESSIOnaL THREadS 

Otti (Ottilia) Berger was born on 4 October 1898, near the Danube River 
in Zmajevac (present-day Republic of Croatia; at the time of her birth 
known as Vörösmart, Austro-Hungarian Monarchy). Berger first attended 
the local elementary school, then a school for girls in Vienna, Austria. Be-
tween 1921 and 1926, she studied at the Royal Academy of Arts and Crafts 
in Zagreb, Croatia, an institution she will later refer to as a “a mindless 
sanctuary of passed-down traditions”.12

Her studies at the Bauhaus in Dessau, Germany, began with the preliminary 
course in January 1927, followed by full enrolment in the weaving class for 
the 1927 winter semester).13 The preliminary course was of eminent im-
portance for her development as a textile designer and materials researcher. 

It was artist/designer László Moholy-Nagy (1895–1946) who taught this 
class and showed her the importance of fully experiencing the material 
and its sensorial aspects. The tasks he gave the students were “[...] aimed 
toward self-discovery [...] the awakening of [the student’s] own abilities 
[...] built upon sensory experience”. Berger’s lecture notes show that artist 
Paul Klee was another teacher who made an impact on her. Klee observed 
that “human senses, both sensible and sensitive, are usually accustomed 
to focus solely on [...] finished forms”,14 a view Berger will later reiterate 
in her article “Stoffe im Raum” (“Fabrics in Space” as per T’ai Smith’s 
translation, 2014). That “[…] a fabric needs to be grasped […], for one 
must listen to the fabric’s secrets, track down the sounds of materials”,15 
is advice Berger gives to textile designers when considering the choice 
of material, its colour, or its function (in a space such as a room). She 
embraces the multisensory aspects of seeing, feeling, and listening. She 
even references Wassily Kandinsky’s synesthetic abilities when she argues 
that when “you grasp the ruggedness of the hemp or the wool. The colour 
begins to sound in the material.”16

Berger continues to emphasise and manifest sentiments like this through-
out her career, such as in her article “webtechnik und lehrmethoden” 
(‘weaving techniques and teaching methods’). This article was requested 
by Walter Gropius (but did not get published) and was sent to him by 
Ludwig Hilberseimer in September 1938. Here she writes, “a true weaver 
does not think in terms of materials, nor in weave, but feels the textile in 
his hands, inspects it as a soft, colourful figment, even before it comes into 

12 Varga 2017; Meyer 1928, 24.

13 Varga 2017.

14 Ricca 2016, 1.

15 Otti Berger 1930, 145.

16 Ibid.

being and, in this way, he applies the respective material and weave”.17 In 
the letter accompanying the article she indicates how unhappy she is with 
the article itself, deeming its importance as “nonsense that I put together 
in this small essay”18—an indication of diminishing self-esteem and con-
fidence that will be discussed further on. 

Berger’s focus on the sensory experience likely has several origins. Otti 
Berger had a hearing impairment since she childhood. This is documented 
in her 1922 Royal Academy of Arts and Crafts enrolment document, in 
which she requests to be allowed to take exams in German, as she has little 
command of Croatian and cannot hear well.19 The hearing impairment 
was caused by an “operation with an unfortunate outcome”, as reported 
by Serbian writer Stanislav Vinaver who interviewed Berger in Dessau in 
1930.20 He conducted the interview with Berger writing notes, using pen 
and paper.21 Vinaver’s article captures several important aspects that char-
acterise Berger’s focus on the sensorial. He writes that she possessed an 
almost spiritual sense for the materiality of the fabric and was able to “ex-
perience a sense of delight when searching for graspable comprehension 
through the fabric, and thus to gain a more subtle, tactile understanding of 
life”.22 This is reminiscent of elements of Johannes Itten’s soma-aesthetic 
philosophies which he taught at the Bauhaus Weimar (though not to Otti 
Berger). Itten, for example, emphasised the connection between “the stir-
ring of emotion and bodily movement”,23 which one can only comprehend 
when a person has the urge to “make the body capable of perceiving […]”.24 
This is what Otti Berger aimed to achieve despite, or even because of, her 
hearing impairment.

In 1929, motivated by Hannes Meyer, the then director of the Bauhaus, 
Berger did an internship semester at the ‘Praktiska Vävnadsskolen’, a 
Stockholm-based weaving school founded in 1876 by Johanna Brunsson. 
There, Berger also worked as a teacher and organised an exhibition of 
Bauhaus textiles, which opened in Stockholm in January 1930.25  

Before Berger set off for Sweden, Meyer hired Ludwig Hilberseimer to 
work at the Bauhaus in 1929. His engagement was seen as a vital nomi-
nation for the architectural faculty26 and he quickly became a highly re-

17 Berger (1938b).

18 Berger (1938b).

19 Varga 2017; Mlikota 2009.

20 Vinaver 1931.

21 Koščević 1987, 329.

22 Ibid.

23 Hirsch and Wagner 2020, 63.

24 Ibid, quoting Itten 1990.

25 Halén 2019.

26 Galison 1990, 734.
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spected and supported lecturer27. Hilberseimer was already a renowned 
architect before starting at the Bauhaus, mainly thanks to his prolific pub-
lications. In the 1920s, he was also “among Germany’s most penetrating 
art critics” as Howard Dearstyne writes in the introduction to his trans-
lation of a text by Hilberseimer from the period.28 

In autumn 1930, Otti Berger received her Bauhaus Diploma and continued 
to teach at the Bauhaus Dessau and produce innovative textiles (Fig. 3). 
Although Gunta Stölzl and Wassiliy Kandinsky had highly praised Berg-
er’s work in 1929, it was Lilly Reich who was appointed to lead the weav-
ing workshop after Stölzl’s resignation in 1931.29 Berger, already work-
ing freelance on industry assignments, was offered a part-time teaching 
position instead, to help “create a smooth transition” for Lilly Reich as 
the workshop head 30 (Droste 1988, 296, quoting from (Beirat Bauhaus 
Dessau 1931)). 

Upon the closure of the Bauhaus Dessau in 1932, Berger founded her own 
studio in Berlin, the “otti berger atelier for textiles” (in German: “otti berg-
er atelier für textilien (stoffe für kleidung und wohnung möbel- vorhang- 
wandstoffe bodenbelag”,31 and continued to meet with members of her 
Bauhaus network, such as Ise Gropius (Fig. 4). She exhibited some of her 
work at the “Gestaltende Arbeiten der Frau in Jena”, which was remarked 
on by a newspaper critic: “In this sense, remarkable [is] [...] a delicate, very 
brightly coloured grand piano cover by O. Berger.”32  

Berger did not continue to teach at the Bauhaus in Berlin, which opened in 
autumn 1932, while Ludwig Hilberseimer followed the Bauhaus director 
Mies van der Rohe to teach urban planning and human settlement.33 

It is in 1932 when postcards between Berger and Hilberseimer seem to in-
dicate that their acquaintance is becoming closer. On a postcard, stamped 
28 July 1932, which Otti sent from Prague to Ludwig who was in Berlin 
at the time, she writes:

“dear hilb, my brother is in karlsbad, had a telephone call with him 
[and I] will now travel there today. warm regards. o. berger”34 

27 Hoffmann 2019; Strob 2022.

28 Hilberseimer and Dearstyne 1959, 349.

29 Halén 2019.

30 Droste 1988, 296. Quoting from Beirat Bauhaus Dessau 1931

31 Berger 1933b.

32 Jenaer Volksblatt 1932.

33 Hahn and Wolsdorff 1985.

34 Berger 1932a. “hilb” is a nickname used for Hilberseimer Berger; 
other Bauhaus members used “Hilbs”.

In the following postcard from Carlsbad, she reports on how beautiful the 
city is. The rather formal signature “o. berger” is now replaced with “otti”. 
Further, her brother, Otto Berger, who worked in Prague, also signs with 

“many warm greetings and regards”.35 

We can then assume that from the early 1930s onwards, Ludwig Hilber-
seimer was Otti Berger’s only documented partner, although their rela-
tionship might be regarded as not overtly public, one reason being that 
Hilberseimer was officially still married. The divorce from his wife was 
settled only on 3 October 1938.36 Nonetheless, and perhaps because he 
was Berger’s only known companion, this narrative weave must, too, in-
clude Ludwig Hilberseimer. 

In Berlin, Otti Berger continued on her innovation journey: she researched, 
prototyped samples, and patented new yarns and weaves, such as her 

‘Möbelstoff—Doppelgewebe’37 (upholstering fabric double weave, as dis-
cussed, e.g., by T’ai Smith38 or Regina Lösel39). Her work assignments 
led her to work with high-profile companies such as Wohnbedarf AG in 
Zurich, Switzerland, during which time she collaborated with designers 
such as Marcel Breuer and Alvar Aalto, and with the Dutch company Wev-
erij De Ploeg.40 

Claiming the same rights as architects and product designers, Otti Berger 
fought for equal recognition of her work. From the start of her studies at 
the Bauhaus, she made her stubbornness and drive to succeed known. In an 
interview for the Bauhaus journal made during her study years, she stated 
she felt “unable to cope with disappointments”.41 She insisted on compa-
nies referencing the textiles designed by her, either with her full name or 
her initials “o.b.”—a form of branding, hitherto unprecedented for textile 
designers. However, she was not always successful in obtaining adequate 
recognition (especially economically), as can be seen, for example, in her 
communication with the company Wohnbedarf AG. In it, she complains 
about the contractual offer resulting in a “5% net revenue”42 for her. To 
her, this hardly seemed worth the amount of her effort and cost. This 
must have been particularly disheartening knowing that Gunta Sharon 
(formerly Stölzl) was taking an alleged 15% net revenue for her work for 
Wohnbedarf AG.43 

35 Berger 1932b.

36 Civil Registry Office Berlin-Charlottenburg 1938.

37 Reichspatenamt 1932.

38 Smith 2009.

39 Lösel 2019.

40 Varga 2017.

41 Meyer 1928, 24.

42 Berger 1933c.

43 Berger 1933a.
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Continued pressure by the National Socialists and restrictions imposed on 
the Bauhaus in 1933 led not only to the closure of the Berlin Bauhaus, but 
also to Hilberseimer losing his permission to teach and publish writings.44 
His work ban stems from the Secret State Police’s (‘Gestapo’) assessment 
that Hilberseimer did not “have both feet planted firmly on the ground of 
the national-socialist mindscape”,45 as written by the Gestapo to director 
Mies van der Rohe in July 1933. While Jewish citizens were already tar-
geted by the Gestapo’s actions, this shows that non-Jewish citizens like 
Hilberseimer, born Catholic with Protestant and Catholic parents, were 
also subject to persecution. He therefore experienced pressure from the 
new German government and their executive forces before Otti Berger did. 

Banned from teaching, Hilberseimer focussed on theoretical writing and 
worked on architectural commissions for private homes.46 Otti Berger 
continued to expand her professional client base. Berger’s collaboration 
with the Dutch company De Ploeg lasted longer, from 1933 until 1936, and 
may be considered successful since it strengthened Berger’s reputation as 
a high-quality textile designer, a reputation that endures to this day. While 
the fabrics did not sell well, they were essential for the presentation of 
De Ploeg’s collection and brand.47 In 1965, in a letter to Hilberseimer, P. 
Blijenburg of the Weverij De Ploeg offered that Berger had done work for 
them for the exhibition ‘Arbeiten aus der Weberei des Bauhaus’48 which 
was located in Darmstadt, Germany, at the time. He also requested infor-
mation about the work Berger did for Helios Ltd., where “she should have 
been making very fine things”.49 In 1972/73, Berger’s ‘Carré’ design for De 
Ploeg was posthumously reissued by the company Storck—Van Boussow in 
Krefeld, Germany.50 They supplied the Italian furniture brand Cassina with 
the Carré textiles, whose large-scale industrial production, at the time of 
Berger’s creation, had been deemed impossible. Unfortunately, this edition 
only ran for one series until the Storck—Van Boussow company shut down.51 

On Ludwig Hilberseimer’s fiftieth birthday in September 1935, Otti Berg-
er gave him a present that clearly indicates what Berger felt for him and 
how she envisioned a possible joint future. The present was a 151-cm-long 
woven wall hanging onto which Berger collaged photographs of her and 
Hilberseimer, along with hearts. She arranged a timeline of their rela-
tionship from top to bottom, with photographs of either of them further 
apart at first, and then getting progressively closer. It ends with a collage 

44 Strob 2022.

45 Hahn and Wolsdorff 1985, 143.

46 Strob 2022.

47 Boterenbrood 1990, 29.

48 Blijenburg, P. weverij de ploeg nv 1965.

49 Ibid. 

50 Olgers and Boot 1988, 24.

51 Ibid.

in which they are arranged together as a couple, very close to each other, 
with a possible hint of Otti Berger’s wish for a family represented by the 
number “5” along with a series of stickers showing children’s faces.52

The continued pressure put on foreigners by the Nazi regime, especially 
on Jewish citizens, did not spare Berger. In spring 1936 she received an 
occupational ban from work.53 This, paired with Walter Gropius’ plea for 
her to leave Germany, finally led her to emigrate to England in September 
1937.54 In order to evaluate the changes that come with migrating to a new 
country and following a carefully devised emigration plan, Otti Berger 
visited England on two occasions, in February and June 1937, before ac-
tually emigrating, while also exploring work opportunities with various 
textile companies.55 

jOInT PRE-WaR TRaVELS In cEnTRaL-SOUTHERn  
and SOUTHEaSTERn EUROPE

One year before this, in August and September 1936, the passport stamps 
in Ludwig Hilberseimer’s passport (Table 1) reveal an—until now undoc-
umented—month-long trip to Berger’s home region of Baranja in the 
border region between present-day Croatia, Hungary and Serbia, then 
on to Belgrade in the Kingdom of Serbia, as well as to the city of Zagreb. 
Based on the available archival artefacts, the exact purpose of the travel, 
apart from visiting Berger’s relatives, is unclear and would require fur-
ther research, but we may assume that Hilberseimer undertook the travel 
together with Otti Berger, since he entered (the Kingdom of) Yugoslavia 
via Beli Manastir, 20 km away from Berger’s hometown of Zmajevac. The 
passport shows that Hilberseimer visited Belgrade, followed by Zagreb, 
with almost a month in between. The visit to Zagreb is documented by a 
stamp of the German embassy which allowed travelling back to Germany 
via Austria, which Hilberseimer did a fortnight later, as evidenced by the 
customs stamp at the Slovenian-Austrian border in Jesenice. 

Images of the couple as well as other archival artefacts indicate their joint 
travel of that year. During their journey they visited relatives (see figure 6, 
bottom left and bottom middle), but also visited Zagreb to meet Berger’s 
former fellow Bauhaus student and friend, the photographer Ivana Toml-
jenović and Croatian painter Kamilo Tompa, before heading down to the 
Adriatic56 and visiting Dubrovnik or Split. This is documented by archi-

52 Berger 1935. Also presented in Mlikota 2009, 279; Bajkay et al. 
2010, 308.

53 Präsident der Reichskammer der bildenen Künste 1936. Also presented 
in Rader 2022, p. 4.

54 Varga 2017.

55 Nungesser 1986, 113.

56 Koščević 1987, 329.
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val artefacts such as a general tourist information leaflet for travellers in 
Yugoslavia, with Otti Berger’s handwritten notes about embassy opening 
hours, as well as Dubrovnik tourist guide leaflets57 and a flyer for guided 
tours in and around Split.58 The documents also reveal that the couple 
must have stayed in Sarajevo as well as Mostar (today Bosnia and Her-
zegovina). A leaflet for tourists visiting Sarajevo with a city map, which 
also includes the location of a carpet weaving workshop near the Austrian 
Square [Trg Austrije], contains a handwritten note, most likely by Ludwig 
Hilberseimer. The note indicates the places for overnight stay, “Hotel De 
Europa” (the French name of the hotel; at the time it was called Hotel 
Evropa) in Sarajevo, and “Hotel Narenta” (later called Hotel Neretva) in 
Mostar.59 While these artefacts are undated, based on the handwriting and 
the fact that Hilberseimer’s passport only bears stamps from Southeastern 
European countries for the years 1936 or 1938 (for 1938 in the months in 
which Otti Berger resided in England), it can be assumed that they belong 
to the couple’s joint travel in 1936.

The photographic images presented here are a key indicator that—despite 
the clearly changing political situation—the couple enjoyed their travel in 
the region and the Mediterranean. Particularly, the photographs of Berger 
and Hilberseimer reveal a closeness to each other that goes far beyond ac-
quaintances. Usually rarely pictured in photographs, Ludwig Hilberseimer is 
depicted flashing a smile and sitting on a beach, certainly in Dalmatia (today 
Southwestern Croatia, as indicated by the karst landscape), possibly in Ore-
bić, with a view towards the island of Korčula (Fig. 6, top left and top right).

The archival records also reveal a larger selection of blank, unsent post-
cards from Southeastern Europe, including Korčula, Split, the serpentines 
from/to Lovčen (today Montenegro) or the city of Belgrade (Serbia)60 
which would have acted as substitutes for taking their own photographs. 

EMIGRaTIOn: BERLIn—LOndOn—MancHESTER 

In emigrating to England in 1937, Otti Berger followed several other stu-
dents and teachers from the Bauhaus, such as the Gropius family and Mo-
holy-Nagy. By the time Berger arrived in England, however, most of them 
were about to—or had already moved—to the United States. Berger, bereft 
without her Bauhaus colleagues, reported feeling “terribly sad”61 and alone. 
Marcel Breuer was the only Bauhaus member who Berger felt close to 
and who still lived in London when she arrived. She described him as her 

57 Putnik 5 n.d.

58 Behördlich Konzessioniertes Büro für Fremdenführungen Split - Peri-
styl Josef Frank n.d.

59 Putnik Sarajevo n.d.

60 Unknown publishers of postcards n.d.

61 Berger 1937b.

“patron saint”.62 Not being able to speak English at first, Berger started 
learning the language, despite her hearing impairment. Even though she 
enjoyed the support of Breuer and his network, Berger found it impossible 
to get work assignments, despite trying with textile companies located in 
Bristol and Edinburgh: “bristol has completely fallen through [….] and 
there is also no way ahead with the edinburgers, they came up with one 
bad suggestion after another.”63 It would have been a welcome highlight 
for Berger, that Hilberseimer travelled to United Kingdom in July 1937, 
most probably to visit her and test the ground for work opportunities, 
as suggested by another stamp in his passport, having passed customs in 
Harwich on 5 July 1937 (Table 1). Looking for new opportunities in the 
country to which one migrates reflects an attempt to integrate both social-
ly and professionally, here also paired with uncertainty about the possible 
future on Berger’s and Hilberseimer’s emigration journey.

