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PHOTOGRAPHY, SURVEY AND THE
DESIRE FOR 'HISTORY'

This paper1 explores the idea of photographic survey as a transnational cultural 
moment. This movement, which was active in various forms between about 
1880 and 1920, encouraged local amateur photographers to make records 
of buildings, customs and curiosities for the benefit of the future.  Strongly 
related to questions of cultural salvage, preservation and national identity, the 
impulse for photographic recording is found in different forms and intensities 
across Europe and beyond. However, local endeavours were entangled with 
more expansive ambitions for photographic efficacy.  These ambitions reveal 
the broader epistemological shaping of these apparently insignificant acts of 
photography. I explore briefly three moments of transnational articulation in 
Chicago, Brussels and Dresden, and what happens when we approach these 
photographic practices on the horizontal axis of the transnational, not simply 
on the vertical axis of contained ‘national identities.’

Prologue

This essay emerges from my work on the photographic survey movement and historical 
imagination.  My book on the subject, The Camera as Historian: Amateur Photographers 

and Historical Imagination 1885–1918, was published during my stay at the IAS, but like 
all ‘finished’ projects, it actually felt like a beginning.  While my book focused on England, 
it became very clear to me in the course of that research, listening to the late nineteenth-
century voice, that the standard analytical approach to such photographic activities, as prisms 
of national identities alone, limited our understanding.  Not only was there an intense localism 
at work, one of the arguments of my book, but the impulse to make photographs to record 
the past in the present for the future also constituted a clear transnational cultural moment 
across Europe and beyond. This sense was enhanced by the IAS theme ‘Translating Culture: 
Purpose, Process and Consequence’ which looked at translation as both praxis and metaphor.  
The ‘surveys’ which interested me sought to use photography and photographs to translate the 
historically experienced present into photographs and into forms of knowledge through a series 
of transformative communicative practices.  What follows is an initial attempt to lay out the 
basic ethnography and suggest some analytical directions.

The photographic survey movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
comprised a loosely cohered group of amateur photographers with intersecting interests in 
history, archaeology and photography itself.  They embarked on projects aimed, self-consciously, 
to use photography to record what they perceived to be important survivals of the past in the 
present. They photographed ancient churches, farmsteads, old cottages and manor houses, 
folk customs and a huge range of curiosities which for them constituted a focus for historical 
imagination.  Above all was a sense of the public utility of photographs to impart information 
to future generations for the general good, through archives in libraries, museums and learned 
societies (Edwards, 2012). While there was no central organisation, activities were left to 
individual enthusiasms, it was premised of the inscriptive powers of a photography undertaken 
in a straight and unmediated fashion.  Yet at the same time these recording projects were 
entangled with a vision of an inclusive visual archive of photographic information.

They were based variously in towns, cities and regions, bringing together groups of enthusiasts 
for both photography and antiquities. They were often closely associated with either photographic 
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clubs and societies or the photographic sections of antiquarian, archaeological or natural history 
societies, although the precise nature of this relationship depends largely on local demographics 
and social networks.  Some had quite formal organisation with officers, subscriptions and rule, 
others were less formal and depended more on personal drive and enthusiasm.  What they 
all shared and what linked them discursively, whatever their constitution, was a sense of the 
efficacy of photography for recording the past in the present for the future, a sense of social duty 
in this work, and of an urgency in the face of modernity.

Consequently these survey projects, various in scale, focus and ambition, but with their 
self-conscious engagement with the past, are a useful prism through which to explore the 
perceived relationship between photography, memory and historical imagination.  They give us 
the opportunity to explore empirically the links between these processes, rather than simply 
assuming them theoretically, for the survey movement presents a fully articulated, experienced 
and intentional constitution of a desire to make historical records.

The survey movement effectively constituted what Anderson has famously characterised as an 
‘imagined’ and ‘print’ community, groups of people, not necessarily known to or communicating 
directly with one another, but bound by common values, modes of imagining and technical 
practices, articulated through print media (Anderson, 1983).  It is this pattern of connection, 
the tentacles of common values on the efficacy of the relationship between photography and 
historical imagination as a transnational phenomenon, that interests me here.  This pattern 
cannot be reduced to an ontologically or technologically determined response alone, but rather 
constitutes an expansive cultural moment.

