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Abstract 
 
 
This study investigates the uses of portrait photography in the nineteenth-century 
sciences of Anthropology, Psychiatry, and Criminal Anthropology, and discusses these 
practices in relation to applications of photography in Criminalistics, and to the portraits 
made by high street photographers. The main examples for these photographic practices 
are taken from various European countries, including France, Britain, Germany, Austria, 
and Italy, and are discussed and compared in their respective social, historical, and 
scientific contexts. Among the sources which are being examined are the British manual 
Notes & Queries and the works of Gustav Fritsch in Anthropology, the writings of John 
Conolly, Henri Legrand du Saulle and other psychiatrists, the publications and 
collections of criminologists like Cesare Lombroso, Enrico Ferri, and Alexandre 
Lacassagne, and the literature on Alphonse Bertillon’s system of police photography. 
Other material under discussion includes the publications of Paul Broca, Charles Darwin, 
A. A. E. Disdéri, Francis Galton, Henry P. Robinson, and the influential French 
photographer Albert Londe. 
 The study assesses recent contributions to the historiography of scientific 
representation and seeks to re-evaluate the significance of photography in the period 
between 1850 and 1900. It is argued that the epistemological status of photographs 
hinged on the emotive impact they had on the observer. Ultimately, it was the latter's 
subjective reaction that served to affirm the status of objectivity of the representations. 
Simultaneously, the observer's subjectivity itself was articulated by the practices 
involved in the use of portrait photographs. The dispositif photographique thus served 
to constitute a visual economy of individuals which contributed to the affirmation of 
social positions and a distinct sense of self for the social agents. 
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Introduction: The Dispositif photographique: A Politics of the Face 
 
 
 
In European culture, the face is much more than an ensemble of features 
at the front of the human head. It is a complex semiotic matrix of traits 
which are decoded as markers of biological sex and age, ethnic origin, 
moral character, as indicators of individuality, of social determination or 
of mental states. In the absence of a unifying semiology, the various 
scientific and moralistic attempts at systematically reading faces have led 
to what Ulrich Raulff calls a “European politics of faces” [europäische 
Gesichterpolitik], the history of which includes the history of portraiture. 
Individuals were recognised and recognised themselves through the face 
more than through any other feature.  
 The modern individual which has emerged since the Middle Ages 
has, to an increasing extent, been singled out, described and represented 
through administrative procedures within which visual portraiture first 
played only a minor role. Until the ascent of photography, portraiture was 
generally restricted to the powerful and the wealthy, on the one hand, and 
to the representation of anonymous character types and ethnic specimens 
on the other. In the second half of the nineteenth century, however, there 
was a reversal of the political function of portraiture. From being a 
medium of the extraordinary and the typical, it became a universal aspect 
of an individual’s existence. “From now on, nobody will any longer live 
without an image, without a face: between 1870 and 1890 we see 
something like the birth of the homo photographicus, of the modern Image 
Man.”1  
 The main function of this book is to trace the epistemological 
circumstances of this birth in the discourses of such human sciences as 
anthropology, psychiatry, criminology, or criminalistics. How is it that a 
supposedly universal and identical relationship was established between 
a photograph and an individual? who or what is the social agent who 
                                                

1 Raulff (1984), p.53 [Von nun an wird niemand mehr bilderlos, wird 
niemand mehr gesichtslos leben: in den Jahren 1870 bis 1890 ereignet sich so 
etwas wie die Geburt des homo photographicus, des modernen 
Bildermenschen]. 
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recognises him- or herself in a portrait photograph, and who is recognised 
in order to become the object of scientific or administrative scrutiny? how 
is the link established between an individual body and one of the many 
possible meanings of a portrait photograph? what is the relationship 
between classificatory and identificational uses of portrait photography? 
how does the reception of other people’s portraits impinge on the 
observer’s self-conception? and what happens in the ruptures and 
cleavages of these discursive formations?  
 In his works of the early 1980s, Michel Foucault began to tackle the 
problem of modern subjectivity by analysing processes of subjectification 
as effects of certain self-techniques, and as structural elements of 
governmental strategies which, since the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, have sought to increase the power of the state and the well-
being of its members by ordering the population into segmented, 
individuated formations. In the nineteenth century, the human sciences 
acquired a pivotal status in this scenario by comprehensively describing 
the modern individual and by devising micropolitical strategies and 
techniques for subjecting it to the governmental order.2  The human 
sciences formed part of a modern complex of power and knowledge 
which was more than a crude apparatus of scientific and political 
objectification. Foucault has shown how the disciplinary apparatuses 
often hinged on regimes of subjectification in which the individual itself 
applied techniques that would foster its integral status within the social 
formation. For an understanding of the genealogy of the modern 
individual, these techniques and discursive practices have to come under 
close scrutiny. “The recognisable human (soul, individuality, 
consciousness, conscience, behaviour) is an effect/object of this analytical 