The only professional collaboration that worked out for Berger was with 
Helios Ltd. in Bolton near Manchester in the summer of 1938. This com-
mission had been arranged by Marianne Straub, the Swiss-born textile 
lead for Helios. At the time, Helios was a rather newly established company, 
founded as “Helios, Ltd., textile merchants” by “Directors: Sir Thomas 
D. Barlow and F. [Felix] Loewenstein” in October 1937.64 Although the 
assignment lasted only five weeks, Berger created an impressive number 
of editions for upholstery fabrics with several variations of colour in the 
weave (of those, ‘Ascot’, ‘Reigate’, ‘Burdale’ and ‘Eldrig’ (Fig. 5) went into 
production, but most likely Berger designed several more sample patterns). 
Later on, she repeatedly regretted this liberal approach, as companies 

“[….] could work for years with the many patterns I provided them! a real 
shame!”65. In hindsight, and overall, Otti Berger did not consider her time 
in England particularly fruitful or positive. In September 1938, she writes 
to Ludwig Hilberseimer, who had by then already emigrated to Chicago, 
that she will cease any activities in England “[….] now that I know the 
people thoroughly and I am full of hatred and contempt”.66 

LUdWIG HILBERSEIMER’S PREPaRaTIOnS  
FOR EMIGRaTIOn 

Archival artefacts reveal insights into the couple’s relationship in reflect-
ing that they both—in parallel to each other—prepared to move on to 
the United States together. It can be stated with certainty that the couple 
prepared for their emigration together, paying final visits to relatives and 
friends, and—especially in the case of Hilberseimer—possibly visiting 

62 Berger 1937a.

63 Ibid.

64 Manchster City News 1937, 2.

65 Berger 1938b.

66 Berger 1938d.
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business partners and preparing legal matters, such as his divorce pro-
ceedings and arranging alimony payments to his wife. Hilberseimer man-
aged to set up an agreement [“Abtretungsurkunde”, deed of assignation] to 
channel license revenues from Otti Berger’s contracts with the company 
Schriever & Co in Dresden to him, for a loan that he allegedly granted her.67 
Berger was not allowed to earn or receive money anymore, especially not 
since she had emigrated to England. So, the setup secured a flow of money, 
first to his wife, as Hilberseimer would also not have been able to receive 
any money, since he would soon emigrate to the United States.

In late June and early July 1938, Ludwig Hilberseimer undertook a final 
trip to Southeastern Europe. His passport (Table 2) indicates that he trav-
elled to Bulgaria and the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. While further research is 
required to analyse the reasons for his journey, a letter dated 2 November 
1938, sent to Hilberseimer, by then already in Chicago, indicates business 
related reasons, since it discusses drawing up a draft for a personal resi-
dence in Sofia.68

Hilberseimer was set to leave for Chicago via England but his travels and 
preparations for emigration obviously delayed his planned arrival in Eng-
land in July “for a short visit”.69 Certainly, he and Otti Berger planned to 
meet up before his departure, but Otti Berger also arranged a meeting 
for him with Leonard Knight Elmhirst at the Dartington Hall Trust Arts 
Department in Devon,70 before sending him off to the United States at 
Southampton. 

Ludwig Hilberseimer sailed as a cabin passenger on the RMS Britannic, 
a Cunard White Star ship leaving from Southampton, U.K., on 20 August 
1938,71 and arriving in the United States on Ellis Island, New York City, on 
28 August 1938, indicated by the “LIST OF […] ALIEN PASSENGERS” 
issued for the U.S. Department of Labor.72 The list also recorded his mari-
tal status, still as “M” for married, as the divorce from his wife only became 
legally valid on 25 September 1938, and certified on 4 November 1938.73 
Soon after this arrival, on 13 October 1938, Ludwig Hilberseimer filed a 

“Declaration of Intention” to become a U.S. Citizen74 and was awarded US 
citizenship (through naturalisation) on 18 April 1944.75

67 Hilberseimer 1938.

68 Mengin 1986, 88.

69 Berger 1938a.

70 Berger n.d., most probably July 1938.

71 Cunnard White Star Shipping Company 1938.

72 U.S. Department of Labor 1938.

73 Civil Registry Office Berlin-Charlottenburg 1938.

74 Clerk of the U.S. District Court and Hilberseimer 1938.

75 U.S. District Court at Chicago, Illinois and Hilberseimer 1944.

WRITTEn cORRESPOndEncE PRIOR  
TO and dURInG WORLd WaR II

Following Hilberseimer’s departure to the United States, in August 1938 
Otti Berger returned from England to her former home in Zmajevac, Cro-
atia, to care for her sick mother, travelling from England to Prague by 
airplane and further on via train. 

In her first letter to Hilberseimer in Chicago, she writes about the pre-war 
situation becoming more and more tense and shares an emotion that might 
have been a warning signal for her: “it was a strange feeling, flying high up 
over the IIIrd reich”.76 At this point Otti Berger was still hopeful that she 
would be able to join Hilberseimer in the USA. In autumn 1938, Berger 
travels with her mother to Prague to visit relatives, with a stop in Vienna, 
and writes to Hilberseimer about their experience in dramatic words. She 
greets him with very intimate words, “my dear dear hilb” and signs “in love 
always yours, o.” but writes that they have seen and heard unbelievable 
things during their trip: that Prague was full of refugees and that Vienna 
seemed deserted, with furniture and other personal belongings lined up 
in front of houses,77 indicating that (Jewish) residents had been evicted 
from their homes. She also writes that she cannot wait for her to leave the 
country, in view of joining Hilberseimer in the USA, and later bring her 
family over as well: “my only thought is to get out of here and on to you, 
the sooner, the better […].”78

From this letter onwards, Berger’s tone changes. In her first letters from 
Zmajevac, her writing still reflects a confident attitude about her situation, 
partially even distancing herself from the dangers of war and Nazi regime 
persecution, and offering very close and supportive statements towards 
Ludwig Hilberseimer. Towards 1941, Berger’s tone changes, reflecting her 
gloomy and despondent mood, then being very realistic about her situa-
tion, but trying to preserve some hope of emigration. 

In September 1939, the invasion of Poland by the German army marked 
the official begin of the Second World War in Europe. Many citizens in 
a growing number of countries, especially Jews, were persecuted by the 
Nazis. Regimes collaborating with the Nazis changed the political land-
scape in Europe, and this impact also reached the remote Baranya region 
of Berger’s hometown. 

Over the next four years, Otti Berger repeatedly tries to obtain an emi-
gration visa, but to no avail, at least not for the time she would have been 
allowed to leave the country. Several former members of the Bauhaus try 

76 Berger 1938c.

77 Berger 1938e.

78 Berger 1938e.
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to help her to emigrate. Walter Gropius attempts to support her by writing 
to the American Embassy in Belgrade and László Moholy-Nagy, who had 
offered Berger the weaving workshop’s lead at the ‘New Bauhaus’ in Chica-
go before, urges the Department of Labor in Washington to at least issue 
a short-term visa for her. In his letter he praises Berger’s work, writing: 

“We hope, through her excellent knowledge of the trade, thru [through] 
her practice in great workshops, factories and through her experience in 
teaching, we shall have the best direction available for our purposes.”79 
Moholy-Nagy even claimed that Berger was “the head of the Weaving 
Workshop”80 at Bauhaus in Dessau, even though this was not fully true 
(Lilly Reich was the official head). It is a short, yet highly appreciative 
recognition of Berger’s practice, work and achievements. 

Hilberseimer and Berger continue to write to each other. The couple also 
discuss whether, as recommended by a relative, a marriage would be “of 
advantage”, and Berger writes to Hilberseimer, “if he is willing to do so” 
and whether he would sort out his divorce, since he was officially still 
married to his wife in Berlin.81

Only one handwritten letter by Hilberseimer from this time is available, 
obviously a prescript of a letter that was sent later. Hilberseimer wrote 
it in English, most likely due to the war and intelligence interferences—
letters written in German and letters from/to Germany or the countries 
occupied by or collaborating with Germany were censored or at least read. 
Hilberseimer starts the letter offering a very personal greeting, with “My 
dear Otti”, yet the rest of the letter remains rather shallow, mentioning the 
weather and politics in Britain.82 In contrast to Berger’s writing, the tone 
of this letter is friendly and kind, and there are still a few emotions reflect-
ing their close relationship. Generally, at this time, the couple seemed to 
still be hopeful about a future together. Berger’s writing is still filled with 
hope and positive aspects, despite the reality of war clearly drawing closer. 
Initially, she even dismisses the first reports of imprisonment of Jews 
in the Baranya region as speculation.83 Over the course of the war years, 
Berger’s tone of voice becomes more and more pessimistic and dejected.

All attempts to arrange for emigration fail and the noose of war slowly 
tightens on the Berger family and many other families in Southeastern and 
Eastern Europe. The last known written communication from or to Otti 
Berger dates from 1941. After this date, it must be assumed that letters and 
postal items from and to the Baranya region were delayed, stopped due to 
war activities, or redacted. In her last known letter to Ludwig Hilberseim-

79 Moholy-Nagy 1939.

80 Ibid. 

81 Berger 1939.

82 Hilberseimer 1939.

83 Berger 1938f.

er, dated 4 September 1941,84 handwritten from Budapest and no longer 
in her usual style of using lower case only, Berger remarks that she has 
not heard from Hilberseimer in a long time (Fig. 7). Writing how much 
she and her family care about him, she adds a forlorn “when will we be 
together once again?”,85 stating the stark situation in the occupied regions, 
especially for Jewish people. She also entices him to preserve her belong-
ings and her work stored in England, because it is worth it: “my things in 
L [London,] please further preserve them. It is worth it [the effort]”.86 Her 
last obtained letter to Hilberseimer is dated 29 September 1941.87 Berger 
writes in a dejected tone, missing the direction-setting of her father who 
passed away earlier in the year. She again writes that she has not heard 
from Hilberseimer, that she will visit the consulate one more time, and 
that she, and her family, send him the very best wishes. 

dEPORTaTIOn OF THE BERGER FaMILy

In March and April 1944, the German Wehrmacht and the collaborating 
Hungarian government under Miklós Horthy installed ghettos and concen-
tration camps across Hungary, including the Baranya region.88 In the Yad 
Vashem archives, a witness confirmed that the Berger family was “arrested 
[on] 27 April 1944” and further noted “Auschwitz” in the section for the 
place and circumstances of death89, indicating that Otti Berger was killed 
in Auschwitz. Most probably, the family was brought to the city of Mohács, 
to which Zmajevac belonged administratively, following their arrest.

Otti Berger’s brother, Otto Berger, was the only member of the Berger fam-
ily to survive the Holocaust. Otto returned to Zmajevac from Auschwitz, 
and in August 1945 wrote to Ludwig Hilberseimer about his own fate and 
that of the family. He writes about the fate of his sister: “I am very afraid 
that my sister Oti [Otti] was killed by the Germans with gas because she 
was deff [deaf]”.90 Earlier in the letter, he recalls that they “were taken 
away [..] in a concentration logor in Hungary where we were 5 weeks 
when they took us to Aushits-Birkenau [Auschwitz-Birkenau] in 29 May 
1944, when we were separated from each other […]”.91 Otto Berger had a 
friend translate the letters, they contain some errors, and some statements 
leave open questions, such as the kind of camp the family was deported 
to first. “Logor” is the Croatian word for ‘camp’ which could be a con-
centration or a labour camp. It can be assumed that the family was first 

84 Berger 1941a.

85 Ibid. See also Varga 2017, 122.

86 Berger 1941a.

87 Berger 1941b.

88 White and Hecker 2018.

89 Vanuša 2005.

90 Berger 1945.

91 Ibid.
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deported from Mohács to Pécs, the regional capital of the Baranya region 
and a railway hub for deportation.92 To date, the author of this research 
has not uncovered proof of a deportation train from Pécs to Auschwitz 
at the date mentioned by Otto Berger, however, there was one 5 weeks 
after 29 May 1944. Further research is required to investigate the Berger 
family’s fate and exact deportation dates and route. The letter is also a 
testament to the cruelty people experienced in the concentration camps. 
Otto Berger testifies what he had to go through and that he “worked very 
heavy for only 9 weeks, but I will never forget those weeks and that job 
was not for human beings […] I lost 42 kilograms from my weight and I 
look like a 75-year-old man”.93

Otto Berger erected a ‘mazwa’, a gravestone at the Jewish cemetery above 
Zmajevac, for Otti Berger, their sibling brothers and their mother, all 
killed in Auschwitz. In 2018, the mazwa was moved to the site of the 
honourable citizens of Zmajevac.

a BaUHaUS nETWORK REacTIVaTEd:  
SEcURInG OTTI BERGER’S ESTaTE

In the 1950s and supported by Otti Berger’s friends and acquaintances in 
London, as well as Bauhaus members such as Walter Gropius and his wife 
Ise (“Pia”), Ludwig Hilberseimer arranged for Berger’s legacy to be sent to 
the United States, in order to be distributed between the Busch-Reisinger 
Museum in Harvard and the Art Institute of Chicago. This was initiated 
by Hilberseimer following a letter from Ellen Otten in London. Otti had 
stored her belongings in trunks at a carrier / shipping agent’s (Otten writes, 
in German, about a “Spediteur”, including an “extensive amount” of work 
samples, legal documents and private items.94 They were most probably 
prepared and ready for shipment to the United States as soon as Berger 
returned from her family visit to emigrate to the United States, as well and 
pending a valid immigration visa for the United States. 

Walter Gropius and his wife Ise were also involved, and Gropius got his 
former assistant Hanna Lindemann on board who was still living in the 
UK. The Bauhaus network around Hilberseimer and Otti Berger was thus 
instrumental in securing Berger’s remaining correspondence as well as 
her estate. Her work that was sent to the Busch-Reisinger Museum in 
Harvard has been documented in a two-page list, categorising the work 
from her “D U T C H period”, including fabrics such as “Curvo”, “Gardenia” 
or “Heliotrop” as well as other work, such as for the German company 
Schriever.95 The list was put together most probably by Hanna Lindemann 

92 Gilbert 2009; White and Hecker 2018.

93 Berger 1945.

94 Otten 1951.

95 No author 1951/1952 n.d.

and/or Ellen Otten, as they were “sorting out the samples and, insofar as 
possible, putting it into a correct order”.96 

It is in this communication that the term “fiancé” is mentioned. Hilber-
seimer writes to Hanna Lindemann in October 1951 and shares that Berger 
transferred her patent rights to him. Further, he asks to receive Otti Berg-
er’s jewellery, explaining the reason “because I gave it to Otti”, 97 which 
reconfirms the close relationship between the two. In a typewritten letter 
sent to Lindemann on 23 November 1951, he writes: “I felt entitled to do 
so, as during her life time Miss Berger entrusted me as her closest friend 
(fiancé) to look after her own interests.”98 But it is not Hilberseimer as 
Berger’s fiancé, who initiated the introduction to Hanna Lindemann (and 
thus, the British authorities with whom Lindemann dealt), but Lindemann 
herself, who pre-writes a letter for Hilberseimer to send to the authorities, 
to be sure that he may receive Berger’s estate. It is a recommendation by 
Lindemann, a “Suggestion for statement to be sent to me by Prof. Hilber-
seimer”, in which she explains to Hilberseimer that “The word “fiancé” 
means a lot here in England, nearly as much as a husband, by law.”99 Han-
na Lindemann undertook a similar process of preformulating a letter for 
Hilberseimer that he was supposed to send to the Busch-Reisinger Muse-
um in Harvard. It was an attempt—a successful one—to secure Otti Berg-
er’s belongings because Hilberseimer could not certify his relationship 
with her since he lacked official, legal documentation to prove it. 

cOncLUSIOn 

Archival artefacts play a significant role in generating new knowledge, 
even though a challenge often lies in creating meaningful connections 
across various artefacts and pieces of literature. In this research a break-
through moment in understanding the contextual nuances was facilitated 
by the integration of diverse forms of visual evidence during in-depth 
archival research. Evidence included travel images, brochures, or pass-
port photographs, which were enhanced by the exchanged letters between 
Otti Berger and Ludwig Hilberseimer and other sources. The necessity to 
engage with a variety of forms and modalities of visual evidence and to 
integrate them into research thus becomes evident. The approach not only 
helped to draw more robust conclusions but also provoked new lines of 
inquiry, highlighted gaps and underscored the need for further research, 
such as the absence of most of Ludwig Hilberseimer’s responses to Otti 
Berger or her passport. 

96 Otten 1951.

97 Hilberseimer 1951a.

98 Hilberseimer 1951b.

99 Lindemann ca. 1951 n.d.
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1.  Otti Berger, ca. 1932-1933. Photographer unknown, possibly Ludwig Hilberseimer, 
who's pipe Berger might be smoking. Bauhaus Archiv Berlin, Inv.nr.: 2017/708.2 

2. Portrait of Ludwig Hilberseimer, 1933, most probably on May 8, 1933, during the farewell 
excursion of the Bauhaus Berlin on the river Havel, one day after the closure of the 
school. Photographer unknown. Bauhaus Archiv Berlin, Inv.nr.: F6542 

3. Otti Berger’s work from the Bauhaus weaving workshop, a shiny, light-
reflecting fabric of cellophane and cotton. weave: double woven plain weave. 
Installation view of the 2019 exhibition " „Weaving beyond the Bauhaus” at 
The Art Institute of Chicago. Photo: Alexandra Matz 

4.  Otti Berger and Ise Gropius in Berlin. Date and original photographer unknown. Otti 
Berger was well connected with other members of the Bauhaus – both fellow students 
such as Anni Albers and Gertrud Arndt (who shot many portrait photos of Otti Berger) 
and the Gropius family. Ludwig Karl Hilberseimer Papers, Ryerson and Burnham Art and 
Architecture Archives, the Art Institute of Chicago. Photo: Alexandra Matz 

5.  Sample Book of Helios Ltd., with designs by Otti Berger 1938. The Whitworth Art Gallery, 
The University of Manchester. Photos: Alexandra Matz, 2019. Top left: sample overview of 
ASCOT fadeless fabrics, designed by Otti Berger 1938, weave: shaft twill. E.g., version G: 
warp in green, weft in yellow/gold colour creating a three-dimensional effect. Top right: 
BURDALE fabric (close-up), weave: jacquard. Lower left: ELDRIG fabric (close-up), weave: 
bouclé with two different natural tones. Lower right: REIGATE, weave: shaft twill.

6.  Artefacts from the Ludwig Karl Hilberseimer Papers, Ryerson and Burnham Art and 
Architecture Archives, The Art Institute of Chicago. (a) Top left: Ludwig Hilberseimer 
in Dalmatia, today Croatia (1936, original photographer unknown, probably Otti Berger. 
Photo: Alexandra Matz); (b) Top right: Otti Berger in Dalmatia (1936, photographer 
unknown, probably Ludwig Hilberseimer. Photo: Alexandra Matz); (c) Bottom left: 
Otti Berger and Ludwig Hilberseimer in the Baranja region, (1936, photographer 
unknown. Photo: Alexandra Matz); (d) Bottom middle: Backside of aforementioned 
photography, addressed to Oskar Berger, brother of Otti Berger (1936. Photo: Alexandra 
Matz); (e) Bottom right: one page of Ludwig Hilberseimer’s passport indicating border 
crossings in 1938 (photograph of passport: Dr. Anke Blümm). 