Transnational Patterns

From the start the desire to record was sustained by, and understood in, a transnational 
dimension.  In its expansive forms, it offered the potential for world history, constituted 

through the multiple ties and connections that characterise transnationalism.2  While the 
concept transnational tends to assume a contemporary context of twentieth and twenty-first-
century globalisation, the ‘constellation of mutually conditioning factors and parallel processes’ 
(Vertovec, 2009, p. 23) which defines it can, as a number of scholars have argued, be 
demonstrated historically even if the precise configuration and flavour differs (Hofmeyr et al., 
2006).3

The potential of photography as a practice enabled connections that might both mediate the 
local and translate the local into a utopian possibility of an international sense of archive.  
This potential of photographs, their flow through the networks of knowledge and political and 
cultural desire, make this process both intensely local and intensely global.  For this was a 
shared methodology.  It drew on transnational debates in photography, about the merging of 
photographic techniques, documenting practice and archival desire, and about the very purposes 
of photography itself.

Survey projects were undertaken in many European countries. There were movements in, for 
instance, Great Britain, Scandinavia, Switzerland, France, Poland, Italy and Germany.  What 
links all these endeavours, and gives them what for us analytically is a transnational character, 
are two sets of intersecting values.  First was the importance and validity of the photographic 
record.  The use of the camera in this way espoused a specific form of transnational documenting 
impulse (Amad, 2010; Mittman and Wilder, forthcoming), linked through patterns of historical 
imagination, photographic desires and archival enthusiasm.  Second was a shared anxiety about, 
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and valuation of, the impact of modernity on both cultural practices and the remains of the 
past through which identities might be negotiated.  While appeals were, on the one hand, to the 
photograph as an objective record, on the other, they were simultaneously to a more subjective 
sense of civic, national and even humanistic duty to record for the future.  Thus whatever 
individual and specific community hopes for these projects might have been, they emerged from 
shared values about the importance of the past in the future, the desire to create records and 
the indisputable efficacy of photography in achieving those aims.

These values, impulses and their photographic manifestations were linked to broader interests 
in, and debates about, the preservation of ancient monuments and the codification of national 
heritage.4  These interests themselves were not necessarily contained within national and 
political boundaries but were, again, part of a broader cultural moment and sense of connected 
and emergent European heritage and its institutionalisation (Swenson, 2008). If photographic 
survey has clear cultural and intellectual links to preservationist movements, they did not 
necessarily map entirely on to infrastructures of national projects and their demographics in any 
simple way (a point to which I shall return).  While there are overlaps and similarities in terms 
of both structure and class, at the same time the downwards social spread of photographic 
activity by 1900, linked to an expansion in the range and costs of photographic technology, 
expanded the possibility of making historical statements and engaging in what was perceived as 
a collective practice of historical imagination.5

This realisation of historical imagination can also be linked to shifting theories and evaluation 
of what it was to have ‘memory’ or ‘history.’  The photographic surveys were grounded in a 
positivist view of history and photographic potential, it was the trace of the past that gave these 
photographs their power.  However a defining characteristic of photography is its translation 
of space and time, producing fragments of the experienced world.  Through this process 
photographs elevated the everyday fragment as history of the present (Amad, 2010, p. 4).  While 
this works at many levels, the historical bricolage, the amassed fragments, that photographs 
represent, is translated into the coherence of the archive.  The archive was not only a metaphor 
for memory itself, but also a site of practices which determined the parameters of history and 
memory themselves (Amad, 2010, p. 8).  The practices of photography in general and the survey 
movement in particular thus resonate with newly figured concepts in philosophical thinking on 
memory itself at this period.  In particular was that of Henri Bergson whose work placed memory 
in everyday experience and collective habit.  While Bergson had an ambivalent attitude to 
the mechanical inscriptions of time and the externalisations that the archive represented, his 
privileging of time, the everyday and of experience in the construction of memory accords with 
the inscriptive abundance of both photography and film (Amad, 2010). 