                                                
2 I will use the neutral personal pronoun ‘it’ when refering to the 

individual as a ‘yet ungendered’ discursive shifter. If this idiosyncratic 
‘Germanism’ irritates (in German, it is das Individuum), that irritation may 
function as a reminder of the ambiguity of gender conceptions in the 
discourses which I look at, even if I do not always address it head-on. 
Whereas ‘the individual’ generally denotes the pre-social material 
resource, I will use the term ‘Man’ in the emphatic, nineteenth-century 
sense of the ‘fully developed and normal (male) human being’. The 
‘subject’ is a socialised individual with a sense of self and a self-relation. 
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documentation, of this government/observation.”3  
 Since the middle of the nineteenth century, photography has joined 
the ranks of such techniques as the most important medium of facial 
representation. Recent criticism has outlined a number of research areas 
for a history of the nineteenth-century photographic portrait: the studio 
portrait as ideological form (Tagg), anthropological photography (Green), 
police photography (Phéline, Sekula), and scientific photography in 
general (Merzeau). 4   These and other authors have emphasised the 
historical specificity of photographic meaning, and have analysed its 
discursive generation in specific instances. From this criticism has 
emerged an understanding of the dispositif photographique as an ensemble 
of material installations and operations, and of discursive practices, which 
was strategically applied to produce social effects, like the identification of 
an individual with a passport photograph. The administrative procedures 
and social practices surrounding the application of photographs linked 
the dispositif photographique to the formations of governmentality and thus 
served to structure social power. 
 The use of the term dispositif photographique underpins the claim 
that photography had a significant strategic function within the human 
scientific discourses of the nineteenth century. Generally speaking, the 
dispositif can be understood as a heterogeneous ensemble of discursive 
and non-discursive elements which participate in a given, strategic form 
of coordination; the dispositif is an “ideological (conceptual) device” (L. 
Althusser), a set of material appliances which allow the realisation of 
strategic operations.5  In the case of photography, it is made up of the 
material installations and operations conducted in and outside the 
photographic studio, as well as of the discourses that thread through the 
journals, books and private correspondences of the period. The 
photographic discourses and practices we will examine are at the same 

                                                
3  Foucault (1975/1977), p.321-2; cf also Mauss (1938/1979) for a 

condensed history of the notion of the ‘person’, and Foucault (1988), 
(1990). 

4 Tagg (1988), Green (1984a) and (1984b), Phéline (1985), Sekula (1986), 
Merzeau (1988). These are only exemplary references; others will be made 
where appropriate. 