7.  Letter of Otti Berger (in Zmajevac / Vörösmart, written from a visit in Budapest) to Ludwig 
Hilberseimer (Chicago), 1941. Photo: Alexandra Matz. Karl Ludwig Hilberseimer Papers, The 
Ryerson and Burnham Art and Architecture Archives, The Art Institute of Chicago 

8.  Letter of Otto Berger to Ludwig Hilberseimer, August 8, 1945, who highlighted the probable 
death of his sister, Otti Berger, and deportation dates. Karl Ludwig Hilberseimer Papers, 
Ryerson and Burnham Archives, The Art Institute of Chicago. Photo: Alexandra Matz

Ludwig Hilberseimer’s Travel in 1936
(Reconstruction of dates based on passport stamps)

• 05.08.36 Magyarboly (Hungary)

• 05.08.36 Beli Manastir (Kingdom of Yugoslavia)

• 06.08.36 Batina (Kingdom of Yugoslavia, Serbia)

• 15.08.36 Belgrade 

• 12.09.36 Zagreb. Permission to travel through Austria in-between 21st and 
28th September 1936. Issued by the German Embassy, Zagreb

• 26.09.36 Jesenice (Border crossing to Austria)

• 26.09.36 Salzburg (Border crossing to Germany)

• 05.07.37 Haarwich (UK). Most probably visiting Otti Berger in London

Table 1: Reconstruction of travel destinations and border crossings by Ludwig Hilberseimer 
in the years 1936 and 1937 based on customs stamps and other entries in his personal passport 
(Stellvertretender Vorsteher des 152. Polizeireviers, Berlin 1934).  

Ludwig Hilberseimer’s Travel in 1938
(Reconstruction of dates based on passport stamps)

• 25.06.38 Passport control at Szob (Czechoslovakia)

• 25.06.38
28.06.38 Dragoman (Bulgaria, entering the Kingdom of Yugoslavia (Serbia)

• 02.07.38 Komárno (Czechoslovakia, border crossing to Hungary)

• 02.07.38
02.07.38

Magyarboly (Hungary)
Beli Manastir (Kingdom of Yugoslavia)

• 12.07.38 Berlin, the US Embassy issues a Quota Immigration Visa for Hilberseimer

• 30.07.38 Oldenzaar (The Netherlands)

• 05.07.37 Haarwich (UK). 

• 20.08.38 Southampton (UK)

• 28.08.38 Ellis Island, New York City (USA)

Table 2: Reconstruction of travel destinations and border crossings by Ludwig 
Hilberseimer in the year 1938, based on customs stamps and other entries in his 
personal passport (Stellvertretender Vorsteher des 152. Polizeireviers, Berlin 1934).  
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Automatized Images, and 
‘Eye’-dentities along 
Nicosia’s Green Line Border

The ‘operating table’ is a design installation that is currently being devel-
oping to explore the spatiality of Nicosia’s border.1 Responding to the bor-
der division in Cyprus, the ‘operating table’ uses a photographic apparatus 
to re-construct the imagery along Nicosia’s Green Line.

The apparatus, by automatically capturing and re-producing imagery of 
participants, creates hybrid combinations between human and nonhuman 
agents. As such the postcolonial dominant identities of Greek-Cypriots 
and Turkish-Cypriots that are predominant today are questioned, what 
are produced instead are hybrids. The photographic apparatus of the op-
erating table, and its automation responds to the border surveillance con-
dition, therefore its “process remains concealed: black box”2 as it needs to 
be camouflaged from the surveillance apparatus. Following Vilem Flusser, 
the “criticism of technical images” developed in this article “must be aimed 
at an elucidation of its inner workings.”3

This article will start by explaining how the operating table, a custom-made 
installation, operates along Nicosia’s Green Line border. In the section 

‘The Operating Table—Mirroring Surveillance’, the surveillance appara-
tus will be referred to by looking at Foucault’s Panopticon and defensive 
architecture more broadly. The question of identity within this contested 
territory is outlined from the start. The operating table camouflages and 
mirrors the surveillance apparatus. The second section ‘Nonhuman Visual-
ities’ articulates the theoretical approach towards the operating table. By 
superimposing the hybridisation of nonhuman and human actants from 
Bruno Latour with criticism of photographic automation in the work of 
Vilem Flusser, the operating table tries to impose a new way to think of 
visuality. Hence, the technical operations will be observed in more detail. 
The third section ‘Visual Mediations’ focuses on the visuality of the stere-
oscope that is part of the operating table and aims to further explore the 

1 The installation can be defined as a ‘critical spatial practice’. 
See: Jane Rendell, Art and Architecture: A Place Between, 6.

2 Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, 60.

3 Ibid.
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hybridisation of human vision and its relation to the nonhuman technical 
apparatus. Focusing on the interconnectedness of human and nonhumans 
the final section aims to unravel how the technical hybrid assemblage ques-
tions the very identity that is assumed in the context of the border. The 
conclusion aims to re-pose the question of identity in Cyprus, and how 
notions of pre-defined identities are problematized by the operating table.

THE OPERaTInG TaBLE 
—MIRRORInG SURVEILLancE 

The operating table is a device/installation that takes the form of a trans-
portable and assembled table that attaches onto Nicosia’s buffer zone bar-
rels (Figure. 1). At first sight the operating table is perceived as a series 
of curious objects. The table is divided into four parts with each part 
containing a quarter of an inverse mould of a head. Once the four pieces 
are assembled, the cavity of a human head enables visitors to place their 
head inside this receptacle. There are two peepholes in the position of 
the eyes, that emit light once the parts are lined up. What one sees when 
they position their head inside this cavity, are stereoscopic projections of 
themselves, and others, that were captured whilst they were trying to align 
the parts. One unexpectedly sees oneself seeing oneself in three-dimen-
sional depth, where the background and foreground are strangely com-
posited. Figure and the contextual background produce new unexpected 
relations with the immediate context. Something that is located inside the 
physically inaccessible Green Line is brought to the foreground through 
the camera lens. Manipulated through the software composition, objects 
change scale, and proximity, informing indeterminate relations between 
background and foreground. The visitor’s body becomes an object in a 
shifting field of vegetations, dilapidated buildings, cats, clouds and so on. 
For a few seconds, one loses their orientation, as the image uproots oneself 
from their surroundings, and from any prescribed identities. By producing 
an ‘out of body’ experience, one’s identity is, at least momentarily, con-
tested. Through this device one’s identity is no longer clearly subjectified 
within a regime of power. Before expanding on this operation and how 
it entangles human and nonhuman agents, it is important to consider the 
border surveillance apparatus.

Various signs remind us that the Green Line border is a site where photo-
graphs are mostly prohibited. Along Nicosia’s Green Line on the south side, 
one will observe various observation watchtowers. The same occurs on 
the north side, whereas the Green Line is patrolled by the UN nations. The 
space of the border in this case acts as a Panopticon. Michel Foucault’s pa-
per entitled ‘Panopticism’ (1974) examines Bentham’s prison model. The 
panopticon, a centrally planned prison with an inspection tower in the 
centre and prison cells arranged along the circumference of the circular 
plan, produced a very simple and effective means of spatially controlling 
the prisoners. The radial prison cell arrangement was visually accessible 

from the watchtower.4 From the central point the guard was able to view 
any of the prison cells. The prisoner, aware that they might be seen at any 
time without ever knowing when, could never see the inspecting guard 
(due to the blind arrangement). The one-way viewing system makes it pos-
sible for the guard to observe any prisoner at any time, whilst prisoners are 
aware that they are objects of a systematic gaze. The prisoner is psycho-
logically made to internalize the gaze of the singular surveillance guard, 
introjecting the all-seeing Eye. The prisoner is constantly being watched 
without knowing when by the guard that remains invisible in the one-
way viewing mechanism. The spatial mechanism therefore assumes that 
the prisoner “is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information 
never a subject in communication.”5 The power of the disciplinary body 
as a pan-optic [all seeing] eye subverts the subject ‘in communication’ into 
a disciplined object of observation. As Giorgio Agamben reveals subjec-
tification in Foucault’s disciplinary society proceeds through ‘the process’ 
of desubjectification. He writes, “Foucault has demonstrated how, in a 
disciplinary society, apparatuses aim to create—through a series of prac-
tices, discourses, and bodies of knowledge—docile, yet free, bodies that 
assume their identity and their ‘freedom’ as subjects in the very process 
of their desubjectification.”6

Subjectification in the space of the city happens through the control of 
physical control of territory. The defensive architecture7 of Nicosia, is 
comprised of not only watchtowers, it also includes walls, barricades, cam-
eras, as well as various national symbols such as flags and slogans. Hence 
regimes of power deploy a defensive architecture that “seeks to discipline 

‘undesirables’ by designing against alternative uses of the city with the 
explicit purpose of excluding from public space those who engage in un-
sanctioned or undesired behaviours.”8 From the point of view of the State, 
one must abide to the territorial rules of the Green Line border. 

The operating table travels, and attaches onto Nicosia’s barrels along the 
Green Line. Its form appears unsuspectingly alien to the guards. The con-
cealed photographic camera apparatuses are positioned inside the oper-
ating table. The urban surveillance space that monitors and maintains 
the behaviour of subjects is, in this case, infiltrated by this device. The 

4 For the full description of the Panopticon layout including the re-
lationship of each cell to the inspector’s house through particular 
screens (blinds) and lighting conditions see: Jeremy Bentham, ‘Panopti-
con; or, The Inspection House’, in The Works of Jeremy Bentham, 39-66.

5 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 200.

6 Giorgio Agamben, ‘What Is an Apparatus?’ in What Is an Apparatus? 
and Other Essays, 19-20.

7 The term defensive architecture is explained by Smith and Walters. 
See: Smith, Naomi and Peter Walters. ‘Desire Lines and defensive 
architecture in modern urban environments’, 3.

8 Ibid.
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operating table thus mirrors the visuality of the border, and by doing so 
mirrors the surveillance gaze itself. It literally records what it sees and this 
includes watchtowers, guards, signage, and any defensive architecture that 
is in its way. It doesn’t acknowledge what is prohibited. 

THE OPERaTInG TaBLE 
—nOnHUMan VISUaLITIES 

The table as surface “where texts had been written by men or inspired by 
God—never inspired or written by nonhumans”9 is here subverted. Nonhu-
man agents undercut the traditional role of the table. The operating table 
includes an assemblage of hardware, software and assembled components. 
How does it work from the technical point of view? An ultrasonic sensor 
triggered by a moving body (car, cat, human, etc.) is attached to an Ardui-
no microcontroller. This sends a signal to the DSLR camera, through the 
Raspberry PI microcomputer, the shutter release captures a doubled image, 
of a stereoscopic pair. The pair is made possible because of a mounted 
customized mirror device that is attached to the front of the camera lens. 
Within seconds, the doubled image is split into two parts and sent to two 
LCD screens, via a router connection. Each screen has a mounted raspberry 
PI and projects one of the two stereoscopic images onto a mirrored surface. 
The mirrored surfaces slanted 45 degrees from each eye, projects each of 
the two images from the stereoscopic pair. When one positions their head 
inside the head mold, made out of clear resin, their eyes are framed by mild 
steel sheets that block any peripheral vision. What one sees are the stereo-
scopic projection of themselves, and the immediate environment.

The views captured by the device are composited views, where back-
ground and foreground are swapped through the software. In other words, 
images of backgrounds of the site are stitched together with the figure 
outline in the foreground. This produces unpredictable relations in the 
image, but also highlights details and elements that are captured by the 
sensing recording of the images. For example, one will observe everyday 
activities by migrant workers who live in flats opposite one part of the 
site juxtaposed with the space that has been frozen in time since 1974. 
The stereoscopic view brings into the fore unexpected relations that are 
heightened by the illusory cardboard like depth of the mirrored images. 
Vegetations, barbed wire, and clouds are thus strangely perceived in-depth. 
One’s perception of these images is further perplexed as they are produced 
and projected in the same space.      

Flusser states that the “lack of criticism of technical images is potentially 
dangerous at a time when technical images are in the process of displacing 
texts—dangerous for the reason that the ‘objectivity’ of technical images is 

9 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 23.

an illusion.”10 Flusser is warning against the algorithmic abstract significa-
tion of symbols, through technical images. And this is why he claims that 

“as artists, architects place themselves between the images and their signif-
icance.”11 The operating table problematizes the automated technologies of 
technical images. Flusser explains how electronic images become “simpler 
by means of more and more perfect automation, eternal recurrence of the 
same. They form a camera memory, a databank of automatic functions.”12 
For Flusser this gives rise to the domination of images, to a programming 
of society by computation. Bernard Stiegler mentions in Technics and Time 
1, how through the act of automation certain possibilities are actualized 
within a variable system, therefore automation is made possible by elim-
inating many other possibilities. A better understanding of the technical 
object for Stiegler provides a grasp of the indeterminate virtual possibil-
ities that the technical object could offer. According to Bernard Stiegler 

“the technical object is no longer merely inert, but neither is it living mat-
ter … [it] transforms itself in time as living matter transforms itself in 
its interaction with the milieu.” 13 Stiegler’s non-anthropocentric position 
stresses that the technical object increasingly evolves in and of itself, i.e. 
beyond human intentionality or mastery. Yet, as Stiegler suggests, the hu-
man while no longer being the “intentional actor” is now the “operator” of 
the technical object, and of the broader technical system.14 Stiegler reveals 
the misunderstanding of the technical object and the “possible alienation 
of humanity (or of culture) by technics.”15 He observes that “[t]o know the 
essence of the machine, and thereby understanding the sense of technics 
in general, is also to know the place of the human in technical ensembles.”16

Blaise Agüera y Arcas, the leader of Google’s Seattle AI group17, and found-
er of the Artists and Machine Intelligence program (AMI)18, attempts “to 
rethink art as something generated by (and consumed by) hybrid beings.”19 
Agüera y Arcas refers to Flusser’s description of the camera as having both 

10 Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, 15.

11 Ibid.

12 Ibid, 58.

13 Bernard Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1: The Fault of Epimetheus, 49.

14 Ibid, 66.

15 Ibid.

16 Ibid.

17 The official website of Google AI states: ‘At Google AI, we’re con-
ducting research that advances the state-of-the-art in the field, 
applying AI to products and to new domains, and developing tools to 
ensure that everyone can access AI’. See: https://ai.google/about/. 
Accessed 31 March 2019. No longer available.

18 AMI is ‘a program at Google that brings artists and engineers 
together to realize projects using Machine Intelligence’. See: 
https://ami.withgoogle.com. Accessed 31 March 2019.

19 Blaise Aguera y Arcas, ‘Art in the Age of Machine Intelligence’, 
Medium, 23 February 2016. https://medium.com/artists-and-ma-
chine-intelligence. Accessed 25 March 2019.
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‘software’ and ‘program’.20 Flusser anticipated the cultural impact that the 
photographic ‘technical’ image will have on media. By doing so he traced 
the possibilities of the photographic image well before the first digital 
camera was made (1988). Agüera y Arcas writes on Flusser: 

maybe it took a philosopher’s squint to note the “programming” 
inherent in the grinding and configuration of lenses, the creation of 
a frame and field of view, the timing of the shutters, the details of 
chemical emulsions and film processing.21 

Agüera y Arcas then goes on to parallel the operation of the analog camera 
not only to digital operations but also to the filtering operation of the eye: 

… code does things like removing noise in near constant areas, sharp-
ening edges, and filling in for defective pixels with plausible sur-
rounding color not unlike the way our retina hallucinate away the 
blood vessels at the back of the eye that would otherwise mar our 
visual field.22

The notion of the hybrid can thus be used here to understand the relations 
between human and nonhuman. It is important to analyze these in order 
to construct an understanding of the operating table.

HyBRIdISaTIOn

The hybrid in Latour’s work assumes that it is not differentiated into the 
natural and social, as happens with ‘modern’ societies. Latour shows how 

‘premoderns’ do not make this dual distinction. As Latour writes: 

As soon as we direct our attention simultaneously to the work of purifi-
cation and the work of hybridisation, we immediately stop being wholly 
modern, and our future begins to change. At the same time we stop having 
been modern, because we become retrospectively aware that the two sets 
of practices have always already been at work in the historical period that 
is ending. Our past begins to change.23

20 On the ‘program’ of the photograph Flusser observes that: ‘[t]here 
are therefore two interweaving programs in the camera. One of them 
motivates the camera into taking pictures; the other one permits 
the photographer to play. Beyond these are further programs—that 
of the photographic industry that programmed the camera; that of 
the industrial complex that programmed the photographic industry; 
that of the socio-economic system that programmed the industrial 
complex; and so on. Of course, there can be no “final” program of 
a “final” apparatus since every program requires a metaprogram by 
which it is programmed. The hierarchy of programs is open at the 
top’. See: Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, 29.

21 Aguera y Arcas, ‘Art in the Age of Machine Intelligence’.

22 Ibid.

23 Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 11.

Albena Yaneva writes: this notion of hybridization “implies taking a po-
sition in the middle of events from where one can pay attention to both 
humans and nonhumans simultaneously, allowing for the proliferation 
of hybrids.”24 And so, it is from this lens, that the operating table is ap-
proached.  The Latourian hybridization assumes the constant formation 
of expanding networks. The operating table thus aims to galvanize the 
assemblage of relations and to problematize how identities are construct-
ed by regimes of power. To emphasize this point I will now return to the 
political implications of the photograph on the site.

Photographing in certain parts of the Green Line is prohibited. Whilst 
photographing and documenting a specific area, I was stopped by a soldier 
that was patrolling. The soldier told me that I was not allowed to take pho-
tographs and so I received a warning. Upon returning to the site with the 
device no suspicion was raised because the device itself doesn’t appear to 
transgress the prohibition of the camera. This is because does not suspect 
that there is a camera inside the device, and that it is remotely capturing 
images along this territory. By parasiting a space that is inhospitable for 
photographic apparatuses it forms new modes of hybridization. 

As Latour claims in his lecture ‘A Cautious Prometheus: A Few Steps To-
wards a Philosophy of Design’, “[w]hat I am pressing for is a means for 
drawing things together —gods, non humans and mortals included.”25 And 
in the case of the operating table, we assume that the nonhumans and hu-
mans assume relations that challenge the very imposition of ethno-nation-
alist identities along the border, a matter of concern for Cypriot identities. 
Let us re-trace the impact of the operating table. Latour poses a question 
which is applicable to this particular case. He asks, “where are the visu-
alization tools that allow the contradictory and controversial nature of 
matters of concern to be represented?”26 The device makes hybrids visible. 
Firstly, it produces an image of oneself that is impossible without techni-
cal mediation. One can never see oneself, i.e. one’s face in depth, without 
such a technical mediation. This produces an out of body experience, a 
shock. Following this image, one is further unsettled, as their ‘selves’ are 
dis-placed. They are represented in familiar views but ones where the 
background would have been impossible without image compositing. The 
views are interspersed with a digitized self-image and anything else that 
comes into the background. The odd juxtaposition with animals, buildings, 
vegetation and objects produces an image that is incompossible in terms 
of identification. Hence identity is unsettled.  

24 Abena Yaneva, Latour for Architects, 11.

25 Bruno Latour, “A Cautious Prometheus? A Few Steps Toward a Philos-
ophy of Design (with Special Attention to Peter Sloterdijk),” Net-
works of Design keynote lecture, Design History Society Falmouth, 
03 Sep, 2008.

26 Ibid.
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 VISUaL MEdIaTIOn

We have explained how the visual apparatus works, without getting in too 
much technical detail, and without every possibly giving a full view of the 
nonhuman parts that interact within the system. What about the exten-
sion of the technical apparatus in the operation of the human eyes? In this 
case Henri Bergson’s writing on the eyes in Creative Evolution is useful.