This is not to argue that photographers were necessarily responding directly to Bergson, although 
his work reached an extensive and popular audience.  Rather, such thinking raised the sense 
of the everyday and the ordinary as significant and translatable into archival form through 
photographs. In particular the heightening effect of photographs, in that they literally bring 
objects and moments into visibility, endowing them with the quality of a statement.  Functions 
of everyday space and action became translated, even transfigured, into the utopian vision of 
the prosthetic memory bank.

There were of course profound national and sub-national differences in the signifying intensities 
of photographs; the sense of national heritage which they carried was rooted in different political 
imperatives (Swenson, 2008, pp. 85–6).  Sometimes these processes worked in opposite 
directions. For instance, in Italy the production of photographs of cultural heritage was used 
to create a visual sense of unity after the 1870s, whereas in Poland photographic surveys 
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were used to delineate the specifically regional in response to the multinational dissipation of 
Polish heritage within the homogenising discourses of Russian, Prussian and Austro-Hungarian 
empires successively (Mattiello, 2011; Manikowska, 2011).

In particular, archaeological and ethnological delineation became a central conceptual 
underpinning of much survey work.  Even if in realisation it was limited, the importance of 
recording ‘peasant,’ ‘folk,’ ‘rural lifeways,’ and ‘customs’ before they disappeared carried 
extraordinary discursive and rhetorical weight in the photographic survey movement. In Germany, 
Poland and Hungary, for example, ethnography in particular was linked to national identities, as 
ethnological knowledge translated into knowledge of the nation and its history, in which peasant 
and rural custom stood for the grounding of identity in the very soil of the nation (Vermeulen and 
Alvarez Roldán, 1995, p. 10).  There were very strong links, for example, between the making of 
the photographic record and the emergence of local ethnology museums in the former Prussia 
and Poland, such as was the case in Dresden and Danzig, just as there was in Scandinavia 
a few decades later where photographic survey was systematised and professionalised under 
the auspices of the Nordic Museum (Joschke, 2004, p. 64; Becker, 1992).  Even in Britain, 
where perhaps these links were less marked, there were strong conceptual and discursive 
links between the British Association for the Advancement of Science’s ethnographic survey 
of the British Isles, launched in 1894, and photographic survey (Edwards, 2010).  Both were 
concerned with recording and tracing the long histories of place ‘in a world that stood on the 
threshold between the traditional and the modern, the local and the global’ (Amad, 2010, p. 
8).  What is significant is the range and similarity of content, purpose and aspiration of the 
lists of historical desiderata, almost a ‘shooting script,’ issued by a range of surveys, from 
local endeavours such as the Photographic Survey and Record of Surrey in England, to those 
such as the British Association for the Advancement of Science, or the Musée de Suisse des 
Photographies Documentaires.

This broad view was, as I have suggested, articulated in different ways with different intensities, 
informing a wide range of salvage agendas in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
One cannot, of course, be certain of the extent to which individual photographers were, or were 
not, aware of these theories or bodies of knowledge in any directly causal way.  What is clear, in 
a broad currency of ideas, is the correlation between scientific ideas and their poetic translation 
as salvage and preservation on the one hand, and on the other the values of the photographic 
survey and related movements such as architectural preservation. They are patterned by shared 
epistemological assumptions around temporalities of salvage and preservation.  This sense of 
urgency, that ‘The matter is one that will not brook any undue delay [...] as the evidence is 
slipping out of our grasp’ (Brabrook, 1893, p. 274), was a moment, as Nora puts it, of the 
‘irrevocable break of peasant culture, that quintessential repository of collective memory’ (Nora, 
1989, p. 7).