5 On the concept of the dispositif, cf Foucault (1976/1978), ch.4.3, and 
Foucault (1977/1978); cf also Deleuze (1989). 
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time part of the dispositif of the human sciences which form the matrix for 
the ordering of knowledge and for the regulation of certain types of 
deviance, and photography is itself a dispositif on which mechanisms of 
subjectification rest. As a social technology, portrait photography 
circumscribes a space of visuality in which the human sciences not only 
find a new type of object, but which also forms the basis of a new relation 
to the self for the social agents themselves. 
 The homo photographicus of the nineteenth century inhabited a 
terrain that ranged from the human scientific disciplines to the police 
administration and the highstreet studio, from the domains of 
anthropological and social deviance and its articulations to the field of 
social normality which was populated by non-deviant citizens and 
workers, and public figures such as politicians, artists, and other 
celebrities, all scattered by degrees of respectability and fame, 
pathologisation and normalisation.6  Their complex classificatory order 
was over-determined by the assumption of structural dichotomies - 
wealth/poverty, health/sickness, honour/repression - which form part of 
the identificatory tools of modern bourgeois individualism. Our analysis 
departs from the hypothesis of a continuous matrix on which the socio-
economic distribution and the structures of normalcy are permeated by a 
set of dispositifs of representation which articulate that matrix and turn its 
elements into sites and tools of contestation. The act of ordering, and most 
prominently of classifying, is among the prime strategies deployed in this 
contest. Identification and characterisation should be understood as 
subsidiary strategies which involve subjectifying and subjectified acts of 
(self-)classification. 
 Portraiture as an art historical genre had fulfilled this classificatory 
role to a far more limited degree. The definition of the portrait applied 
here encompasses mimetic visual representations of human bodies. 
Portraits form part of semiotic systems in which they overdetermine the 
physical body with notions of type, identity, character, etc. The tradition 
of artistic, graphic and painted, portraiture formed a prime source of 
inspiration for the composition, posing and the setting of portrait 

                                                
6  For celebrity photography, cf Peters (1983), Prescott (1985), and 

McCauley (1985), esp. ch.3, p.53-84. 
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photographs, yet, although it is possible to point to a number of such 
continuities, a more general assessment reveals a decisive break in the 
visual representation of individuals after the middle of the nineteenth 
century. A brief look at some exemplary recent publications can elucidate 
the theoretical and historical points of departure from the art historical 

debate about portraiture.7   
 Especially over the last decade, an increasing number of studies 
have dealt with particular topical areas of portraiture, with important foci 
on the Italian and German Renaissance, and on the English eighteenth 
century. An exception forms the essay Portraiture by Richard Brilliant who 
attempts to give a general theoretical account of portraiture as a 
phenomenon in Western art from Antiquity to the twentieth century.8  
There are more problems than benefits in Brilliant’s broad approach 
which hinges on the contention that the portrait establishes a fixed 
relation between portrait and sitter that is established by the artist’s 
intention. The text is often theoretically opaque, but Brilliant assumes a 
primordial correlation between identification and the individual, whose 
“uniquely private kernel of being, […] persistent inner character or ‘soul’” 
is to be made transparent by the artist.9  The artist, the sitter and the 
viewer are presented as ‘full’ and self-conscious social agents who jointly 
realise and guarantee the meaning in portraiture. What is confusing about 
Brilliant’s book is that, from a patchwork of constructivist observations 
about the forces involved in portraiture, he constantly reverts to a 
humanistic essentialism which defeats his arguments about the 
complexities of facial representation and perception. Most importantly, 
however, Brilliant deliberately avoids historical specificity, moving freely 
through centuries and millennia, and essentially treating portraiture as a 
single, homogeneous phenomenon, bracketed by his common sense. 
 Of the historically more specific studies, the literature on 
Renaissance portraiture often focuses on the commemorative and self-
explicatory aspects of what are seen as early documents of the modern 

                                                
7 Cf Heppner (1990) for an extensive bibliography, and Lohmann-

Siems (1972) for a discussion of the concept of portraiture and its 
treatment in art history. 