Bergson’s reference “to the eye calls attention to the complexity of the 
organ, which is usually overlooked in relation to the unity of its function 
(the act of seeing).”27 According to Bergson:

the mechanism [machine] of the eye is, in short, composed of an infinity 
of mechanisms, all of extreme complexity. Yet vision is one simple fact. 
As soon as the eye opens, the visual act is effected. Just because the act is 
simple, the slightest negligence on the part of nature in the building of the 
infinitely complex machine would have made vision impossible.28

The complex machinic operation of vision is evident in the stereoscope as 
it “transitions from monocular receptions to their binocular fusion that 
occurs in the mind.”29 The stereoscope itself and its relation to vision 
made possible this type of visuality. The technical mediation of the image 
in the operating table is thus reliant on certain technologies and the en-
suing visualities that they reproduce. In the early nineteenth century the 
stereoscopic experiments of Sir Charles Wheatstone offer an example of 
hybridisation between humans and nonhumans.

The scientific discoveries in optics of the early nineteenth century, which 
then led to discoveries of the binocular physiology of the eyes, were dis-
tinct from the medium of photography. Jonathan Crary observes that 
discoveries that enabled precise measurements of optical axes, produced 
new knowledge of the body and made it a contested area of both control 
and experimentation.30 The stereoscope was an outcome of these optical 
experiments. The photograph contributed to the developments of the ste-
reoscope and had a crucial role within its setup. The initial stereograms 
used by Wheatstone in his stereoscope were drawings.31 Photographic 

27 George Themistokleous, “Keratoconic and (De)formed Vision: 
Re-thinking the Limits of Perspectival Drawing,” in Drawing: Re-
search, Theory, Practice, 144.

28 Henri Bergson, 58.

29 Themistokleous, “Keratoconic and (De)formed Vision,” 148.

30 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity 
in the Nineteenth Century, 122.

31 The drawings by Wheatstone that were used in the initial stereo-
scopic experiments are published in: Charles Wheatstone, ‘Con-
tributions to the Physiology of Vision. Part the First. On some 
remarkable, and hitherto unobserved, phenomena of binocular vi-
sion,’ Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London 
128 (1838), 371-394. ‘Part the Second … (continued)’. Philosophical 

pairs taken by Antoine Claude (1951-52) of Wheatstone and his family32 
were taken after the invention of the stereoscope. The first photographic 
stereoscope image to have been produced was at the request of Wheat-
stone himself, who would then also be stereoscopically photographed.33 In 
the early trials, and because it was “difficult at the time to find two cameras 
that were optically equivalent”, the photographic camera had to be moved 
to mimic the eyes’ binocular angles. The photographic pair would then be 
reproduced within Wheatstone’s stereoscopic framework. 

The entanglements between human bodies and nonhuman technologies 
in the production of the analogue stereoscope cannot be understated. One 
can infer that the very distinction between one and the other is unproduc-
tive. In the process of the experimentation of the stereoscope, devices had 
to measure the optical axes, and the photographic camera had to mimic 
the eyes’ binocularity. What ensued from such hybrids was a new visuality.

Similarly, today, we need to seek productive hybrids within contempo-
rary visual networks. According to Flusser, the photographic universe 

“programs the observer to act magically and functionally and thus auto-
matically.”34 However the technical universe of images is with us, and we 
must find ways to make it operative towards our own ends. As Joanna 
Zylinska explains the photographic discourse needs to extend beyond the 
humanistic confinements in order to embrace new categories of ‘visual 
enhancement, algorithmic logic, and mediated perception’.35

cOncLUSIOn

This article looked at the operating table, a custom-made installation that 
operates alongside Nicosia’s Green Line border. The operating table, po-
sitioned within a contested territory that is highly controlled, aims to—
camouflage and mirror the surveillance apparatus of the site. It begins by 
posing the question of identity within this contested territory, and the 

Transactions of the Royal Society of London 142 (1852), 1-17. The 
date of Wheatstone’s publication on the stereoscope was 1838, the 
date of the invention of the stereoscope itself was 1832. 

32 The stereoscopic daguerreotype of Charles Wheatstone, his wife 
Emma, and their children Charles Pablo, Arthur William Frederick 
and Florence Caroline was taken by Antoine Claudet (1851-2). The 
daguerreotype (dimensions: 73 mm x 57 mm) is part of the National 
Portrait Gallery collection, London, UK. See: https://www.npg.org.
uk/collections/search/portrait/mw08491/Sir-Charles-Wheatstone-and-
his-family. Accessed 2 April 2019.

33 See: Nicholas J. Wade, ‘Charles Wheatstone (1802-1875)’, in Per-
ception, 269-270; Antoine Claudet, ‘The stereoscope and its photo-
graphic applications’, 97-99; Henry Collen,  ‘Earliest stereoscopic 
portraits’, Journal of the Photographic Society 1, 200; H. J. P. 
Arnold, William Henry Fox Talbot: Pioneer of Photography and Man of 
Science 

34 Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, 74.

35 Joanna Zylinska, Nonhuman Photography, 5.
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imposition of controls such as the prohibition of photographs on the site. 
The site is thus identified through the prism of the Panopticon gaze and 
notions of defensive architecture within urban space. Nonhuman visual-
ities that inform the operating table, were then explored by looking at 
the technical operations and the nuances of these operations. This led to 
a description of the unexpected visualities that ensue from the operating 
table. It was important to identify how the operating table responds not 
only to the contested site but also to the automated programming of a 
photographic apparatus more broadly as identified by Flusser. Latour’s 
hybridisation of humans and nonhumans offered a way to unravel visual 
entanglements that defy the notion of automation critiqued by Flusser. 
The next section then focused on the visuality of the stereoscope that is 
part of the operating table and aimed to further explore the hybridisation 
of human vision and its relation to the nonhuman technical apparatus.

By re-articulating Latour’s question, we might ask how can contemporary 
visualities, such as the ones developed in the operating table, “allow the 
contradictory and controversial nature of matters of concern to be repre-
sented?” The aim of this article was to reveal how visual networks simu-
lated through the art installation can pose important questions that deal 
with identity politics. The question of postcolonial identity in Cyprus is 
ascribed very clear ethno-nationalist markers. The operating table doesn’t 
follow rules, it simulates images that are meant to dismantle prescribed 
identities, by inducing unexpected juxtapositions of self and environment 
and creating out of body experiences between self and self-image. The 
nonhuman thus contributes to the construction of emergent identities. To 
address the nonhuman, it is useful to turn to the technical object. 

For Stiegler, the progress of technological evolution “is accelerated on 
a scale incommensurable with the former technical systems.”36 Conse-
quently, technological evolution, in Stiegler’s Technics and Time 1, also 
accelerates faster than cultural-anthropological evolution. The accelerated 
transformation of the technical system as matter thus assumes new rela-
tions with the human that are differentiated from prior technical systems. 
The current technological forms of “organized inorganic matter”37 must 
now be reconsidered in their coupling with the organism. The organs of 
sight—the eyes—in the operating table are no longer only organisms, they 
are also technical organa [τεχνικά όργανα]. As technical organa they are 
exteriorized from the body. The organon’s capacity for exteriorization as-
sumes expanding connections between organic and inorganic matter. The 
eyes are thus re-scripted. The technical organa of the eyes thus integrate 
within their construct the external technical object. In this sense, the eye 
collapses an i-dentity that is not already hybridized in this system. 

36 Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1, 42.

37 Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1, 70.
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1,2 Operation Table, photograph of one of the four assembled components that 
comprise the Operating Table. Nicosia, 2023. Height 87cm, dimensions variable. 
Stainless steel rods, water clear cast resin mould with steel components, 
LCD screens with plexiglass case, DLSR camera with customised plexiglass 
stereoscopic mirrored lens cap, glass mirrors, steel rings, nuts and bolts. 

3. Operation Table, photograph of the Operating Table near the border wall barricade 
on Lidinis street (West). Nicosia, 2023. Height 87cm, dimensions variable. Stainless 
steel rods, water clear cast resin mould with steel components, LCD screens with 
plexiglass case, glass mirrors, steel rings, wheels, raspberry Pi, wires, nuts and bolts. 

4. Operation Table, photograph of the Operating Table attached to the border wall barricade 
on Lidinis street (East). Nicosia, 2023. Height 87cm, dimensions variable. Stainless 
steel rods, water clear cast resin mould with steel components, LCD screens with 
plexiglass case, glass mirrors, steel rings, wheels, raspberry Pi, wires, nuts and bolts. 

[ 4 ]
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The Construction of Knowledge 
Through Virtual Photography 
of Abstract Geometry

InTROdUcTIOn

Photography is a position. It is the conscious composition of images in 
interaction with the scene in front of the camera and the technical op-
tions of its projection. The underlying relationship to photography in 
this paper is precisely this ideal one, since it is the same attitude, though 
under technically quite different conditions, namely the application of the 
methods of classical photography in virtual space. This method, called 

“virtual photography” by the authors, treats virtual space just as if it were 
physical reality. The aim of this self-restriction is the referentiality of the 
images thus created, trusting that their reception will thereby follow in 
the tradition of the reception of classical photography and that the images 
will thus be received as naturally as possible. This, in turn, is intended 
to ensure that the content of the images is the focus of perception. For 
the pictures are about complex spatial facts, not about imitating physical 
reality. This will be explained in the following. 

The method presented here, the visualisation of uncertainty, was devel-
oped by the authors to address the need in archaeology and building re-
search to adequately reflect the uncertainty inherent in the sciences. Al-
though there have already been attempts to depict this uncertainty with 
the help of diagrams or explicit markings, for example, of the degree of 
uncertainty through the use of colour encoding, this increase in informa-
tion inevitably leads to a dilemma, namely the loss of the original intention 
of the architecture. The aim is not to reproduce the original appearance, 
as the computer games and film industries do, for here the share of the 
purely speculative, the complete freedom of the imagination, is unlimited, 
but to make the uncertainty visible. This uncertainty is not to be confused 
with the unknown, for often there are fragmentary indications of, for 
example, the rough cubature. Depending on the reference that cannot be 
chosen unambiguously or due to an ambiguity, scientifically equivalent 
but mutually contradictory alternatives can also characterise the uncertain 
knowledge. Almost constant is the indeterminacy of the details, such as 
that of the surface of each single, lost stone. 
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The central dilemma in the visualisation of uncertainty lies in the need to 
make a fundamental decision. For while the diagram or explicit representa-
tion of the degree of uncertainty provides more objective information, just 
as a marker would in physical reality, it is often a particularly prominent 
element in its visibility. There are many examples of the integration of 
metadata in a representation of a so-called reconstruction, a well-known 
and very common one being the marking of the finds, i.e. those fragments 
of components that have been found and are preserved, versus those piec-
es that can be reliably complemented, fragments of column shafts, for 
example. The reliable completion leads to practically no differentiation in 
the geometry, so that a graphic differentiation is often applied, for exam-
ple in the form of different shading, in order to represent the boundaries 
of the finds. Now, however, the objective information of the fragment 
boundaries is unquestionably part of research communication and should 
therefore be both recorded and communicated, but the visualisation of 
the hypothesis of architectural appearance is not suitable for this. This 
is because the form of the find fragments, their spatial delimitation, was 
in no case part of the original appearance or even the planning intention. 
Their visual presence with its irregularity almost completely contradicts 
the architecture and sometimes seems like a layer of camouflage. For an 
architectural interpretation, this information is not at all helpful, but rath-
er obstructive; the intention of a colonnade, for example, can no longer be 
considered together with its core characteristic of being regular.

In this context, it is an important basic requirement for the interpretation 
of architecture not to provide any distorting content. The challenge, then, 
is to provide an image as an architectural vision, in addition to the objective 
information of all available content. And this is where the direct relation-
ship with photography begins. Because here, too, there is a clear influence 
on perception depending on the composition. While classical photography 
essentially directs the recipient’s gaze by means of location, viewing direc-
tion and framing, and can thus limit and partially direct their perception, 
the visualisation of uncertainty is more like studio photography, which can 
also redefine the object itself. But apart from this option of manipulating 
the depicted, the possibilities and the modes of action are quite similar. The 
essential factor in architectural perception is the interpretation of what 
is perceived primarily as an architectural vision. While, for example, the 
aforementioned find markings refer, if not primarily, then at least essential-
ly to the historically coincidental fragmenting, a representation that wants 
to refer to the architectural structure should not be overshadowed by other 
aspects. The focus on architectural structure, however, has a clearly defined 
origin and at least one clear purpose. The origin lies in the articulation 
of hypotheses about the original appearance, which usually refer to the 
spatial structure, though often also to the material, but here rather to the 
materiality per se, not to the materials in detail. The purpose, in turn, lies 
in the clear communication of these very hypotheses on the one hand and 
in the transferability of the architectural idea on the other. The importance 

of the reception of the photo of architecture for the reception of the pho-
tographed architecture is expressed by Julius Shulman in an overview of 
his entire oeuvre as follows: “As I myself know from decades of experience, 
photographs become part of history, and therefore the documentation of a 
building must be done in such a way that the viewer is first attracted by the 
visual expression of the image. Only then does the quality of the architec-
ture become visible and capable of appealing to the viewer.”1  Transferring 
this into virtual space is the content of the method of the visualisation of 
uncertainty presented in the following. 

VISUaLISaTIOn OF UncERTaInTy 
—dESIGn In MOdELLInG and PHOTOGRaPHy

The method of the visualisation of uncertainty essentially consists of the 
two traditional architectural sub-disciplines of model making and pho-
tography, specifically model making of the early design phase, in which 
all possible degrees of detail can be combined, from rough cubature to set 
pieces, and photography, which is consciously composed but primarily 
documentary in the sense of an imaginary user of architecture. 

Model making is the element that has the greatest affinity with compe-
tence as an architect, since it is about giving complex spatial matters an 
appropriate, new form. Even though it is conceptually about abstraction, 
the literal translation of the Latin word is misleading. For the abstraction 
that can be used to represent facts is not achieved by pulling away what 
is already there. On the contrary, the same basic idea is contained in the 
components that have been preserved, but not their generalisation, that 
which is common to all members of a type.

This commonality is described in the orders of ancient architecture. Thus, 
the orders do not allow any alternative to a certain type of capital in the 
corresponding context. If the base and shaft of a column and the other ex-
isting fragments of a building clearly suggest the Corinthian column order, 
there is no way around having a Corinthian capital. Its perceived visual 
volume, however, consists largely of its acanthus leaves. If the leaves were 
removed, the volume would be considerably smaller and the recognisabili-
ty as a Corinthian capital would be lost. So, nothing is achieved by pulling 
away. It is therefore necessary to develop a new form that expresses both 
that it is a Corinthian capital and that it is not an individual find. This new 
form is therefore an originally designed, new object for which there is no 
image in physical reality. There is only its verbal counterpart. A descrip-
tion of Corinthian capitals could begin with precisely those characteristics 
that are common to all Corinthian capitals. But what is daily practice in 
verbal form is not familiar as a plastic form in everyday life; but very much 
so in architectural design. 

1 Shulman, “Architektur und Fotografie”, 16.
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As in the scale of ornamentation, abstraction also applies to the scale of 
urban planning. Here, too, the verbal hypotheses do not speak of individ-
ual buildings, but rather of building structures or –

 as in the case of classical antiquity—even of entire blocks of buildings, 
insulae, whose outer boundaries can be derived solely from fragmentarily 
preserved sewage pipes. And yet a verbally largely secure description of 
these buildings can be made, usually on the basis of better-preserved sites. 
It is the principle according to which they were built that can be described. 
And here, too, the discipline of architecture is in a position to give pre-
cisely this description a suitable visible form that follows the structural 
principle, but at the same time conveys just as clearly that the buildings 
are a type and that their concrete appearance is not known. 

Both forms of abstraction are therefore by no means images of physical re-
ality, yet they are representations. They focus the viewer’s attention on the 
geometry of the structure, i.e., the elements that define the space. Through 
their form, they indirectly suggest familiar buildings without pretending 
to actually depict them, as if they were part of physical reality. With this 
explicit as well as intuitive distance, they again operate in two directions. 
They convey the knowledge of science and at the same time, through the 
uncertainty, scientificity in itself, with all its ambiguity and, of course, un-
certainty. This second feature is not to be neglected, as it strengthens the 
perception of science and the reflection on science in society. It becomes 
clear to the viewer, who confronts an abstract suggestion, that in the end 
it is the viewer’s own imagination that translates the seen into architecture. 
And even then, if the viewer is not immediately aware of this process, a 
certain irritation causes reflection. Thus, scientific visualisation pursues 
a certain educational mission at the same time.

Beyond this fundamental engagement with science, however, this form of 
representation of architectural structure also makes an influential contri-
bution to architecture. The abstraction of the common visual characteris-
tics of the representation of historical architecture, first and foremost the 
texture of the surfaces, furnishings or even out of use of the acting persons 
and their clothing as well as other attributes such as insignia or weapons, 
shifts the perception away from the specifically historical characteristics 
towards the concept of space here as well. The aim of this is not to deny 
the historicity of what is depicted, but to direct the visual focus to char-
acteristics that are otherwise superimposed. Focusing on the structure, 
then, allows it to appear in a way that might not only have affected the 
user of its time. The structure can furthermore operate as an intellectual 
spatial composition and thus, liberated from its historicity, become part 
of the experiential vocabulary of current design activity. Not the building 
with its use at the time, but its spatial structure can thus be an additional 
reference for today’s planners. 

Here again it is photography that connects the different manifestations 
of architecture. If the hypothetical ancient, abstract architecture is pho-
tographed virtually as if it were part of physical reality, as if it were actu-
ally built in this abstract form, then it requires all the less imagination to 
picture this architecture as part of physical reality. Virtual photography 
thus helps the imagination as much as possible, it compensates for the 
abstraction of geometry, to a certain extent, and establishes a reference to 
photographs of physical reality. It creates an idea of a potential physical 
reality in the viewer. The intended impression of the photograph of an 
almost casual view is to have the photographer’s role move into the back-
ground so that the spatial impression of the imaginary architecture can be 
the centre of attention, as Gilles Mora describes the photographer’s role 
in a review of Walker Evans: “Le photographe n’est plus là pour travailler 
la composition, mais cadrer le pré-composé, l’ordre et la configuration 
préexistante des surfaces visuelles s’offrant au regard”.2 

Photography is not a limitation here, but acts as a familiar mediator of 
architecture. Of course, architecture can only be perceived authentically 
on site in space and in person, at best still as a user fulfilling the original 
purpose, an authentic experience therefore, like entering a place of wor-
ship as a participant in a religious service or a railway station as a train 
traveller. This is not possible in the case of ancient architecture, if only 
because the cultural background as visitor and user is completely differ-
ent. The intention of the visit alone finally distorts the impression. Both, 
however, are irrelevant in photographic reproductions. The static photo-
graphic image already bears the distance within itself. This circumstance 
gives photography a special role in the mediation of architecture, as does 
the fact that a large part of architectural reference is limited to images. 
The most significant examples of architecture, even when they are still 
standing, are typically communicated through the image, especially in 
view of the global scene of architectural production. The photograph is 
thus one of the most vital carriers of architectural messages. The image 
of hypothetical ancient architecture is placed in this context, making it 
feasible to compare virtually photographed abstract geometry with pho-
tographs of architecture in physical reality.