Racial mappings of Europe, which, in many cases, were entangled with ethnological 
description, were also deeply inflected with a discourse of origin and nation.  While there are 
colonial implications too, of course (Edwards, 2012, pp. 153–9), many surveys included both 
ethnographic and anthropometric dimensions, especially in what were perceived as the margins 
of Europe, the Balkans, northern Scandinavia, and in the British case, an Ireland ‘yet to be 
corrupted by Anglocentric modernity’ (Carville, 2011, pp. 105–6).  As Richard McMahon has 
argued, the delineation of European races, and indeed languages, was used ‘to scientifically 
legitimize nations as ancient families and naturalize their geopolitical manoeuvrings, ethic 
power struggles and ideological responses to modern change.’  But he also demonstrates the 
ways in which, like the endeavours of photographic survey, concepts also moved across national 
boundaries, defining what it was to be European (McMahon, 2001, p. 71).
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In a way, the inscriptive quality of photographs and the indexical tracing of the material remains 
of those processes were a way of holding the flux and ambiguity of histories.  For in all these 
endeavours there was a sense that visual media, especially photography, functioned not only as 
record making for the future but as a way of disseminating the values of history.  For instance, in 
Germany, the Heimatschutz movement, although more broadly grounded in landscape, feeling 
and the aesthetics of nationhood, understood photography and other visual forms as central 
to its agendas.  Thus Fritz Koch, a young lawyer from Thuringia, and a leading light in the 
movement, instigated a series of picture postcards, describing them as being of ‘extraordinary 
significance [...] for the propaganda of the Heimatschutz’ (quoted in Rollins, 1997, p. 175).

The existence and progress of photographic survey and the reproduction of its values, were 
maintained by networks of connection.  For example, Boston Camera Club in the USA sent a 
set of lantern slides of their survey to Liverpool Photographic Society; there were exchanges 
of information between the English survey movement and Léon Vidal’s archive of document 
photographs in Paris; Giacomo Boni, who was undertaking surveys of Italian antiquities, 
corresponded with Philip Webb of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings who 
had links with the Survey of London; the National Photographic Record Association in Britain 
was in correspondence with Léon Vidal, with enthusiasts in Mysore State, India, and with a 
nascent project in Stockholm.  The Archaeological Survey of India was held up as an example to 
amateur photographers in Europe, and the journal Photogram which carried a column entitled 
‘Doomed and Threatened’ also included threatened antiquities in other countries (Pollock, 
2009; Mattiello, 2011, pp. 220, 226; Edwards, 2012).  These articulations constitute a shared 
consciousness, processes of cross-fertilisation and mode of reproduction that encompasses a 
wide variety of individuals, groups and organisations, emerging from a ‘common consciousness 
and bundles of experiences which bind people into social forms and networks’ (Vertovec, 2009, 
pp. 4–6).

Photographic Ambitions in Chicago, Brussels and Dresden

This network of interconnections is borne out in two projects and an exhibition which attempted 
to translate the local into the global, transnational and universal, and to realise the anticipated 

visual demands of an international future.  While both projects failed in their different ways – 
they were wildly over-ambitious and unwieldy in relation to the human and financial resources 
available – they are nonetheless paradigmatic of the encyclopaedic aspirations for photographs.

The potential of this sense of interconnectedness was first given concrete form at the Chicago 
Worlds Fair in 1893, where, at an auxiliary congress on photography organised by the Photographic 
Association of America, a meeting advocated an ‘international bureau established to record and 
exchange photographic negatives and prints’ (Harrison, 1893). In this W. Jerome Harrison, a 
leading light in the British survey movement, moved his national vision for photographic survey 
onto the global stage, calling for a systematic photographic record ‘of the face of the earth.’  The 
aim was to be ‘a true pictorial history of the present day.’  However, crucially he continued ‘it 
seems a great pity that the results should be confined to the locality in which they are produced’ 
(1893, p. 548).  While these photographs had local or national significance, they also, it 
stressed, constituted a broader record of human experience and human existence.

The international committee formed included members from Great Britain, the United States, 
Canada, Japan, India and France.  In response to this call for photographic action, in 1895 
Léon Vidal founded the Musée des Photographies Documentaires in Paris, which by 1900 
had over 20,000 negatives.  A similar project was founded in Switzerland, Musée Suisse des 
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Photographies Documentaires, under the presidency of Emile Demole in 1901 and in the same 
year the International Institute of Photographic Documents, modelled on Vidal’s project in Paris, 
was founded by Ernest de Potter in Brussels under the auspices of the International Institute of 
Bibliography (Joschke, 2004; Cousserier, 2010).