8 Brilliant (1991). 
9 Ibid., p.12. 
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individual. 10   The archaeological interest in the historically new 
construction of a self-image leads to an emphasis on the artist’s intention, 
the sitter’s self-conception, and the process of artistic production. This 
triangle plays an even greater role in the case of self-portraiture, a field 
that has recently been extended by Joseph Koerner’s analysis of the 
productive aspects of the reception of Renaissance self-portraits. 
Hermeneutically inclined authors like Koerner and Gottfried Boehm read 
paintings as visual texts whose semantic productivity emerges from the 
visual experience they offer to the viewer. It is rather dubious how the 
direct, identificational linking of sitter and representation generally goes 
unquestioned in these studies and poses, at best, an archaeological 
problem. What has been attempted here is to describe some of the 
discursive preconditions and effects of the reading of portrait 
photographs, which can sometimes imply the linkage of an individual 
with an image. For the art historical treatment of portraiture this approach 
might encourage the realisation that the relationality between sitter and 
image is complexly constructed in the act of viewing, and that “the subject 
of portraiture” is not necessarily congruent with the sitter. The portrait 
practices studied here challenge the commonsensical assumption that a 
portrait is ‘of a person’. 
 Due partly to the better documentation of artistic practices, recent 
publications on English eighteenth-century portraiture frequently deal 
with socio-historical aspects of, and the social and economic structures 
underlying the production and circulation of portraits. The most 
important example of this scholarship is Marcia Pointon’s Hanging the 
Head (1993) which seeks to treat portraiture not merely as an artistic genre, 
but as an interactive dynamic, a social system, and an ideological 
mechanism. Three critical points, however, should be made. The historical 
discourses on art necessitate a discussion of painted portraiture in the 
perspective of an aesthetics of production, while the discourses on portrait 
photography under investigation here often neglect that terrain in favour 
of a more strongly reception-oriented epistemology. Yet, despite the fact 
that Pointon refers to portraiture as a “communicative act”, her analysis 
primarily spells out the side of the utterance in that communication, 
                                                

10 Cf e.g. Boehm (1985), Campbell (1990), and Koerner (1993). 
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rather than the semiotic dynamics of reception. Secondly, Pointon deals 
with the question of subjectification only in relation to the sitters of their 
own portraits, whereas there appear to be multiple instances in which the 
subjects of photographic portraiture are not identical with the sitters. 
Thirdly, eighteenth-century painted portraiture was closely connected to 
the notion of the biographical narrative, the relation between an 
individual and an image being articulated as ‘character’. In photographic 
portraiture, the notion of the biographical remained much more tentative, 
if it was not altogether absent as in some of the scientific contexts 

concerned with problems such as typology or identity.11   
 Photographic studio portraiture aspired to the tradition of painting 
and, as we will see in the last chapter, followed some of its principles of 
composition. Yet, in addition to the fact that this was only one of the 
applications of photographic portraiture, the technical and material 
conditions of photography meant a decisive modification of the notion of 
character and of the self-relation articulated in the photographic visuo-
social economy. Human-scientific photographic portraiture departed from 
the system of portraiture to the degree that it standardised its products 
and sought meaning in systematic variations, rather than in individual 
representations. Pointon characterises portraiture as a langue, as a system 
of social signification which, for the art practices of the eighteenth century, 
can be spelled out more or less precisely. The positivist human scientists 
of the nineteenth century deliberately unlearned older, physiognomic 
systems and sought to develop new modes of decoding facial images. 
 Despite such obvious differences, the extant historiographical 
literature on portrait photography, of which a recent collection edited by 
Graham Clarke forms a good example, generally treats the genre as a 
continuation of the artistic tradition.12  It approaches the portrait as “the 
actual or attempted revelation of individual character through the 

depiction of a likeness of a person’s body, especially the face,”13  and thus 

                                                
11  Cf also Wendorf (1990), whose study about eighteenth-century 

literary and painted portraits has substantially deepened the 
understanding of the semiotic structures governing the system of 
portraiture. 

12 Cf Maddow (1977), Honnef (1982), Clarke (1992). 
13 Mick Gidley in Clarke (1992), p.136-7. 
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fails to address the complexity of the system of photographic portraiture. 
Not only is the self-consciousness of the sitter posited as a precondition 
for portraiture proper to take place, but there is also a distinct lack of 
historical awareness that surfaces when the object of investigation is 
described universalistically as “the space between subject and image, 