The method of limiting the liberties of the projection of virtual models 
in such a way that an impression of space is created that is as relevant as 
possible in terms of the interpretation of architecture is based on a num-
ber of conventions taken from traditional architectural photography. Both 
arise from the need to convey the abstract geometry as unambiguously as 
possible. The first aspect is always the point of view, but of this especially 
the natural eye level. Reliability is important here, because unlike physical 

2 “The photographer is no longer there to work on the composition, 
but to frame the pre-composed, the order and the pre-existing 
configuration of the visual surfaces offered to the gaze”. See in: 
Mora, “Introduction”, 12.
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reality, abstraction lacks visual indicators that allow a conclusion to be 
drawn about the height of the viewer, such as handrails, furniture, street 
furniture or also vegetation. This absence makes it much more difficult 
to estimate the dimension. A constant and reliable eye level over a series 
of images, on the other hand, restores the ability to make this assessment. 
Elevated viewpoints, on the other hand, distort the spatial impression, 
and bird’s-eye views can be mistaken for views from actual elevated 
viewpoints such as mountains or towers. This misunderstanding is most 
easily countered by parallel projections, which do not have a viewpoint 
because the projection is only of a direction, not of an imaginary viewer 
who would be in a specific location. The second aspect is the orientation of 
the architecture. This is related to the sense of balance in physical reality 
and allows a clear idea of where is up and where is down. From this, in turn, 
it can be determined, among other things, which surfaces are horizontal 
and which are vertical. In a static perspective, this is much more difficult. 
Due to this reason, perception and interpretation depend on whether or 
not the orientation of the depicted objects is distorted. This is because 
visual perception conditions spatial perception as a whole, i.e., including 
the mental processing of what is seen into the spatial model that is con-
structed from spatial perception.

It is therefore necessary to compensate for the lack of movement in space. 
Because spatial perception in physical reality is not static, but dynamic in 
several ways. Not only the body moves through space, but also the head and, 
additionally, the gaze. Furthermore, the visual perception is dual, stereo-
scopic. The innumerable impressions perceived through the movements 
construct a spatial model in the imagination that contains, among other 
things, unambiguous orientation; ambiguities arise—if at all—through 
optical illusions. A static perspective representation corresponds most 
closely to this mental model when it takes over the orientation. As in the 
case of eye level, in physical reality it is often minor details that facilitate 
orientation. But in abstract geometry, the lack of unambiguity can lead to 
considerable misunderstandings. Yet here it is not the value that is at issue, 
but the deviation itself. It is a critical, digital distinction of an either-or. 
Very subtle inclinations are not accidentally found on certain components. 
It is the deliberate deviation from the perpendicular that underlines the 
defensibility of fortress walls, it is in a sense the main geometric char-
acteristic of a fortress wall to be defensible, and this is precisely what a 
slight inclination expresses. But if geometry makes a central statement 
about architecture, its proper interpretation is determined particularly 
by its orientation in space. Traditional architectural photography, which 
usually works with vertical image planes, has set the standard at this point. 

No less important are the other aspects of photographic composition, such 
as angle of view or lighting. But here, too, the reference to traditional pho-
tography is helpful. Focal lengths in virtual space that correspond exactly 
to those of traditional photography again create a comparability with clas-

sical photographs. Lighting, on the other hand, is an inexhaustible subject, 
but one that is shaped by two main variables. The first is the plausibility of 
natural light, i.e., the correct geographical position in sunlight; the second 
is the quality of the light, i.e., the portion of indirect light as well as the 
colour temperature. In virtual space, the liberties are comparable to those 
of studio photography. The aim of the lighting, however, is not brightness, 
but how the different brightness influence the perception and hierarchisa-
tion of space. But this, too, belongs to the realm of complex design and 
usually only succeeds in a convincing way after long experience. For it is 
not the technique that decides a photograph, but the experienced eye, the 
trained observation, the experience in photographic image composition. 
When asked by Joseph Rosa what aperture to set for a particular shot, Ju-
lius Shulman replied, “That’s not important. You can learn that anywhere. 
Learning to see is the important thing.”3 Learning to see is the prerequisite 
for designing photographs, for constructing a composition, in summary, for 
the “constructed view.”4 Shulman gladly adopts this term created by Rosa for 
himself: “The title he chose opened up a whole new view of my life’s work.”5 

caSE STUdIES

For the Cologne Cathedral Administration, the construction phases of 
Cologne Cathedral and its predecessor buildings were partly updated and 
partly reinterpreted. From then on, all construction phases have been 
visualised in their urban context. Through the process of visualisation 
from an architectural point of view, some weightings could be shifted 
in the case of ambivalences. The project was exhibited in the 2010 NRW 
State Exhibition in the Roman-Germanic Museum of the City of Cologne. 
In addition, it has been exhibited since 2010 as a permanent installation 
in the access area to the Archaeological Zone of the Cologne Cathedral 
and the tower ascent. (Fig. 1, 2)

For the Istanbul department and the excavation project in Bergama of the 
German Archaeological Institute, the entire ancient metropolis of Perga-
mon has been visualised as a permanent cooperation since 2009. The visual-
isation is constantly changing along with the research. The first milestone 
was the first monographic exhibition on Pergamon at the Pergamon Muse-
um Berlin in 2011, in the context of the Excellence Cluster TOPOI of the 
Berlin Universities, Freie University and Humboldt University. Since then, 
the latest research on the city has resulted in numerous updates, especially 
on the western slope. Numerous requests for visualisations of specific sec-
tions by a wide variety of researchers continuously enrich the image reper-
toire. Currently, several sanctuaries in the surrounding area as well as the 
Roman city in the lower part of the complex are being completed. (Fig. 3, 4)

3 McCoy, “Persistence of Vision”, 10.

4 Rosa, A Constructed View.

5 Shulman, op.cit., 299.
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For the architecture department in Berlin of the German Archaeological 
Institute, numerous palaces on the Palatine in Rome during the imperi-
al period were visualised between 2010 and 2020. Exhibited in the first 
version in the final exhibition of the Excellence Cluster TOPOI in 2011, 
the representations include the Circus Maximus and the Septizonium 
Fountain in addition to the actual palaces. Of the palaces, only the repre-
sentative terraces and courtyards were visualised in detail, including, in 
the later course of the cooperation, the impressive series of successive 
representative courtyards with water basins. (Fig. 5)

For the Madrid Department of the German Archaeological Institute, the 
orchards in the Caliphate city of Medina Azahara from the 9th century CE 
were visualised, in which the focus was on the representation of the land-
scape and the agriculture, the cultivated vegetation. The visualisations 
show the tension between architecture and the regular establishment of 
plantations for the purpose of fruit cultivation, which also gives the veg-
etation an architectural expression. (Fig. 6)

Funded by the Gerda Henkel Foundation for Historical Humanities, and 
together with the former head of the Rome Department of the German 
Archaeological Institute as well as the Archaeological Institute in Tirana, 
Albania, the unique principle of the construction and accessibility of the 
ancient Roman amphitheatre of Dyrrachium, today Durrës, was analysed 
through visualisations and for the first time completely worked through 
as a coherent three-dimensional model. The result, as well as the con-
struction phases of the Cologne Cathedral and the ancient metropolis of 
Pergamon, can be viewed as a film on the knowledge portal L.I.S.A. of 
the Gerda Henkel Foundation. (Fig. 7, 8) 

cOncLUSIOn

Photographic composition as part of the creative disciplines can neither 
be comprehended in simple recipes nor judged objectively. It is a complex 
process that often only manifests itself in the producing itself through 
the reflection of the author. Nevertheless, there are some principles in 
composition that can be at least clearly helpful for an intuitive spatial 
interpretation of what is depicted. Following these is the basis especially 
for the depiction of abstract geometry if it is to represent architectural 
content. Similarly, the design of abstraction is a creative process. In addi-
tion, the two are mutually dependent, which means that the creation of 
a scientific visualisation can probably best be compared to studio pho-
tography. Architecture as a site-specific subject is geographically bound to 
certain lighting conditions, but at the latest in the case of diffuse lighting 
or indoors, the lighting is also subject to the liberties of design and is thus 
part of the complex, interactive and reciprocal process of creativity. In 
the visualisation of uncertainty in the knowledge of the humanities, it is 
less the technique than the competence to design that decides whether the 

content is adequately represented, just as it is not the camera but the pho-
tographer who decides on the essential quality of a photograph. For then, 
when architecture appears self-evident despite abstraction, an architectur-
al interpretation is a direct reflection of the hypothesis. And quite similar 
to the creative design process in architecture, the scientist is thus able to 
make the visible the basis of further reflection. New, transdisciplinary re-
search questions emerge simply from looking at what was previously only 
verbally formulated, what was only theoretically conceived. The trans-
lation of the verbal into the visual form is thus a form of re-articulation 
that serves the evaluation and further development of the hypothesis. The 
discipline of architecture is the translator. The visualisation is the catalyst.
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1  Hildebold Cathedral, the last predecessor of Cologne Cathedral, around 1025 
CE, for the Cathedral administration © Lengyel Toulouse Architects Berlin

2  Cologne Cathedral between in the 16th to 19th century CE, for the 
Cathedral administration © Lengyel Toulouse Architects Berlin

3  Sanctuary of Athena in ancient Pergamon around 300 CE with Gruppo Ludovisi 
and Dying Gaul sculptures, the library and the palaces at the back, in cooperation 
with the German Archaeological Institute DAI © Lengyel Toulouse BTU

4  Building Z in 3 in ancient Pergamon around 300 CE in a skewed axonometric projection 
showing both the undistorted plan and the elevation of the building, in cooperation 
with the German Archaeological Institute DAI © Lengyel Toulouse BTU

5  Imperial palaces on the Palatine hill in ancient Rome, in cooperation with the 
German Archaeological Institute DAI © Lengyel Toulouse Architects Berlin

6  Agricultural orchard in the Ummayad fortified palace-city Medina Azahara 
near today’s Córdoba in the 9th century CE, in cooperation with the German 
Archaeological Institute DAI © Lengyel Toulouse Architects Berlin

7  The Roman amphitheater of Dyrrachium, today Durrës in Albania, as a 
visible landmark for the sea route and bridge head between the Via Appia 
and Via Egnatia from Rome to Byzantium @ Lengyel Toulouse

8  The interior of the Roman amphitheatre of Dyrrachium with the drawn Vela, an 
important factor in attracting spectators in antiquity @ Lengyel Toulouse
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Milovan Gavazzi’s 
Ethnographic Photography and 
Ethnological Research in 
Dalmatia in the First Half of 
the 20th Century

InTROdUcTIOn

The subject of this paper is the photographic oeuvre of the Croatian eth-
nologist and university professor Milovan Gavazzi, which arose in the 
period from 1928 to 1939 and was related to the region of Dalmatia.1 
Some of the photographs were taken as a result of organized fieldwork 
within the then Chair of Ethnology and Ethnography.2 Others were the 
result of Gavazzi’s private travels that, as it turns out, were inseparable 
from his scientific research interests and vocation.3 Since Gavazzi’s photo-

1 Milovan Gavazzi (1895–1992), Croatian ethnologist, university 
professor, intellectual, and scientist of worldwide reputation. 
He is the central figure of older Croatian ethnology. In 1927, he 
filled the vacant position of associate professor at the Department 
of Ethnology and Ethnography, which he thoroughly reorganized. In 
terms of research, he dealt with: a) South Slavic linguistic her-
itage, b) ethnomusicological features of Southeastern Europe, and 
c) family structure, especially of the cooperative type. For more 
information on Gavazzi and his activities in the context of the 
history of Croatian ethnology, see: Belaj, “Zreli plodovi”, 353-
357; Belaj, Die Kunde vom kroatischen Volk, 1-304; Petrović Leš, 
“The intellectual circle of Milovan Gavazzi”, 69-94; Grkeš, Petro-
vić Leš, “Care mi amice nec non fratre in Christo”, 354-375; Rubić, 
“Milovan Gavazzi and ethnographic photography”.

2 The photographic material that is the subject of this paper is the 
result of fieldwork conducted by the members of the Chair and their 
collaborators from the interwar period to the late 1970s. See: 
Rubić 2023, “Milovan Gavazzi and ethnographic photography”; Grkeš, 
Petrović Leš, “Care mi amice nec non fratre in Christo”, 354-375.

3 In previous research, Milovan Gavazzi’s contribution to visual 
anthropology was insufficiently explored. Most works dealing with 
his contribution to the visual aspects of ethnology and cultur-
al anthropology focus on his important and pioneering role in the 
development of ethnographic film (See: Majcen, “Etnološki filmovi 
Milovana Gavazzija”, 121-133; Antoš, “Etnografski film Milovana 
Gavazzija”,73-75; Urem, “Specifičnost disciplinarnih i institucio-
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graphic oeuvre is the subject of our current research, which also includes 
a long-term arrangement and description of all archival material of the 
Department of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology4 as a prerequisite 
and prearrangement for its future digitization, in this article we present, 
in an informative way, a selected body of material thematically related to 
Dalmatia.5 We consider the photographic material as a historical source 
and at the same time as a cultural anthropological document that has doc-
umentary value and is subject to interpretation and critical questioning.6

Gavazzi photographically documented various aspects of culture and the 
everyday life of the rural and suburban population in interwar Croatia 
and the Kingdom of Yugoslavia.7 From the point of view of ethnology and 
cultural anthropology, this material represents a valuable source for the 
study of social and cultural changes in the 20th century and for the study 
of historical anthropology, cultural history, and the history of Croatian 
ethnology. In this paper, we focus on two research questions: 1) how the 
photographic work of M. Gavazzi can be used as a source for the study 
of topics from the history of ethnology and cultural anthropology, and 
2) how this visual material contributes to the (re)evaluation of previous 
views on Gavazzi’s research work and early Croatian ethnology. The work 
is methodologically based on archival research—written and photographic 
material—and on literature related to (the history of) ethnology and cul-
tural anthropology.

nalnih pristupa etnografskom filmu”, 247-273.), while his photo-
graphic engagement, which preceded his filming efforts but also ran 
parallel to them, has remained in the background.

4 The work on organizing archival materials is carried out within the 
framework of the institutional project The Visual Identity of the 
Croatian Nation and Homeland in the First Half of the 20th Centu-
ry (leader: Professor Tihana Petrović Leš, PhD), whose members are 
Professor Tihana Petrović Leš, PhD, Professor Suzana Leček, PhD, 
Associate Professor Tihana Rubić, PhD, Sanja Grković, MA, and re-
search assistant Ivan Grkeš. Tihana Rubić is also a member of the 
project Exposition [Ekspozicija]: Themes and Aspects of Croatian 
Photography from the 19th Century until Today of the Croatian Sci-
ence Foundation (IP-2019-04-1772), and this paper has been written 
as part of the mentioned project.

5 The Department archives hold written and visual materials intended 
for research and university teaching. About the Archives of the De-
partment of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology see: Kelemen, Rubić, 
“Arhiv Odsjeka za etnologiju i kulturnu antropologiju”, 99-114.

6 Gidley, “North American Indian Photographs”, 33.

7 Although the focus of this paper is not the political history of 
interwar Yugoslavia, it should be noted that we are aware of the 
complexity of this concept, which we have necessarily simplified 
due to the subject of our paper. Interwar Yugoslavia changed its 
name several times: first it was called Kraljevstvo Srba, Hrvata i 
Slovenaca. (Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes) (1918), then, 
Kraljevina Srba, Hrvata i Slovenaca (Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes) (1921), and finally, Kraljevina Jugoslavija (Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia) (1929).

MILOVan GaVazzI and  
ETHnOGRaPHIc PHOTOGRaPHy

From the institutionalization of ethnology as a science in Croatia in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, research was conducted by document-
ing elements of traditional culture as “research of the way of life and 
culture of the peasantry”.8 The aim of this research was 1) to preserve 
and reconstruct traditional customs, techniques, and skills and save from 
oblivion the cultural treasures of the peasantry as a part of society that 
has a strong national feeling;9 and 2) to study the origin of elements of 
traditional culture with an awareness of their scientific importance and 
multi layeredness.10 At the same time, within the framework of newly es-
tablished museum and scientific institutions, photographs also began to be 
collected and preserved 1) as documentation of a museum (ethnographic) 
object, and 2) as a museum object that provided insight into everyday life 
and testified to culture/cultural and social changes, people, and events.11 

Milovan Gavazzi was primarily interested in (South) Slavic cultural her-
itage and its traces in the linguistic or cultural inventory within the Croa-
tian historical space.12 In his scientific and teaching work, he very quickly 
turned to ethnographic photography and then to ethnographic film as a 
visual means of documenting the material, spiritual, and social elements 
of traditional peasant culture. For Gavazzi, ethnographic photography 
was an important tool for understanding and documenting the spatial 
spread of cultural elements, whose purpose was to interpret the origin, 
age, and distribution of the phenomenon under study).13 His reasons for 
visual documentation were: a) fixing reality, “preserving” what would 
soon cease to exist in the rush of modernization and subsequent social 
and cultural changes, b) the idea that visual content is14 an invaluable 
scientific arbiter in ethnological problematization and action, and c) the 
idea that such material is extremely important as a medium of knowledge 
transfer, which is why it could be used in university teaching.15 At the 
time when Milovan Gavazzi made his first ethnographic photographs 
in the interwar period, this kind of photography was thought to enable 
additional—visual—mediation, experience, and “evidence” (visual record) 

8 Muraj, “Teorijsko-metodološke zamisli Antuna Radića”, 32.

9 Muraj, “Teorijsko-metodološke zamisli Antuna Radića”, 34.

10 Gavazzi, “Kulturna analiza etnografije Hrvata”, 115-144.

11 Maroević, “Fotografija kao muzejski predmet”, 14-15; Dejanović, “Do-
prinos Vladimira Tkalčića razvoju sustava muzejske dokumentacije”, 83.

12 Gavazzi, Sudbina stare slavenske baštine, 1-41.

13 Belaj, „Milovan Gavazzi, sein Leben und Werk“, 7-18.

14 In the interview, Križnar and Vinšćak focus on ethnological film, 
but the same characteristics can be associated with ethnographic 
photography.

15 Križnar, „Razgovor z Milovanom Gavazzijem“, 187-200.
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of what was thus far recorded in text; therefore, in the positivist climate 
of the time, which was deterministic and excluded the author’s interpre-
tation and reflective moments, photography was understood as a research 
tool and as a document of “reality”.