This latter provides a second instance of intense transnational desire and it is significant that 
it is closely linked from the beginning with a sense of transnational management of knowledge.  
Instigated by a group of Brussels enthusiasts, notably de Potter, its roots were local but 
its ambitions became expansive.  Again it was premised on a sense of photographs as an 
exchangeable form and universal language to constitute a knowledge form for the future. Like 
other survey endeavours, it attempted to establish standards for photographic inscription, so as 
to provide a systematic rendering of the past for the future.  But it saw its remit not only in terms 
of cultural heritage – ethnology, archaeology and architecture – but also in zoology, landscape 
and the conditions of modern life as ‘a dream of an exhaustive inventory of the visible world’ 
(Cousserier, 2010).

Despite these projects and the universalising aspiration for photography, the Chicago meeting 
progressed little beyond inspiring rhetoric, although the committee, by all accounts, ‘did good 
work in disseminating a knowledge of the survey movement’ (Harrison, 1906, p. 58).  Yet 
by 1902 Vidal in Paris was lamenting that ‘we yet lack an international organisation for the 
production and preservation of record photographs […]. The various photographic societies 
– English, French, German, Austrian, etc – should have excellent reasons to undertake the 
making of collections of photographs showing the state and progress of each country, but an 
obvious preliminary to organised international action is to arrange the conditions under which 
photographs are to be taken, and to formulate some system by which the contracting nation or 
association can exchange sets of prints’ (Vidal, 1902).  The project in Brussels likewise failed 
to attract the support of photographers, many of whom preferred to put their efforts into the 
more local projects of cultural heritage from which the more universal aspirations had emerged 
(Cousserier, 2010).  But what is significant is that these projects were perceived of, and thought 
of, as desirable and realisable even if the latter proved not to be the case.

While the universal dreams of archival possibility collapsed under the weight of their own ambition, 
the transnational potential of photographic collaboration remained more strongly articulated at a 
local level.  Nonetheless these local endeavours must be understood as part of the same cultural 
aspiration for photography which, as I have argued, has multiple strands of convergence and 
coherence.  A particularly cogent demonstration of this was at the 1909 Dresden International 
Photographic Exhibition when individual survey endeavours were presented in a context of 
collective and interconnected action. This exhibition contained no less than 21 rooms of survey 
photography from across Europe and beyond.  There were contributions from Austria, Russia, 
Germany, including a series of photographs of ‘Old Hamburg,’ and a series from Saxony made 
in conjunction with Dresden’s museum of ethnology. There was a set of photographs of Asia, 
and the United States, which had survey endeavours in Boston and Pennsylvania for instance, 
was instead represented through photographs of Native American people and their everyday 
life, an aboriginal deep past for the United States, provided by the Smithsonian Institution.  
There were contributions too from the burgeoning local surveys in Britain – from Warwickshire, 
Surrey, London and the National Photographic Record Association, which had co-ordinated the 
British contribution.  These survey contributions included photographs of the historical built 
environment, folkways and ‘peasant types,’ notably those from Russia by the ethnographic 
pictorialist Sergei Lobovikov (Anon, 1909; Joschke, 2004). It should be noted that ‘overseas’ 
photographic survey endeavours and their exhibition, whether in Europe, in settler colonialism 
or in empires, were reported frequently and in detail in the photographic press; and equally 

Institute of Advanced Study Insights

7



Institute of Advanced Study Insights

frequently they were conceptualised in shared terms, through networks of influence, interaction 
and exchange.

Informing all survey activities, whatever their individual scales, was the idea of public access 
and public utility, for it was through these that the photographs could effect their historical 
work, projecting material into the future, with the aspiration of shaping that future.  From 
its inception the movement strove to create an externalised or prosthetic ‘collective memory’ 
bank, a holding of the past both literally and metaphorically.  The camera became, in effect, 
a prosthetic eye, and the creator of prosthetic memory through the photograph, to be held as 
a form of externalised collective memory, in both its real and metaphorical roles – a ‘holding’ 
of the past in which photography, properly executed, monitored and archived, could become a 
memory bank of the material traces of personal, local, national and transnational histories. These 
processes are enabled through the broad repetition of shared values, desires and techniques, 
transcending the local, regional and national.

It is particularly significant that the emergence of these recording practices is exactly contemporary 
with the emergence of international bibliographic standards and systems of classification.  These 
systems were specifically designed to cohere global systems  of  knowledge, and could be used 
to contain the meanings of photographs.