between ourselves and our images.”14  Portraits are regarded as the results 
of a “complex and often unpredictable contract between photographer 
and sitter,” whose joint intentions combine as the “meaning” of the 
photograph. To the degree that such approaches fail to pull the rug from 
underneath the commonsensical assumptions about portraiture and 
remain stuck in interpretations of sitters’ characters, evaluating the 
“tonality of expression,” “revealing the subject’s soul,”15  they replicate 
rather than help to understand the functions of specific, limited forms of 
portraiture. 
 Exceptional among the essays in Clarke’s collection is a thoughtful 
essay about certain theoretical continuities between painting and 
photography written by Stephen Bann. Seeking to trace a continuity 
between painted and photographic portraiture, it describes the systematic 
erasure of the code of physiognomy in both genres, an effect which Bann 
identifies in an “excess of expression”. Bann treats signification as a 
property of the image, and the intrinsic character of the image as an effect 
of the painter’s intention. From an art historical point of view, such 
assumptions may make sense, in the context of photographic portraiture 
however it seems impossible to make authoriative statements about the 
intrinsic meaning of certain formal qualities of images. 
 Rather, the present study forms an attempt at taking the problem of 
photographic portraiture beyond the question of the visual representation 
of the faces either of concrete individuals or of human types, towards the 
concept of faciality (visagéité) which has been suggested by Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari to describe a semiotic regime that is based on the 
rudimentary form of the face and that effects processes of 
subjectification.16  Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical writings of the 

                                                
14 Clarke (1992), p.4. 
15 Roger Cardinal in ibid., p.20, and Pam Roberts, ibid., p.64. 
16 Deleuze/Guattari (1980/1988), cf esp. p.167-91; cf also the useful 
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1970s offer a highly original approach to the history of the modern 
individual and provide a toolbox of heuristic theoretical devices that, even 
in the rudimentary form in which it is presented here, allows for a fresh 
look at the processes of signification related to the dispositif photographique. 
The notion of a politics of the face quoted earlier derives from Deleuze 
and Guattari’s contention that the face represents a semiotic system which 
is historically and socially specific and related closely to modern 

European capitalist societies strongly informed by Christianity.17  
 The primary process on which facialisation rests is “becoming the 
same”, the production of unified, “molar”, identical entities out of a 
multiplicity of different singularities. Molarisation, the productive process 
of “making the same”, plays on the overlaying of such singularities 
according to degrees of similarity, i.e. difference, commonsensically 
turning what is similar into “one”. “Identification” is a process of making 
the same. It singles out and defines an object or body that is “only the sum 
total of the graspings to which it lends itself,” 18  and establishes an 
arbitrary connection between the object and a category: “An equivalence 
is imposed between two orders that lifts a body out of its uniqueness and 
places it in a system of ‘difference’ (‘not that’) in which it is reduced to the 
Same (one in a class of ‘not that’s’).” The end effect of the process of 
modern individuation is identity, i.e. “being in one’s assigned category 
and the paths through the social field associated with it.” Identification is 
a “diagram”, a principle of realising an assumed, inherent sameness of 
unbounded human bodies with limited social personae. The diagram of 
identity is actualised in images which, mediated by a technical or social 
apparatus, strip bodies of their corporeality in favour of substrates like 
soul, subjectivity, personality, identity: “the infolding of a forcibly 
regularised outside.” Portraiture, then, is what Deleuze and Guattari call 
an abstract machine, a system that realises the diagram of identity and 
places bodies, iconic representations, and identities in relations to each 

                                                                                                                                
interpretation by Massumi (1992). 

17 The concept of facialisation might also help to work towards an 
understanding why, as Pointon reminds us, European art portraiture 
prior to the sixteenth century did not prioritize the head at the expense of 
the body in the way that post-Renaissance art does (cf Pointon (1993), p.7). 

18 Massumi (1992), p.36; following quotations from ibid., p.91, 84, 112. 
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other. 
 The notion of faciality refers not so much to concrete individual 
faces as to a semiotic regime in which the face stands as a metaphor for a 
“white wall/black hole system”. The face forms at the same time a wall or 
screen from which the signifier bounces off, and a hole that draws the 
forces effecting processes of subjectification. “The concrete face vaguely 
begins to take shape on the white wall. It vaguely begins to appear in the 
black hole. […] Concrete faces cannot be assumed to come ready-made. 
They are engendered by an abstract machine of faciality [visagéité] which 
produces them at the same time as it gives the signifier its white wall and 
subjectivity its black hole. Thus the black hole/white wall system is, to 