Milovan Gavazzi’s scientific and research work in the interwar period 
shows that, from the very beginnings of ethnology as an established sci-
ence in the 1920s, photography was its indispensable part, and Gavazzi’s 
first original photographic material was also created around that time.16 
Gavazzi most likely encountered ethnographic photography while work-
ing as a curator at the Ethnographic Museum in Zagreb (1923–1927), and 
his photographic sensibility was influenced by the museum’s manager at 
the time, Vladimir Tkalčić, a champion of museum and conservation pho-
to-documentation.17 

After his arrival at the Chair of Ethnology and Ethnography at the Faculty 
of Humanities and Social Sciences in Zagreb in 1927, Gavazzi established 
the study of ethnology: he shaped the teaching process and initiated scien-
tific research, publication, and collecting activities within the Ethnology 
Seminar.18 From the very beginning the photographic documentation of 
phenomena, was systematically included in all this, and visual material 
served as 1) illustrative material for scientific purposes, 2) a scientific doc-
ument in ethnological knowledge, and 3) a pedagogical tool for training 
ethnology students. When Gavazzi arrived at the Department, he already 
had basic photographic knowledge and skills, even though he was not 
a professional photographer. He had excellent knowledge of the photo-
graphic technology of the time and of photographic processes and all their 
stages: preparation, shooting, and development. Photographic technology 
in the interwar period was still in its infancy and technically limited, so a 

16 The archives currently contain around 700 units of Gavazzi’s photo-
graphs from various locations throughout Croatia and the countries 
of the former Yugoslavia, and it is expected that this number will 
increase as new photographs are discovered during sorting.

17 Grković, “Vladimir Tkalčić i fotografsko dokumentiranje baštine”, 
110-119; Vlatković, “The Role of Vladimir Tkalčić”, 272-288; Vu-
jić, Development of Museological Thought, 217-234. In the letters 
that Gavazzi, as curator of the Ethnographic Museum, exchanged with 
Tkalčić, we find information about their collaboration in the field 
of ethnographic photography. During his scholarship stay in Czecho-
slovakia in 1925–26, Gavazzi arranged with Tkalčić the purchase 
of various equipment for the museum, including a 6x9 “pocket cam-
era” (negative size) and a suitable lens (Zeiss, Tessar 4.5) (Grkeš, 
Petrović Leš, “Care mi amice nec non fratre in Christo”, 139). It 
was a camera with roll film for low light shooting, with the largest 
possible aperture, which could be stored in a leather case. In that 
period, Dresden was the centre of Germany and Europe in the produc-
tion of cameras and camcorders (https://zeissikonveb.de/start/objek-
tive/normalobjektive/tessar.html; accessed: 14 June 2023).

18 Belaj, Die Kunde vom kroatischen Volk, 1-304; Petrović Leš, “The 
intellectual circle of Milovan Gavazzi”, 69-94.

good knowledge of exposure, composition, and the process of developing 
photographs was necessary. His interest in photography probably led him 
to ethnographic film.19 

The photographs at issue here were taken during fieldwork conducted by 
the Chair of Ethnology and Ethnography and during Gavazzi’s own travels, 
which were private in nature and inseparable from his scientific research 
interests and vocation.20 This is not surprising considering that the in-
terwar period saw a democratization of travel and vacations.21 Thus, in 
August and September 1929 and 1930 he used his time off from teaching 
to combine leisure and work and conducted field research in the surround-
ings of Trogir, in the towns of Seget, Labin (Prgomet), Okruk, Marina, and 
others.22 His research in Dalmatia and his interest in Dalmatia stemmed 
from his general interest in Mediterranean subjects. He was one of the 
first researchers in Croatian ethnology to contribute to the development 
of Mediterranean studies23 by identifying the Mediterranean region in 
the context of traditional Croatian culture as a distinctive cultural region 
to which he attributed certain characteristics like fishing, olive and wine 
cultivation, stone construction, traditional clothing, and so on.24 In the 
eastern Adriatic area, he discovered different cultural strata that influ-
enced the emergence of traditional culture, such as the Paleo-Balkan and 
Old Mediterranean cultural strata.25  

Gavazzi came to the ethnological field with his own research agenda and 
interests, looking for cultural elements that interested him as a researcher 
but sometimes spontaneously recording what caught his eye on the field 

19 We were first led to this interpretation by the photographs them-
selves—Gavazzi often photographed the process of handicraft produc-
tion in the form of series (sequences)—for example, the making of a 
vessel on a manual potter’s wheel from Kaluđerovac in Lika. Today, 
when we look at the pictures on the computer, we have the impression 
of connected sequences that show the entire production process.

20 Gavazzi stated in a 1970 interview that he had stayed for longer or 
shorter periods of time in more than 220 villages (all over Cro-
atia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Gradišće, and southern Italy). See: 
Šestan, Milovan Gavazzi, 4.

21 Duda, U potrazi za blagostanjem, 35.

22 Grkeš, Petrović Leš, “Povjesničar Miho Barada u svjetlu korespon-
dencije”. He was assisted by Miho Barada (1889–1957), a historian 
and medievalist who worked closely with Gavazzi as his local guide 
and collaborator on these field travels. On this occasion, Gavazzi 
stayed the night in Seget in the house of Barada’s brother Ante, 
about which an extensive correspondence has been preserved. The cor-
respondence also testifies to the contacts and connections of older 
Croatian ethnology with other disciplines, for example historical 
science, precisely because of its interdisciplinary orientation.

23 Čapo, „Ethnology, Mediterranean Studies“, 37.

24 Gavazzi, Vrela i sudbine narodnih tradicija, 193-194.

25 Gavazzi, „Kulturna analiza etnografije Hrvata“, 119.
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regardless of his original predetermined research interests. Thanks to in-
formation provided by his collaborators on the field, often museum asso-
ciates, he knew exactly where and when something was taking place (for 
example, roof-laying ceremonies, burials, customs, etc.). After returning 
from the field, he made photographs,26 which he systematically processed 
(catalogued) according to the rules of museum and archive documentation 
at the time: by entering them in the inventory book and creating data cards 
with the corresponding content and technical data.27 

cHaRacTERISTIcS OF GaVazzI’S PHOTOGRaPHS  
THEMaTIzInG THE REGIOn OF daLMaTIa  

Gavazzi’s photographs fall typologically under ethnographic photogra-
phy—a visual source whose purpose is to document and reflect on the 
culture of the subject or the culture of the photographer himself.28 It is a 
subtype of documentary photography that detects a certain condition or 
changes in the ethnological field, which is characteristic of ethnological 
and cultural anthropological research.29 Ethnographic photography is 
used as scientific and educational material and by is by no means em-
ployed for commercial purposes. For the study of ethnographic photogra-

26 How much attention he paid to photography and film can be seen 
from the fact that in the new building of the Faculty of Humanities 
and Social Sciences, built in 1961 in the Zagreb neighbourhood of 
Trnje, a space for a photo laboratory was planned. From 1961 to 
1980, the Ethnology Division of the Faculty of Humanities and So-
cial Sciences employed an expert collaborator, Andrija Stojanović, 
who, in addition to drawing ethnological maps and contributing to 
ethnological publications, managed photographic documentation, con-
ducted field research, and made photographs and films. See: Belaj, 
“Andrija Stojanović”, 147-148. After Stojanović retired, his posi-
tion was filled by Krešimir Tadić, MA, (1934–1997), art historian 
and photographer at the Faculty’s Department of Art History and at 
the Institute of Art History of the University of Zagreb (Tadić, 
Krešimir. Croatian encyclopedia, online edition. Miroslav Krleža 
Lexicographic Institute, 2021. Accessed on 14 June 2023 http://
www.enciklopedija.hr/Natuknica.aspx?ID=60153). In the early 1990s, 
the photo laboratory of the Department of Ethnology and Cultural 
Anthropology, the photo laboratory of the Department of Archeology, 
and several additional rooms were merged to form a large, modernly 
equipped laboratory, which fell into disuse after Tadić’s death in 
1997 and was soon after converted into teachers’ rooms. 

27 A comparison of the data cards from the Archives of the Department 
of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology with those from the Pho-
to Library of the Ethnographic Museum in Zagreb shows a different 
approach to cataloguing visual material in the same period. Data 
cards from the Department’s archives thus contain a photograph with 
basic information about the visual material on the face and back of 
the card, while those from the Ethnographic Museum contain textual 
data separated from the photograph.

28 Schrerer, “Historical photographs as anthropological documents”, 
131-155; Pinney, Photography and Anthropology, 7-154.

29 Belaj, Obiteljske fotografije, 1-175; Rubić, „Milovan Gavazzi and 
ethnographic photography“.

phy, it is important to comprehend the technical, cultural, and socio-his-
torical context in which it was created, as well as the need out of which 
it was created.30

The context in which the photographs were taken can be determined in 
several ways. First and foremost, this can be done by a literal analysis of 
the information written on the data cards. In the case of the photographs 
we studied, the systematization is very clear, legible, and detailed, and the 
written content that accompanies the photographs is particularly valuable. 
Gavazzi not only describes what is in the photograph but also provides ad-
ditional information about the first and last names of the people pictured, 
their occupation and importance in the local community, and other valu-
able biographical facts. He also describes the manner, method, or process 
of making an object and the function of the object, details about customs, 
and so on. The data card consists of a front and a back side (Fig. 1 and Fig. 
2). The front side contains the following elements: a) positive showing 
the subject/object in a certain situation, b) inventory number and link to 
the negative, c) information about the location where the photograph was 
taken, d) short notes about the photographed subject/object, which clarify 
why the author chose to record a certain scene and what interested him 
at that moment.31 The back side contains a) information about the year 
(and sometimes, the date) when the photograph was taken, b) information 
about the author of the photograph, and c) additional information, such as 
information about the place where the photograph was reproduced, the 
type of camera used, and occasionally also the type of film used.32 Thus, 

30 Pinney, Photography and Anthropology, 7-154; Belaj, Obiteljske fo-
tografije, 1-175.

31 The notes often contain descriptions of individual objects, cus-
toms, or skills as well as descriptions of how the objects were 
made and interesting facts about the subject of the photograph.  

32 Gavazzi published the photographs in scientific articles and in 
books he wrote himself. In this sense, it is significant that in the 
literature the photographs were credited only to the institution, as 
their owner, while the authorship was mentioned very rarely and can 
be determined only by examining the data cards. In his 1928 article 
“The Cultural Analysis of the Ethnography of Croats” in the journal 
Narodna starina, he published photos of an old man from central Dal-
matia wearing a cap with a slightly conical top, a weaver and the 
process of weaving an apron and a bag on an upright loom from Donji 
Seget near Trogir, as well as a photo of an older male folk attire 
from Dalmatian Zagora (Gavazzi, “Kulturna analiza etnografije Hrva-
ta”, 115-144). The second time he published the same photos was in 
a paper in German entitled “Der Aufbau der kroatischen Volkskultur” 
in the Berlin journal Baessler Archiv für Völkerkunde (Gavazzi, “Der 
Aufbau der kroatischen Volkskultur”, 138-167). 

 In 1939 he also supplemented the book Godina dana hrvatskih narod-
nih običaja (A Year of Croatian Folk Customs) with his own photos 
of zvončari (bell ringers), Easter bonfires, jurjaši (St. George’s 
Day village processionists), ladarice (female singing procession-
ists), the Christmas custom of covering fruits with straw on St 
John’s Day (27 December) in Podravina, and a crown for the custom 
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the above content testifies to the role of photography in the scientific 
research and educational activities of the time and to the development of 
documentation in the ethnological profession. The photographs from the 
oeuvre of Milovan Gavazzi provide an insight into the scientific research 
and educational activities within the Chair of Ethnology and Ethnography. 
The locations listed on the data cards also help reconstruct Gavazzi’s first 
fieldwork research after his arrival at the Faculty. (Fig. 1a. , Fig. 1b.) 

An insight into the context in which the photographs were taken can also 
be gained from other archival material: more specifically, from M. Gavaz-
zi’s correspondence—letters in which he often talks about his own field 
research and scientific work. The letters offer a view from below of the 
context in which the photographs were made; they refer to circumstances 
that preceded going to the field and testify to events on the field itself or 
to events that followed shortly after the fieldwork was completed. Their 
micro dimension allows us to detect social connections and contacts that 
were often a prerequisite for the fieldwork research and photography to 
take place at all. In conclusion, they allow us to trace the relationships be-
tween collaborators, local officials, the community, and the local elite with 
the central figures of ethnological science (in this case, Milovan Gavazzi). 
The study of social nexuses, contacts, and transfer and reception of ideas 
within ethnological science is particularly relevant from the perspective of 
actor-network theory.33 Newer research trends in the sub-discipline of the 
history of ethnology/cultural anthropology attempt to study issues such 
as transfer and reception of ideas, centre-periphery relations—particu-
larly by exploring the relations between the central figures of ethnologi-
cal science and other stakeholders, by analysing the intellectual circles in 
which individual ethnologists/anthropologists move. An attempt is made 
to surpass the classical approach, which focuses on the events and biogra-
phy of the central figures of cultural anthropology. Therefore, the studied 
photographic material and letters reveal a multi-layered, dynamic, and 
lively relationship between Gavazzi, local populations, and collaborators. 
Gavazzi maintained a particularly strong relationship with the local pop-
ulation. He often stayed in contact with community members long after 
his fieldwork had ended: he continued to correspond with colleagues, ex-
changing copies of photos, greetings, and various information.34 On some 

of electing village kings on the islands of Silba and Olib. The book 
Pregled etnografije Hrvata (A Review of the Ethnography of Croats) 
(Gavazzi, 1-80) is equipped with photographs of streets and archi-
tectural buildings (houses and outbuildings, interiors of peasant 
homes—hearth), various aids and tools (children’s walkers, ploughing 
tools and ploughing), and peasants in their traditional clothes.

33 Darnell, Gleach, Centering the Margins of Anthropology’s Histo-
ry, 1-270; Delgado Rosa, Vermeulen, Ethnographers before Malinows-
ki, 1-522; Darnell, History of theory and method in anthropology, 
1-315; D’Agostino, Metera, Histories of Anthropology, 1-676.

34 In 1930, he had 9 copies of photographs made for his collaborators 
and tellers from Dalmatia, which he sent to the following plac-

of the photographs he recorded the names of the people in the picture. The 
above examples show that maintenance of connections with informants 
was a very important determinant of his research approach, which was 
far from depersonalized, decontextualized, or typological. 

In terms of content, Gavazzi’s photographs taken in Dalmatia in the inter-
war period can be roughly divided into four groups: a) photographs of the 
local population in everyday or festive dress, b) panoramic photographs 
and views of different places, c) sacral and vernacular architecture, and 
d) objects of material culture. We have made this classification according 
to the predominant motifs, but the division is only conditionally valid 
because in some cases the motifs overlap or complement each other, as can 
be seen in the photographs we have included in the paper.

In the photograph (Fig. 2) Gavazzi noted the name and surname of the 
old man, who was photographed in worn out everyday clothes. The pho-
tograph was taken at a moment when the man was immersed in reading a 
prayer book, to which he directed his gaze and attention. He is pictured 
frontally, in a portrait-like manner, in a seated position with a walking 
stick resting on his body. The background is blurred, but the exterior is 
recognizable (it is probably trees, compositionally placed vertically in the 
central part of the background, thus visually emphasizing the posture of 
the person in the photograph). 

Photograph (Fig. 3) is a full-figure shot of five women wearing “old Olib 
clothing”. The women are standing side by side, half-posed and looking 
toward the photographer. They were photographed outside, in front of 
the rectory stairwell.

In terms of ethnographic film, Gavazzi emphasized the importance of 
relations with the local population and members of the local elite, such as 
priests, teachers, and prominent peasants. As mentioned earlier, collabo-
rators/associates often informed him of village events that they deemed 
worthy of recording on film and of the professor’s attention.35 In addi-
tion to his relationships with collaborators, Gavazzi obviously had prior 
agreement, acquaintance, and close relationship with the local population 
in regard to photography—for example, for the realization of individu-
al portraits or group photographs in different situations and places, at a 
time when photography was a technically demanding and slow process 
unknown in broader layers of society. The small distance between the 

es: Seget (4 photos), Bitelić (3 photos), Potravlje (1 photo), and 
Marina (1 photo) (HR-HDA-1029-7, box 69: 8 October 1930). He sent 
special thanks and photos to his collaborators from the Barada 
family, the historian Miho and his brother Ante. To Ante’s young-
er sons he sent a small toy as a gift (a wooden motorboat) (Grkeš, 
Petrović Leš, Povjesničar Miho Barada u svjetlu korespondencije). 

35 Križnar, Razgovor z Milovanom Gavazzijem, 188.



354 355

camera and the subject indicates the researcher’s familiarity and close-
ness with the people he photographs. In some places, the private space of 
the informant’s family home was recorded. An extremely large number 
of photographs are portrait in nature and indicate a social interaction 
that must have preceded the fact that the researcher could photograph 
someone (up close) or inside their home.36 This does not mean that the 
negotiation process was without problems. The local population often 
reacted to photography with resistance and fear of the unknown.37

A photograph can be a source for “reading” and interpreting the context in 
which it was recorded. Our photographs contain valuable visual informa-
tion about the historical period and the geographic and cultural space in 
which they were taken. They also serve as confirmation of the author’s pres-
ence on the field, reflect the researcher’s interests, and refer to the research 
agenda and to the choices and ways of presentation (selection) of cultur-
al elements. Certain photographs point to the technical limitations that 
Gavazzi encountered as a researcher in this period, for example, problems 
with exposure, which could not be achieved artificially as it can be today.38 

The photograph (Fig. 4) shows four men of different ages in a boat by 
the rocks on a slightly rough sea. They are dressed differently according 
to their age and role, with the oldest man standing out in light-coloured 
clothing, sitting at the oars in the back of the boat. Two young men sit in 
the front, focused on the fishing net, and the youngest boy peeks out from 
behind the oarsman, intently watching the action in the front of the boat. 
Gavazzi instantly captured this marine scene with his camera. The boat 
was shot from the shore, from above, positioned diagonally in a horizontal 
photo, with the bow and the rocks in the foreground. 

The photograph (Fig. 5) shows an “old fisherman”, whose last name 
(Mavrić) was recorded by Gavazzi, sitting and weaving a net. The shot 
is vertical, showing the upper half of the fisherman’s body. The moment 
of threading the needle through the mesh is captured and the fisherman’s 
gaze is focused on his work. Compositionally, the fisherman’s figure fills 

36 This possible feature of ethnographic photography is mentioned 
by Christopher Pinney, who points out that “photographs became a 
crucial pivot of interaction” (...) and “means of eroding barriers 
between anthropologist and locals (...) a research tool” (Pinney, 
Photography and Anthropology, 48). 

37 Dragutin Boranić, editor of the Zbornik za narodni život i običaje 
(Proceedings of Folk Life and Customs) (1902–1954), on one of his 
inspection trips through Dalmatia in 1902 made contact with older 
village women who refused to pose for him, which he later inter-
preted, based on foreign literature, as a result of their belief 
that “having your picture taken strips away your soul” (Čuli-
nović-Konstantinović, “Etnografska istraživanja u Dalmaciji”, 36).

38 Some of the photographs are of lower quality due to the developing 
process, which depended on chemical procedures that were not always 
successful. 

the entire left half of the photo, while in the lower right corner of the 
photo there is a taut and stretched fishing net, which the fisherman gently 
holds with his left hand while weaving. Architecture, shafts, and open 
wooden sheds are visible in the close background.

The photograph (Fig. 6) shows a wide horizontal shot of the local port of 
Veli Iž, where pit fired pottery products are being loaded on a ship. The 
shot is in landscape format and captures several people moving around 
and working in the foreground and centre, while in the background there 
is architecture, several single-story or stone houses, and partially visible 
dry-stone walls.

