
Power of Images

VII_Photographs



Origins and Meaning
• Camera obscura, pinhole

camera

• Photography:

• Nicéphor Niépce, View from
the Window at Le Gras, 1826 
or 1827

• 1st surviving camera PH

• Louis Daguerre (1787-
1851

• 30s daguerrotype

• 39 publicaly announced

• Hercules Florence

• 1832 photograph



Question of Realism

• The PH are systematically collected 

since the beginning

• National Photographic Record 

Association, Britain,1897

• The idea of objectivity:

• PH are used as evidence of 

authenticity (ex. newspapers)

• “camera never lies”

• “candid camera”, 1920s

• To what extent the PH can be trusted?

Dagerrotype, 1854



–Lewis Hine

„While photographs may not lie, liars may 

photograph.“ 



Dorothea Lange/Margaret Bourke-White



American Civil War (1861-1865)



Robert Capa

The Falling Soldier, 1936





Problem of Context

• context

• the texture: sepia print /black-and-white image

• identity of sitters and photographers





Reality Effect

• Roland Barthes, The Reality 
effect, 1968 

• Mimesis

• T of tripartite sign (sign, 
signifier and signified)

• The Phothographic Message, in: 
Image, Music, Text

• „the photographic paradox„

• Message withour code

• Reduction



John Tagg

„…Photographs are never evidence of history: 

they are themselves the historical.“ 



Photographs as Historical Evidence

1. evidence for aspects of 

social reality 

2. PH are less R than it 

seems and distorts the 

social R

3.process of distortions is 

itself evidence of 

phenomena: mentalities, 

ideologies and identities

• E.g. Edwardian 

photography

4. variety of intentions 

(author — patron — client)



Photography and History

• Social history, GB 1960s, 

(Rafael Samuel)

• Victorian Photography

• previous generateions 

“visually illiterate”

• O.G. Rejlander, 

Homeless (from the

series „Street urchins“, 

1865-1892)



• /Gilberto Freyre

• H as a painter, whou paint

the H in „an attempt to 

surprise the life in 

movement“

• Robert Levine, Images of 

History: 19th and Early 20th 

Century Latin American 

Photographs as Documents, 

Durham, NC, 1989



Documentary Photography
• 1930 in the USA

• Roy Stryker, Historical Divisin, Farm Security Administration

• Dorothea Lange

• Lewis Hine

• Power House Mechanic Working on Steam Pump, 1920

• Jacob Riis

• Bandit´s Roost, 1914



Lewis Hine’s Social Photography



Police Photography

• 1800

• 1850s, New York Police, 

Rogue’s Gallery

• Mug shot



• Agust Sander, The 

Mirror of the Germans 

(Deutschenspiegel)



https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/august-

sander?all/all/all/all/0



War Photography
• Crimean War (1853-

6)

• Roger Fenton

• American Civil War

• Mathew Brady, 
Alexander Gardner

• Timothy O´Sullivan, 
George N. Barnard

• Timothy
O´Sullivan, A 
Harvest of
Death, 
Gettysburg

• http://www.loc.g
ov/pictures/colle
ction/cwp/

• Shift from heroic to 
factual (anti-heroic) 
style/same battery of
problems for
historians



Heroic style of Military art

Diego de Velázquez, The Surrender of Breda, 1634-1635. oil on canvas



Nick Ut, The Terror of War, 1972



Urban Photography





Aerial Photography

• Use of aerial photographs as 

a source of I

• I that are not apparent from 

other sources (vegetation 

marks, soil marks, 

eartworks)

• Wymondham Abbey, 

Nortfolk

• West Dereham Abbey

• Monastic economy (sites of 

granges/deficiency of 

documents)

• Monknash Grange



Photography of Rural Life

• Alan Trechtenberg, Reading

American Photographs, 1989

• „A photographer has no need to 

persuade a viewer to adopt his or 

her point of view, because the 

reader has no choice; in the 

picture we see the world from the 

angle of the camera’s partial 

vision, from the position it had at 

the moment of the release of the 

shutter.“

• Photo - „view of society“ (opinion)

• E.g. Photographers of rural poor

in the USA in the years of

Depression



Stereotypes of Others
• Edward S. Curtis

• https://www.archiv

es.gov/research/n

ative-

americans/pictures



Edward S. Curtis, Oglala war-party, plate 77 of North American Indian. 1907

• “Here is depicted a group of 

Sioux warriors as they 

appeared in the days of 

intertribal warfare, carefully 

making their way down a 

hillside in the vicinity of the 

enemy’s camp. Many hold 

in their hands, instead of 

weapons, mere sticks 

adorned with eagle-feathers 

or scalps—the so-called 

coup sticks—desiring to win 

honor by striking a harmless 

blow therewith as well as to 

inflict injury with arrow and 

bullet.”

• Edward S. Curtis, North

American Indian, 1907



Political Photography

• E.g. series of photos of
USA presidential
candidates

• „image management„

• E.g. Leni Riefenstahl,The
Triumph of the Will, 1935





„self-censorship“



„walkabouts“: 

battle/campaign buses, 

chartered aircraft, speeches 

from soap boxes, tanks and 

lorries, pressing the flesh and 

kissing babies



Visual Narratives

• Problem of reading (VN):

• dynamic movement, sequence/static scene

• Condensation/Reduction
(arrivals/departures, placing sth in/taking sth
out)

• narrative conventions or discourse (story told 
from left to right, stereotyped representations)

• Esisner´s contract with the reader, in Will
Esiner, Graphic Storytelling and Visual
Narrative, 1996



• Albert Lord, The Singer of Tales, 1960

• formulae: small-scale schemata, ‘stock’ 

figure 

• sleeping Mexican

• themes: large-scale schemata, ‘stock’ 

scenes (battles, councils, meetings, 

departures, banquets, processions and 

dreams) 





Etnographic Gaze
• “Images of 

difference”, Sander

Gilman

• Scientific gaze

• Deshumanization

(reduction of

individual people to 

types)
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