begin with, not a face but the abstract machine that produces faces […].”19  
The concrete face is a surface, a map, which has to be conceptually 
separated from the body and recoded in relation to an order of identity. 
Thus, in portrait photographs, the head and even the entire body can be 
facialised in that they are removed from the stratum of the organism and 
connected to other strata, such as a semiotic of signifiance and 
subjectification. For this double movement of decoding and recoding, of 
removal and reconnection, Deleuze and Guattari use the terms 
“deterritorialisation” and “reterritorialisation”. 
 The processes of identification and facialisation force the insertion 
into specific economies and organisations of social power. Each facial unit 
is constituted in a binary or “biunivocal” relation with another: “it is a 
man or a woman, a rich person or a poor one, an adult or a child, a leader 
or a subject, ‘an x or a y.’ […] Concrete faces are produced and 
transformed on the basis of these units, these combinations of units.”20  
The machine of facialisation rejects faces that do not conform or seem 
suspicious, and thus produces a series of successive divergence-types of 
deviance. However, in an expansive system of bifurcations, every face 
eventually has to be recognised and inscribed by the abstract machine into 
its overall grid. Normalities and deviances are computated according to 
their degrees of deviance in relation to the Standard White-Man face. In a 
universalising gesture which also persisted throughout the scientific 

                                                
19 Deleuze/Guattari (1980/1988), p.168. 
20 Ibid., p.177. 
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endeavours we will be examining here, the abstract machine does not 
tolerate an exterior. 
 The resulting processes of subjectification are series of syntheses, of 
infoldings on different strata. “The subject is not psychological, it is not 
contained in any one mind. It is the interactions between people. […] The 
subject is a transpersonal abstract machine, a set of strategies operating in 
nature and spread throughout the social field.”21  Most powerfully, the 
subject experiences itself as the cause and ruler of its enunciations and 
actions, fully and consciously interiorising social laws as the choices of the 
rational cogito. The beginnings of subjectivity emerge in the behavioral 
patterns based on the child’s primary recognition of responses from the 
outside. The feedback or redundancy of that recognition is soon 
transformed into the practical application of memory, i.e. habits. These 
lead on to the more complex cognitive operations of reflection and self-
recognition: the subject emerges from the void of redundancy that gasps 
as the “me” recognises itself as the “I”. The syntheses and interaction of 
such recognitions are called a “socius”, the abstract machine of society, 
which in the modern European case runs on powerful programmes of 
molarisation. 
 The actual event of affixing a notion of self to a photographic 
representation, the microphysics of subjectification through the dispositif 
photographique, can be described in terms of this concept of the self as a 

folding in the surface of the outside.22  The dispositif photographique maps out a 
representational, facial surface into which bodies are inscribed, and in the 
folds of which relations to the self emerge. The “subjective resonance” is 
contingent, on the one hand, on the representational redundancy of the 
depicted concrete face, and on the other hand, on the “black hole of 
consciousness” that pulls away from the non-identical. Some of the effects 
of subjectification we will come across include: making social deviance 
governable; reinserting individuals into the normalised social order; 
providing a professional identity; adapting the constitution of truth claims 
to an altered epistemological matrix. It is in social effects like these that we 
detect the emergence of the visual economy of individuals in which 

                                                
21 Massumi (1992), p.26; cf also ibid., p.80-1. 
22 Cf Deleuze (1986), p.101-30. 
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photographs of bodies are traded against the currencies of subjecthood. 
The dispositif photographique structures this economy, in which 
subjectifications are articulated by material practices. It is a facialising 
machine. 
 These considerations outline a theoretical horizon rather than the 
concrete analytical tools of the present study whose initial approach is 
determined by three main problems or axes: the face as a semiotic matrix; 
subjectivity as an interface in the field of social interaction; and 
photography as a dispositif that mediates between and partly generates the 
other two. The study will be concerned with some specialised applications 
and theorisations of portrait photography in the human sciences.23  It 
attempts neither a comprehensive overview over all such practices, nor a 
social or technical history of human scientific photography. The approach 
taken is epistemological rather than strictly historical, and aims at gaining 
a deeper understanding of the visual regime of the second half of the 
nineteenth century. At the same time, it seeks to broaden and deepen the 
material foundations of the ongoing discussion about scientific 
photography. 24   That is why the chapters covering anthropology, 
psychiatry, and criminal anthropology, put greater emphasis on the 
presentation of historical material, while the discussions in the second 
part are based on existing research on police photography and bourgeois 
studio photography. Here I mainly present new interpretations of known 
material, whereas Part I includes previously undiscussed sources. 
 The book should, then, be read in the first place as a contribution to 
the history of photography. It engages with the intersection of the 
histories of science and representation and discusses new forms of visual 
engagement of the observer in science which were connected to the use of 
photography. At the same time,the study can be understood as a 
contribution to the history of the modern individual.25  It does not claim to 