The vertical photograph (Fig. 7) shows a full view of a wind-driven flour 
mill. The windmill was filmed in its natural environment showing the 
preserved part of its stone masonry tower. The upper part of the windmill 
and its covering have fallen into decay, exposing the wooden cornice that 
supported the former construction of the structure’s upper part. Three 
people in civilian clothes pose in front of the entrance to the windmill. 

The photograph (Fig. 8) shows a single-nave stone Gothic church of St. 
Peter in Nerežišća on the island of Brač. The church is shot from the rear, 
showing the apse and a tree growing on the roof of the apse.39 The chapel 
is covered with stone slabs. In the background, on the church’s front façade, 
there is a horse-pulled bell tower. Compositionally, the church is placed 
in the upper half of the vertical photo, while in the foreground there is 
an unpaved clearing. 

The photograph (Fig. 9) shows stacked pottery products and potters in the 
local port of Veli Iž. The foreground of this horizontal photograph shows 
pottery items to be pit fired, mostly arranged in a circle, with branches 
for kindling the fire. Next to the various vessels (lopiže, čripnje, teće) for 
preparing food on an open hearth stand male figures and a boy in front 
on the far left. Interestingly, at the same time Gavazzi also documented 
the pottery modelling of Veli Iž on film, noting this fact on the back of the 
photographs and inviting comparison with the film. Gavazzi independent-
ly shot his first ethnographic film recordings precisely in the 1930s, with 
a 16 mm amateur film camera, AGFA movex with cassette, container for 
12 m of film tape. These are black and white films without sound made on 
reversal film (Majcen 1997:128).40 

39 The church is a protected immovable cultural property (Z-4453). 
Today it is a well-known tourist attraction because of the 
black pine tree that grows on the apse’s roof and is one of the 
most photographed wedding motifs and postcard pictures. Due to 
its rarity, this pine was declared a protected natural monu-
ment in 1969. https://hr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crkva_sv._Petra_u_
Nere%C5%BEi%C5%A1%C4%87ima (accessed: 18 June 2023). 

40 Vessel modeling—Veli Iž. b/w, silent film, 1930, author and camera 
Milovan Gavazzi (Majcen, “Etnološki filmovi Milovana Gavazzija”, 130). 
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In this vertical photo (Fig. 10), a long, large net (migavica) is seen spread 
out on the sand (pržina) on the shore. The net is positioned diagonally 
across the photo, with the baggy part of the net (sak) seen in the fore-
ground. Migavica is a “special kind of movable net found in the Adriat-
ic”, named for the movement that occurs when the meshes of the net are 
tightened and loosened causing the fish to gather in the centre, which 
bulges out like a bag.41 In the photograph, the net follows the line of the 
shoals and the coastal zone, compositionally extending from the lower 
left edge in a semicircle towards the upper edge and background of the 
photograph. Gavazzi used the photograph to illustrate a text about fishing, 
published in Pregled etnografije Hrvata (A Review of the Ethnography of 
Croats) (1940). In 1955, Gavazzi recorded film footage of fishing with the 
migavica and šabak nets, but this was in Tkon on the island of Pašman.42

Gavazzi’s work on visual documentation and visual research as seen on 
this small sample proves to be much comprehensive. Material culture did 
interest him, but not outside the social, interactional, environmental, and 
functional context. Most of the photographs show people rather than 
material objects, and people are the dominant feature in Gavazzi’s photo-
graphs. Furthermore, the photographs present individual or group portraits 
of women and men in everyday informal clothes usually captured while 
working, as well as informal events the photographer witnessed “on the fly”, 
as they unfolded (e.g. pit firing and loading pottery products on the coast 
in Veli Iž, reading prayer books, weaving nets, fishing), noting the change-
ability and dynamism of culture and even the decay of architecture (wind-
mills without a roof structure). The variety of motifs is also pronounced 
Gavazzi’s photography is not distant, not voyeuristic, not separated from 
the immediate event and the protagonists. We cannot yet speak here of 
the photographer’s direct presence in the photographs themselves, in the 
sense of a tangible self-reflexive consideration of the ethnological terrain 
as a construct, Gavazzi’s photography is characterised by the fact that the 
people in the photographs are shown in a specific context and occasionally 
in a posing position. They are mostly in a larger group of people or in a 
particular ecological setting. They are not decontextualized or typological, 
as can be seen in many foreign anthropological photographs of the period. 

cOncLUSIOn  

In this paper, we have presented Gavazzi’s ethnographic documentary 
photographs from the region of Dalmatia in the interwar period. If we 
read Gavazzi’s written works more closely, it is certain that he treated film 
and photography as scientific documents in the service of ethnological 

41 Gavazzi, Baština hrvatskog sela, 49.

42 Fishing with the migavica and the šabak—Tkon, author and camera 
Milovan Gavazzi, 16 mm, b/w, silent film, 16 mm (Majcen, “Etnološki 
filmovi Milovana Gavazzija”, 131). 

knowledge, analysis, and comparison. For Gavazzi, photographs were a 
document of culture as valuable as any other cultural historical source. We 
can now see that Gavazzi documented pottery, one of his most important 
research topics in the field of material culture in the interwar period, pre-
cisely in Dalmatia. In 1930, in Veli Iž on the island of Iž he recorded the 
making of vessels on a manual potter’s wheel both photographically and 
on film, and the film recording of the pottery from Iž is one of his first 
films. Thematically, we have singled out examples of sacred and vernacular 
architecture here. It is particularly interesting that the church of St. Peter 
in Nerežišća on Brač caught Gavazzi’s eye and that he took a picture of it 
from the apsidal side to capture the then small black pine tree, which is 
today not only a very popular but also a protected natural phenomenon. 
Gavazzi will return to windmills as an example of buildings that were 
already disappearing in some of his field research after the Second World 
War. Photographs with depictions of women in ceremonial dress taken in 
front of the lavish staircase of the rectory on the island of Olib contrast 
with the old man from Seget near Trogir immersed in reading the prayer 
book and dressed in worn out everyday clothes. In addition to the distinc-
tive fishing net, migavica, also indicative is the depiction of a fisherman 
in work clothes occupied with weaving a net. Perhaps Gavazzi went from 
the documentary to the aesthetic in his photograph of fishing from a boat. 

Here, we have only scratched the surface of Gavazzi’s photographs of the 
Adriatic region, for which he laid the foundations in the framework of 
Croatian ethnology and cultural anthropology, highlighting its predomi-
nant cultural features and then photographically documenting them, for 
example, in his photographs of stone constructions, clothing, and fishing, 
as shown in the paper. 

Working on Gavazzi’s photographs opens up the issues of (re)valorizing his 
research work and using this type of material in university teaching.43 Pho-
tography as a source offers many possibilities, including that of a better un-
derstanding of cultural historical topics that Milovan Gavazzi researched. 

43 In discussion with our colleagues at the Department and with the 
students we teach, both the potential and the challenges of using 
this type of source in the university teaching of ethnology were 
recognized. Practical work in the classroom to date has shown that 
it is possible to present the history of the profession through 
literature and photographs, to create an awareness of the dynamism 
and changeability of culture, but also to better understand the 
role of photography as a technique in ethnological research.
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1a.  Front side, photograph of two potters from Veli Iž. Source: 
AOEKA: 237. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

1b.  Back side with technical data. Source: AOEKA: 237. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

2.  An old peasant (Jozo Pavković?) from Seget near Trogir reading a 
prayer book. AOEKA: 128. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1928.

3.  Five women in traditional Olib clothing standing in front of the 
rectory. AOEKA: 212. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

4.  Lowering the net from the boat in Podgora near Makarska. 
AOEKA: 428. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1937.

5.  Old fisherman Mavrić from Silba weaving a net. AOEKA: 224. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

6.  Loading of pottery products on a ship anchored in the port. 
AOEKA: 242. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

7.  Windmill from Silba. AOEKA: 223. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

8.  Stone church of St. Peter with apse and bell tower, Nerežišća on the 
island of Brač. AOEKA: 103. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1929.

9.  Pottery products stacked for pit firing in Veli Iž. AOEKA: 239. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1930.

10.  Drying of a large fishing net (migavica) in Podgora near 
Makarska. AOEKA: 427. Author: M. Gavazzi, 1937.

[ 9 ]

[ 10 ]
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MERI KUNČIĆ

5—03

A Distant City — Photos from 
the Past of the Island of Rab

Miroslav Maroević (Miro Marojević) was born in Zadar on the February 
25th, 1900. According to data from the birth book of the Zadar parish of 
St. Stošija his father was Marin (born in 1863), and his mother was Marija 
Demicheli (born in 1871).1  Little is known about his schooling, the first 
his photographs date from the end of World War I, which points to the 
fact that he spent his formative years in Zadar, where several prominent 
photographers and their studios were active up to that time. Famous Zadar 
photographers of the second half of the 19th century and the first decades 
of the 20th century left numerous examples of skillfully made portraits, 
views of the city and cultural and historical landmarks, reports of certain 
events and scenes of everyday life.2 Almost the entire range of motifs that 
can be found in Maroević’s oeuvre. His earliest known 33 photographs, 
a photo reportage taken from October 31st to December 1st, 1918, with 
scenes of the entry of the Italian army into Zadar, are part of the collection 
of the State Archives in Zadar, and were presented in 2014 at an exhibition 
of photos about World War I.3 He left Zadar after the signing of the peace 
of Rapallo in 1920 4 and spent most of his life on Rab, where in February 
1934 he married Emilija Marija Sokolić.5 He worked there as a postal of-
ficial and amateur photographer.6 A catalogue record has been preserved 
of his participation in the photo exhibition in Split in 1926, where 12 of 
his photographs with Rab motifs were exhibited.7 He died on the March 
22nd, 1975, on Rab.8

1 State Archives in Zadar (henceafter: HR-DAZD), Inv. no. 2186 - ZA-
DAR - Sv. Stošija, Register of births 1899‒1903, p. 13, no. 43.

2 On the development of photography in Zadar at the end of the 19th 
and the first decades of the 20th century see: (Grčević 1981, 
162‒173; Seferović 1994, 174–205).  

3 Collection of photographs 1855–2011, HR-DAZD-385 (analytical inven-
tory prepared by Denis Martinović, Zadar 2015); about the exhi-
bition, held in June 2014 at the State Archives in Zadar, see: 
(Gverić et. al. 2014) 

4 Bradanović 2016, 72.

5 HR-DAZD, Inv. no. 2186 - ZADAR - St. Stošija, Register of births 
1899-1903, p. 13, no. 43.

6 HR-DAZD-385, Collection of photographs 1855–2011 

7 Katalog izložbe fotografija Split 1926, 24‒25. 

8 HR-DAZD, Inv. no. 2186 - ZADAR - St. Stošija, Register of births 
1899-1903, p. 13, no. 43. The date and place of death are recorded 
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Most of his photographic oeuvre, with scenes from everyday life on the 
island spanning half a century, is part of the private collection of Josip 
Andrić in Rab, part of which has been published in various publications 
to this day.9 Most of the photographs are attached to various historical 
and art historical texts, starting from the 1920s, when they were first pub-
lished in V. Brusić’s book dedicated to the island.10 Part of the photographs 
from the private collection were printed in Rapski zbornik I (Zagreb—Rab 
1987)11 mainly as illustrations accompanying certain scholarly texts, then 
in Ivan Pederin’s book Svakidašnjica u Rabu. Od mistike do renesanse i 
baroka (Rab 2011)12, in Rapski zbornik II (Rab 2012)13 and in the mon-
ograph on the Franciscan monastery of St. Bernardin (St. Euphemia) in 
Kampor on Rab.14 They were also printed in certain scholarly articles, for 
example in M. Bradanović’s article about the lost monuments of the island 
of Rab and the found tombstone of Rab bishop Zudeniko de Zudenigo.15 A 
documentary about Maroević’s photographic opus was filmed in the HTV 
series Kulturna baština (Cultural heritage) entitled Slike s otoka (Pictures 
From the Island; director: Luka Marotti, screenwriter: Edda Dubravec).

The intention of the text that follows is to look at the author’s relationship 
to the photographic tradition of the environment in which he worked, at 

along with the birth information, originally recorded in the book 
of deaths of the place Palit on the island of Rab.  

9 In the private collection of Josip Andrić in Rab, there is a large 
number of Maroević’s photographs taken on the island of Rab from 
the 1920s to the 1960s. His rich oeuvre includes a series of por-
traits, photographs of everyday life of the city and island popu-
lation, depictions of old crafts, children, religious ceremonies, 
processions, city views, buildings, works of art, natural diversity 
of the island, old vessels, steamers and military ships, soldiers, 
airplanes, divers, tourist destinations, etc. Some of the photos 
are presented on the Internet: https: //rabdanas.com/index.php/
kolumne/bastina-koja-obvezuje/item/5468-bijeli-rab-iz-fotograf-
ske-ostavstine-miroslava-maroevica-1900-1975 (accessed 5/26/2023). 
I thank the owner of the collection for the opportunity to see the 
photographic material, the photos used here are taken from the lit-
erature indicated in the notes of the paper.

10 Brusić 1926.

11 Mohorovičić 1987, 272 (fisherman, 1935), 435 (woman plowing).

12 Pederin 2011, 142‒143, 145‒148, 150, 152.

13 For example, in: (Andrić 2012, 383‒403, photos on: 425‒426, 
657‒660).

14 Braut, Majer Jurišić, Šurina 2020: photo 23 (p. 31): View of the 
monastery of St. Bernard from the southeast, between 1918 and 1929; 
photo 24 (p. 31): Refectory of the monastery in 1920s; photo 27. 
a‒b (p. 34): The plateau in front of the church of St. Bernard and 
the chapel of St. Catherine, 1930s; photo 35 (p. 45): View of the 
monastery from the promenade; photo 112 (p. 102): Polyptych in the 
church of St. Bernard, Antonio and Bartolomeo Vivarini, 1458.

15 Bradanović 2016: photo 5 (p. 72): Revelin, the remains of the Re-
naissance port tower with shackles for tying ships in front of the 
count’s palace, before its demolition between the two world wars.

the same time his relationship to photographs with motifs of the island 
of Rab and the literature that dealt with the island’s cultural and historical 
landmarks, in which some of his photographs have been printed to this 
day. Undoubtedly, as will be tried to show in the analysis, he was well 
acquainted with touristic and historical literature which dealt with Rab, 
and with the photography of Zadar photographers of the second half of 
the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th century. Here we will 
primarily talk about the part of his oeuvre that was created after 1920.

Until the time when Maroević’s earliest photographs with island motifs 
were printed (1926), the natural and cultural and artistic sights of Rab 
were recorded in several picture series created for the needs of various re-
search and publications. The earliest known illustrated edition with scenes 
of Rab cultural and historical motifs was prepared by Rudolf Eitelberger 
von Edelberg in a book created as result of documenting monuments in 
Dalmatia in 1859, entitled Die Mittelalterlichen Kunstdenkmale Dalma-
tiens in Arbe, Zara, Nona, Sebenico, Traù, Spalato und Ragusa (Vienna 
1860; second amended edition from 1884).16 The two earliest editions of 
that book, however, do not contain photographs, but drawings of individ-
ual works of art, for example the tiles from the cross of King Koloman and 
the mighty St. Kristofor,17 as well as buildings, including the bell tower of 
the Rab Cathedral (drawing of architect Winfried Zimmermann).18

A little later, Thomas Graham Jackson’s book Dalmatia, the Quarnero and 
Istria with Cettigne in Montenegro and the Island of Grado (Oxford 1887)19 
was also published, which deals also with Rab’s history and monuments. 
However, even that edition was still not equipped with photographs, but 
with drawings, for example, that of a view of the city with bell towers,20 
the bell tower of the cathedral,21 the Gothic entrance door of the Nimira 
palace, in front of which two Rab’s women in traditional clothes are talk-
ing.22 In 1884, the same author also painted several watercolors with Rab 
motifs, some of which are kept in the Split City Museum.23 Among the 
early tourist guides that described the island of Rab is that of Czech writer 
and folklorist Adolf Černý Dalmátský ostrov Ráb (Prague 1910) with a 
geographical map of the island and seven illustrations.24

16 Eitelberger von Edelberg 1884.

17 Ibid., 18‒20, 22.

18 Ibid., attachment (panel) no. III.

19 Jackson 1887, 195‒238.

20 Ibid., 237.

21 Ibid., attachment (panel) 57 (between pp. 210 and 211).

22 Ibid., 208. 

23 Škarić, Gjini 2019, 48 (ciborium in Rab’s cathedral, watercolor); 
one of Jackson’s watercolors, depicting a view of Rab from 1884, is 
reproduced by M. Bradanović in: (Bradanović 2016, 71). 

24 Černý 1910.



372 373

In the first two decades of the 20th century, the first publications equipped 
with photographs about the island of Rab appeared, and among the first 
were articles by the Austrian art historian Dagobert Frey. In an article 
from 1911, he described some of the historical buildings on Rab, bringing 
photos of the view of Rab as well as individual buildings and their de-
tails.25 In 1912, he also published an article about the Rab cathedral, also 
equipped with photographs within the text and in the appendices at the 
end of the magazine.26

Soon after German architect and professor at the University of Hannover, 
Friedrich Wilhelm Schleyer,27 several times 1910‒1913 visited the island, he 
published a historical overview of Rab’s cultural and historical landmarks 
in monograph Stadt und Insel, ein Schatzkästlein der Natur und Kunst in 
Dalmatien (Wiesbaden 1914).28 In it, as many as 145 illustrations were pub-
lished on 180 pages, including many photographs. Among them are many 
views of the city of Rab, as well as details of the city core, with depictions 
of religious and secular buildings, as well as artistic landmarks. As he ex-
plains in the book’s introduction, most of the photographs were taken by 
the author himself, experienced in the restoration of historical buildings 
and urban areas, and then developed in two Viennese studios. Along with 
several photos, the name of the photographer Bruno Reiffenstein from Vi-
enna is indicated.29 It is noticeable that a little later Maroević’s photographs, 
especially those of the veduta and the city center, are very reminiscent of 
those in Schleyer’s book in terms of the choice of motifs and framing.

25 Frey 1911.

26 Frey: 1912. 

27 Friedrich Wilhelm Schleyer (von Schleyer), German architect (Anger-
münde, 1853 ‒ Hannover, 1936). In 1880 he obtained a degree in civil 
engineering, 1884‒85 participated in the restoration of the medieval 
Cistercian monastery Chorin in Brandenburg. After passing the state 
exam in 1885, he worked on the restoration of the Liebfrauenkirche 
(Dammkirche) in Jüterbog in Brandenburg, originally from the 12th 
century, and on alterations and new buildings in Bad Nenndorf in 
Lower Saxony. He designed the new prison building in Wohlau 1892. 
Since 1895 he has been a professor at the Technical College in Han-
nover. In 1903 he was awarded by the Sultan of Turkey for his ser-
vices in the photogrammetric recording of the Hagia Sophia in Istan-
bul, and in 1920 received an honorary doctorate from the University 
of Berlin. In 1929 he spent several months in Paraguay, where he 
investigated the Jesuit reductions of the indigenous Guaraní people 
(Deutsche Biographische Enzyklopädie 2007, 673; Legac 1987, 461).

28 Schleyer 1914; the first version of the manuscript was published 
in Zeitschrift für Architektur und Ingenieurwesen 1913 and 1914. 
(Škarić, Gjini 2019, 59, note 7).