This is a huge field which I can only address briefly here.  However, the involvement of lawyer and 
bibliographer Paul Otlet with the Brussels project is particularly significant because it too marks 
the transnational character of photographic survey.  Otlet was interested in the synthesis and 
transferability of knowledge, and had, at his Office International de Bibliographie, developed the 
Universal Decimal Classification in 1905. He had worked with de Potter on a standardisation 
of photographic  description which was presented a year later at the Congrès International de la 
Documentation Photographie (Rayward, 2008; Cousserier, 2010). If the Brussels International 
Institute of Photographic Documents was a manifestation of Otlet’s bibliographic standardisation, 
even local endeavours were increasingly absorbed into library systems of classification whose 
object was to contain the messiness of photographic inscription and knowledge. It is significant 
that The Camera as Historian, a vade mecum for the British survey movement published in 
1916, not only devoted some 54 of its 250 pages to a locally developed system drawn from 
the structure of the Otlet’s universal classification, but also included an illustration of the 
International Institute of Photographic Documents in its pages (Gower et al., 1916).  This local 
classification was in all likelihood the work of one of the authors of The Camera as Historian, 
Stanley Jast, one of the new breed of professional librarians in the early twentieth century, 
who had a deep understanding and experience of the potential for the expansion of knowledge 
through library reform, especially the application of modern systems of classification and open 
access.  In particular, Jast was guided by a belief in the interconnectedness of the human race 
at a metaphysical level. The flow of knowledge, and thus historical consciousness, contained in 
documents such as photographs, and the role of libraries within that system, was for Jast, part 
of that global interconnectedness (Black, 2007, pp. 180–1).

Closing Thoughts

This is very much a work in progress.  I have ranged widely over what I see as the important 
constituent parts of any analysis of this material. There are significant areas that I have left 

untouched here – colonial dimensions, differently nuanced configurations of nationhood and 
modernity, relationships between power and knowledge, and differential class dynamics, for 
instance.  I have argued, however, that whatever the immediate constitution of photographic 
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surveys, they were all inflected with the possibility of a transnational dynamic, through the 
networks, connections and indeed aspirations which shaped them.  They emerge from a 
moment of specific European cultural imagination in relation to modernity and the values of the 
past, translated through ethnography, photography, film, museum collecting, the codification 
of cultural heritage and a range of popular preservationist movements.  These strands might be 
locally expressed but their intellectual framing is far from local. They operated on a dialectic 
of scale which encompassed transnational, national, regional and local contexts, framed 
through shared meanings and values through which collective practice was both legitimised 
and motivated.

To think about the endeavours of survey photography in the contexts of transnational practices 
opens up ‘broader analytical possibilities for understanding the complex linkages, networks 
and actors’ (Hofmeyr, 2006, p. 1444) on which it depended and which defined it as a product 
of a specific but fluid and interpenetrating matrix of values, aspiration and apparatus.  My 
particular study raises the question of how we might understand these photographic practices 
on the horizontal axis of the transnational, not simply on the vertical axis of contained ‘national 
identities.’ These endeavours were held together by a specific vision of photographs as records 
and as translations of the world, by a community of practice and its ‘ability to link the civilised 
world’ (Harrison, 1893), exemplified in Otlet’s bibliographic Utopia and Jast’s universalist 
humanist belief in the emancipating power of knowledge, including visual knowledge for the 
future.
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Notes

1A much extended version of this paper will be published in Transnational Memory: Beyond 
Methodological Nationalism edited by  Chiara  De  Cesari and Ann Rigney (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2013).

2Amateur survey endeavours can be linked conceptually to government surveys and the 
expansion of institutionalised knowledge such as government-sponsored  geological surveys 
on the western USA or Archaeological and Ethnological Surveys of India.

3Historical studies in the field have tended to focus on the transnational and translational 
character of colonial encounter.

4What is significant though is that a number of these surveys were a response to state 
resistance to undertaking systematic photography of antiquities.
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5The extent and configuration of this collective is shaped by local patterns of class and 
the ability to make such statements. For instance, participation was, socially, much wider 
in England than in Poland where it is more clearly vested in local elites (Edwards, 2012, 
pp. 41–9; Manikowska, 2011).
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