29 Bruno Reiffenstein, photographer (Vienna, 1868 ‒ Vienna, 1951). 
He attended the Graphic Institute in Vienna, where he founded a 
photography studio and publishing house at the turn of the century. 
He left a rich photographic archive, especially of the architec-
tural heritage of Vienna, thanks to which the reconstruction of the 
city was carried out after the Second World War. On his biography 
see: https://www.geschichtewiki.wien.gv.at/ ; on his oeuvre see: 
https://sammlung.wienmuseum.at/ (accessed 5/19/2023)  

In the interwar period, several authors from the Italian-speaking area paid 
more attention to the history of Rab, about which they published sever-
al scientific articles and documents, either exclusively dedicated to Rab, 
or within broader thematic entities. This especially applies to Giuseppe 
Praga,30 who wrote about the cultural and historical sights of the island, 
as well as Ugo Inchiostri and Giovanni Galzigna, who wrote about the 
organization of the Rab commune and its statute in the 14th century.31 But 
their texts were supplemented with only a few graphics and photographs, 
the author of only one of which is known ‒ Bruno Galzigna.

In 1926 was published the book by Vladislav Brusić, Rab’s Franciscan from 
the monastery of St. Bernard (St. Euphemia), entitled Otok Rab, geograf-
ski, historijski i umjetnički pregled sa ilustracijama i geografskom kartom 
Kvarnera i gornjeg Primorja,32 which includes some of Maroević’s earliest 
published photographs, to whom the author thanks in the conclusion at 
the very end of the book, as to one of the two photographers whose works 
were printed there; Z. Purač is mentioned as the second photographer.33 
As the author’s name is not found in the book along with the photographs 
themselves, Maroević’s authorship of some of them can be determined by 
comparison with the private collection of J. Andrić. These photographs 
were undoubtedly created in collaboration with V. Brusić, who begins the 
book with a nostalgic introduction, with a description of the island of Rab 
and its inhabitants:

“Back then, the city of Rab was a real ‘Dead city’, where people lived equally 
in summer and winter, and which even then barely felt the change of sea-
sons. Everything in it was cold, everything was dry, everything was dead, 
lifeless. Only my soul was young and full of enthusiasm, and that’s why 
Rab ‘Dead city’, even then forgotten and unknown, awakened something 
in me, which made it appealing to me. Slender, dilapidated bell towers; old, 
darkened churches; irregular, cobbled, and arched streets; ornate portals 
with coats of arms and inscriptions; you can see the balconies with arched 
windows, the magnificent slopes of the rough and ancient city ramparts; 
as well as the slopes of many houses and patrician palaces overgrown 
with dark green ivy and overgrown with thorny blackberries, they told me 
about something that was, something that had passed. They told me: about 
the free city; about the free municipality, about patricians and commoners; 

30 Praga 1922‒1924; Praga 1927; Praga 1929; Praga 1932.

31 The earliest articles on this topic the authors published in the 
newspaper Archeografo Triestino from 1899 to 1902, later consoli-
dated in: (Inchiostri 1986; Inchiostri 1930–31; as a book printed 
in Rome 1931).

32 Brusić 1926.

33 In an attempt to identify that photographer, I came across the name 
of Jerolim Purač (Gračanica, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1897 ‒ Rakičan, 
Slovenia, 1978), a photographer who spent most of his life in Belt-
inci and Murska Sobota in Slovenia, but in the interwar period he 
was active in the entire Kingdom of Yugoslavia, publishing photos in 
various publications. See more about his biography in: (Papp 2020).



374 375

about life and work; about wealth and prosperity: in one about the people, 
who lived better than their happy and longing descendants lived. And out 
there on the island, scattered in apartments and settlements, there lived a 
man neglected and without schools. As a shepherd and farmer of a prim-
itive type, and without his own consciousness and feelings, he worked 
hard, and fed and clothed himself poorly. He was poor and crippled but 
born into wealth!” 34

It is noticeable that the photographers in the book bring a number of 
motifs mentioned in the introduction, which Brusić himself explains in 
more detail in the elaboration of individual chapters. Dealing with the 
past of Rab, and especially the Middle Ages, the author certainly noticed 
a lack of visual sources with which he could supplement and clarify the 
text itself. One gets the impression that the photographers were trying to 
fill that void, probably preparing more photos with motifs of the island 
landscape, old city streets, cultural and historical landmarks, and city and 
village life for the purposes of the publication.35

Within the book, Maroević’s authorship, based on a comparison with the 
fund of a private collection, can be assumed with great probability for the 
photographs with motives of panoramic and landscape views,36 everyday 
life,37 Rab’s churches interiors and exteriors38 and some medieval art piec-
es.39 Although some of these photos are not identical to the photos in the 

34 Brusić 1926, 3‒4.

35 The exhibition catalogue lists the titles of the photographs: 1. 
Spinning; 2. Rab: old vessel »copul«; 3. Monastery of St. Andrew 
and the main bell tower; 4. Rab: four belfries; 5. Rab: tower of the 
brave; 6. Rab: Franciscan monastery of St. Euphemia; 7. Rab: Fran-
ciscan monastery of St. Euphemia; 8. Rab: Monastery of St. Andrew; 9. 
Rab: on the western side; 10. Tuna fishing in the bay of Dražica; 11. 
Rab: coming from the harvest; 12. By the hearth in a peasant’s house.

36 Brusić 1926: View of Rab and its surroundings from the hill of 
Kamenjak or Tinjaroša (p. 7); Centuries-old agaves under the west-
ern city walls (p. 15); Poplar trees and a view of Rab (p. 17); Tuna 
fishing in the bay of Dražica (p. 35); Town of Jablanac (p. 79).

37 Ibid.: Spinning (p. 29); Plowing (p. 37). 

38 Ibid.: The interior of the church of St. Mary the Great (former 
Rab’s cathedral), choir and ciborium (p. 69); Duke’s palace (p. 
84); The city lodge with the church of St. Nicholas (p. 107); The 
old nave under the city walls (p. 111); The courtyard of the monas-
tery of St. Euphemia (p. 161); Ruins of the church of St. Damjan in 
Barbat (p. 179).

39 Ibid.: The mighty St. Christopher (p. 38); The mighty St. Chris-
topher (on the other side; p. 39); Enameled plate from the cross 
of king Koloman (p. 75); Another enamelled plate from the cross of 
king Koloman (p. 77); The third enamelled plate from the cross of 
king Koloman (p. 83); Antependium of the great altar of St. Chris-
topher in the church of St. Mary (p. 98); Antependium of the altar 
of St. Anton (p. 131); Crucifix in the church of St. Bernardin from 
the 15th century (p. 170); Polyptych of the Vivarini brothers in 
the church of St. Bernardin from 1458 (p. 181).

private collection, there is a high probability that they represent different 
variants of the same motif and were taken at the same location, but not 
at the same time. Namely, for the purposes of that edition, far more pho-
tographs were created than were published in Brusić’s book, and some of 
them were presented at the exhibition in Split.

The photos are directly attached to Brusić’s text to which they refer and 
document the state of architectural, urban, and artistic heritage on Rab in 
the 1920s. In the way of presenting architectural and artistic monuments, 
Maroević had immediate role models, above all in the aforementioned 
Schleyr’s book, so some of his photos strongly resemble photos from the 
German edition from 1914, such as, for example, the detail with the figure 
St. Christopher on the antependium of the main altar in the cathedral,40 a 
shot of the interior of the Rab’s cathedral41 or the courtyard of the monas-
tery of St. Bernardina (St. Euphemia) in Kampor.42 Since Schleyer, how-
ever, does not pay too much attention to the social history of the island in 
his book, there we do not find scenes from the daily life of Rab residents, 
as is the case with Brusić, who devotes individual chapters to considering 
the relationship between patricians and commoners in the town of Rab 
which for centuries was the cultural and administrative center of the is-
land,  and the relationship between the city’s population and the residents 
of the district, especially for the long-term Venetian administrations from 
1409‒1797. It is interesting that when describing the Rab’s population 
of his contemporary era, the 1920s, he still emphasizes the division into 
citizens and outsiders, i. e. residents in the Rab villages, noting their differ-
ences in clothing and lifestyle. In Maroević’s photographs, certain scenes 
of the life of the peasants were brought, such as, for example, the scenes of 
a woman holding a dill in the company of children, and a woman plowing 
with a wooden plow.43 At the same time, he showed them the activities 
performed by women on Rab for centuries, touching on an unwritten part 
of history, which still existed on the island during Maroević’s lifetime, but 
today is almost completely lost.44

Various sources from Rab provide scant information about the daily life 
of women in the past. Sometimes in wills from the Middle Ages, they are 
mentioned as recipients of testamentary legacies or as testators who leave 
their goods to family members and for making altars, artistic paintings 
and items for furnishing churches. In this case, it is always a question of 
members of the wealthier strata of the population, members of the local 

40 Ibid., 98 ; Schleyer 1914, 80 (photo 52).

41 Brusić 1926, 69; Schleyer 1914, 74‒75 (photo 46‒47).

42 Brusić 1926, 161; Schleyer 1914, 124 (photo 80).

43 Brusić 1926, 29, 31. 

44 In the sense of »long term history« which was used by the French 
historiographical school associated with the journal Annales d’his-
toire économique et sociale (Braudel 1983).
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nobility and citizens. The written sources from that era are silent about 
the life of women from the lower strata of society. Something about their 
obligations can be deduced from the medieval Rab statute, from which it 
can be inferred that they were in charge of processing wool and textiles, 
one of the key usable and exportable raw materials of the Rab commune.45 
In a series of his photographs, Maroević presents scenes from the life of 
women in the Rab’s village from the first half of the 20th century, in which 
he reveals a few details of their everyday life that can only be partially read 
from written sources: a woman plowing the land with a wooden plough, 
women in different stages of processing wool, with grazing cattle.

Historian Ivan Pederin (2011) paid more attention to the history of women 
and their economic role in the development of the island. In his writing 
about the most prosperous part of Rab’s history in the 15th and 16th cen-
turies, before the period of its long-term economic stagnation, he touched 
upon various aspects of social and economic history and the history of 
everyday life. The position of women is in detail elaborated in the chap-
ters The position of women46 and Family and the position of women.47 In 
Pederin’s book some of Maroević’s photographs with scenes from the life 
of rural families in their daily activities, were printed as an attachment. 
Those include scenes of peasants making a wooden lime kiln, scenes of 
fishing and working with an olive press.48 The photos are accompanied 
by brief explanations, without an indication of the time of their creation. 
Among them, there are two photos already published in earlier Brusić’s 
book, one with the motif of a spinning woman,49 with her children behind, 
and the one with the scene of a woman plowing with a wooden plow.50

With two photos showing the traditional way of making limestone, Ped-
erin provides an interesting explanation: Making limestone in the Middle 
Ages.51 In the upper picture, peasants are building a lime factory on a 
hill, while an old sailing ship is visible in the background. At first glance, 
the scene seems devoid of elements typical of the early 20th century. Be-
low, the lime kiln is shown in its completed state, with a group of people, 
probably tourists in interwar clothing, along with two Franciscan monks. 
For the historian, these two photos serve as illustrations of the text, espe-
cially the chapter Structure and organization of the feudal estate,52 which 
deals with the importance of lime production on the island of Rab in 
the Middle Ages. Even though the historian uses both photographs to 

45 Margetić, Strčić 2004.

46 Pederin 2011, 18‒21.

47 Ibid., 119‒124.

48 Ibid., 142‒143, 145‒148, 150, 152.

49 Pederin 2011, 147; Brusić 1926, 29.

50 Pederin 2011, 152; Brusić 1926, 61.

51 Pederin 2011, 145.

52 Ibid.,. 54‒57.

clarify the same historical fact (or long-term process), the photographer’s 
approach within the two photographs is fundamentally different. In the 
first representation, historical context is deliberately removed, and in the 
second, the time of the event has been undeniably captured. Nevertheless, 
both scenes bear witness to the long duration of a production process 
accepted on the island of Rab long before the emergence of the medium 
of photography. Pederin’s book elaborated the same theme that Maroević 
had documented with his photographs over half a century earlier. The text 
itself explains the content of the photographs more explicitly than it is the 
case in Brusić’s book. It tells in detail about the economy of the island and 
about the life of women in Rab society in the 15th and 16th centuries, both 
patricians and commoners. The photo directly testifies to the slowness of 
changes on the island and the presence of working procedures that began 
in the Middle Ages, as well as the hard physical work of women, especially 
those in the countryside, until the 20th century.

Maroević’s photographs with motifs of children, of which there are a large 
number in his private collection, are not represented in the editions men-
tioned here. But they document children’s everyday life, which, like the 
everyday life of women, is poorly represented in historical sources. In late 
medieval sources, children are usually mentioned only in the statutory law 
of the communes and in wills, and only if they reached the age of majority, 
which, depending on the communal laws, was between 14 and 16 for male 
children, and between 12 and 14 for female children. The legal provisions 
on coming of age changed only after the 19th century, but the reality of 
childhood on Rab did not change significantly until modern times. It is 
likely that commoners’ children were involved in the work process very 
early on, and the children of wealthier citizens and patricians went to 
school outside the island, most often to Italian universities. Involvement 
in the work process is evidenced by the contracts that masters of various 
professions concluded with the parents of the children they apprentice, 
which determine the duration of the apprenticeship and the conditions 
under which they perform certain tasks. The Rab sources are silent about 
every other aspect of childhood. The life of the inhabitants of rural are-
as in certain Croatian regions is documented in many photographs from 
the 19th century, but photographs with similar motifs from the island of 
Rab, up to those of Maroević, are very rare. The photos from the private 
collection show village children at work, on a country road where they 
follow domestic animals, in the field where they work together with adults, 
in fishing, a girl knitting in the company of a dog. They are testimony to 
the long history of child labor, which mostly died out on Rab, as well as 
in the rest of European civilization, only after World War II. 

And many of his later photographs, taken in the interwar period, retain 
similar motifs and the author’s intention to record a moment of time that 
is running out, traces of which are still present on the island. Therefore, 
certain scenes of village life and details of architecture in the city of Rab 
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and on the island seem to be purified from the context of the time in which 
they were created, and certain scenes seem to be staged. For example, the 
scene of two young Rab’s women on a country road, one of whom is up-
right and well-dressed and has shoes, and the other is more poorly dressed, 
with her head bowed and bare feet, leaning on a donkey with her hand, 
with a pronounced contrast between the richer city dweller and the poorer 
inhabitant of the Rab village, it seems refined.

For centuries, the Rab area based its life on several economic branches, of 
which agriculture, animal husbandry, and trades based on wool and wood 
processing dominated. Wool production has largely developed thanks to 
traditional sheep farming, and wood processing thanks to the rich forests 
on the island as well as the import of timber from the neighboring Cro-
atian mainland, from Lika, via the port in Karlobag. In a series of pho-
tographs, Maroević captures traditional crafts, masters of various trades, 
shipbuilders, fishermen, millers. Since the written sources of Rab provide 
a lot of information about the masters of these professions in earlier cen-
turies, the photographs themselves do not reveal anything that would be 
unknown to historians of those periods, but they are convincing and di-
rect evidence of the way of life on the island that was present for centuries 
and existed still during Maroević’s lifetime. Some of these photos were 
published in Rapski zbornik II (2012), for example photos of fishermen.53

Among the photographs in Rapski zbornik II (2012) is a panoramic shot 
of the island,54 probably taken in the interwar period, which shows its im-
age before the significant construction that began with the development 
of the island as a tourist destination. The image of that landscape is not 
much different from the one shown in Maroević’s earlier photograph from 
Brusić’s book, entitled View of Rab and its surroundings from Kamenjak 
or Tinjaroša hill,55 and it gives the image of the Rab landscape as it was 
centuries before. The city’s population was once concentrated in a smaller 
area of   the urban agglomeration, the expanse of the island spread out all 
around, dotted with a series of roads and smaller churches. A historical 
source from 1471 with a list of chapels on the island of Rab, compiled by 
the Venetian Bartol Parutta, mentions as many as 35 chapels with their 
titles scattered all over the island.56 Panoramic shots kept in a private 
collection show just such a picture of the island, a cultivated landscape 
dotted with limited estates and criss-crossed by roads, with a multitude 
of small churches in the landscape.

53 Rapski zbornik II, pp. 658, 670.

54 Ibid., 657.

55 Brusić 1926, 7.

56 Odorik Badurina, Velika kamporska kronika. Liber II [The Great 
Kampor Chronicle. Book II], Archives of the Franciscan Monastery of 
St. Bernardin of Siena (St. Euphemia) in Kampor on Rab, p. 16.

cOncLUSIOn

Miroslav Maroević’s photographic oeuvre is far richer than what is shown 
here and is mostly connected with various book publications that talk 
about the history and heritage of the island of Rab. In this text, an at-
tempt was made to realize the relationship between the written text and 
the author’s photographs, which were published in certain editions. In 
the earliest known edition with Maroević’s photographs, V. Brusić’s book 
about the island of Rab, the photographs are contemporary with the text 
itself. For the purposes of that book, together with another photographer, 
Z. Purač, he provided pictorial material that, on the one hand, illustrated 
the text, and, on the other hand, filled in the gaps in the historical sourc-
es. In the first case, we are talking about a series of photographs with 
motifs of Rab’s historical buildings and works of art, which document 
the situation in the 1920s, and which were modeled on somewhat earlier 
editions by Austrian and German scientists. They show skillful handling 
of the photographic medium certainly acquired in Zadar, where the author 
spent the first twenty years of his life and made his first known photo-
graphs at the end of World War I (1918). In the case of replacing gaps from 
historical sources, Maroević freely chose motifs from the environment, 
although refining certain scenes in order to achieve historical authentic-
ity, he documented the details of the social and economic history of Rab 
at the beginning of the 20th century, in which the local inhabitants of 
the island—men, women and children—played an important role. These 
photos bear witness to the immutability of the island’s economy over sev-
eral centuries, the division of labor within the family and the position 
of women and children in the work process. Photographs with similar 
motifs created in the interwar period and attached to I. Pederin’s book 
from 2011 are confronted with a text that is rich in data based on original 
archival materials, and which, thanks to a more modern historiographical 
approach, processed the motifs of Rab’s everyday life that Maroević him-
self documented with a photographic lens half a century earlier. In this 
case, the text about the social history of the island is more explicit and 
sheds light on the content of the earlier photographs. Some of Maroević’s 
photographs, published alongside recent scientific texts and more recent 
photographs by other authors, indicate changes in historical buildings 
on Rab in the 20th century. At the same time, they document the state of 
the Rab landscape, before the beginning of the strong construction that 
followed the development of Rab as a tourist destination, as well as the 
state of Rab’s urban development over several decades. They represent a 
valuable source for Rab’s urban and environmental history.
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1. View of Rab and its surroundings from the hill 
called Kamenjak or Tinjaroša, around 1925

2. Spinning, around 1925

3. Plowing, around 1925

4. Tuna fishing in the bay of Dražica on the island of Rab, around 1925

5. Count’s palace in the city of Rab, around 1925

6. The city lodge with the church of St. Nicholas in the city of Rab, around 1925

7. The courtyard of the monastery of St. Bernard (St. Euphemia) 
in Kampor on the island of Rab, around 1925
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