                                                
23 These applications have received growing attention from historians 

since the 1970s; cf Rouillé/Marbot (1986) for a good overview over the 
research area. 

24 For examples of an overly abbreviated treatment of the status of 
photography in the work of figures like Alphonse Bertillon or Cesare 
Lombroso, cf Merzeau (1988) and Regener (1990). 

25 For recent contributions to the history of the modern individual, cf 
Carrithers (1985), Taylor (1986),  Giddens (1991). 
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give definitive answers, but hopes to raise some significant points about 
the use of portrait photography, and further to formulate questions and 
define areas for future research. One such area which here had to be all 
but ignored is the question of gender. More research will have to be done 
on the historical conceptualisations of ‘natural difference’ and the 
relationship between gender and knowledge articulated by the scientific 
discourses under investigation. 26   Instead, the current study is a 
contribution to the historical self-conceptions of European male elites, of 
those individuals most prone to be subjectified as Standard White Men. 
 The period covered here, i.e. circa 1850 to 1910, starts with the 
improvement of photographic techniques around 1850 when the medium 
came into wider use and became a topic of general discussion. The 
‘origins’ of scientific daguerreotypy and photography will have to be 
almost neglected, and no more than a few passing remarks will be made 
to the related, historically preceeding artistic tradition of ‘painting the 
passions’, to physiognomy, or phrenology.27  They would doubtlessly 
have added to the historical depth of the argument, yet, the format chosen 
for the present study did not allow excursions into those fields. Marking 
the end of the period, we can, after the turn from the nineteenth to the 
twentieth century, observe what Sekula has called “the general demise of 
an optical model of empiricism.”28  Parallel to this development in the 
scientific episteme, there was a technically spurred “perceptual 
revolution” which effected radical changes in the formation of the modern 
field of perception. A movement from linearity to multi-perspectivity and 
a breakdown of the time-space continuum traversed such diverse areas as 
the theory of physics, cinematography, scientific representation, art and 
literature.29  We will see that the same dynamic can also be traced in the 
photographic practices examined in the present study. 

                                                
26 For some exemplary case studies in this field, cf Jordanova (1989). 
27 For daguerreotypy, cf Rudisill (1971), Gernsheim (1968); for the 

history of ‘painting the passions’, cf Kirchner (1991); for physiognomy in 
general, cf Tytler (1982), esp. p.20-97, Dumont (1984), and for its role in the 
nineteenth century, cf Wechsler (1982) for France, and Cowling (1989) for 
England; for phrenology, cf Lantéri-Laura (1970), de Guistino (1975), 
Cooter (1984). 

28 Sekula (1986), p.53. 
29 Cf Lowe (1982), p.110. 
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 The materials that have chiefly been drawn on come from 
contemporary published sources from the human scientific disciplines, 
including both journals and independent publications, exhibition reports 
and conference proceedings. Based on a discourse-analytical 
methodology, textual analyses are put into a comparative perspective in 
order to elucidate structural features of the epistemology of photographic 
applications. The relatively minor role of descriptions and analyses of 
images is consequential from the concern with the nineteenth-century 
epistemology of photographs, rather than with their phenomenology. 
 
Summary of chapters 

 
The first chapter maps the disparate terrain across which photography 
found applications in scientific contexts. Individual sections deal with 
theoretical, historical and practical aspects of nineteenth-century scientific 
photography, with sociological conceptions of the modern, ‘normal’ 
individual, and with the wide-ranging disciplinary field of anthropology 
which forms the backdrop for many human scientific practices that will be 
discussed later. Rather like when sketching a topographical map, some of 
the lines will initially appear unmotivated. They will, however, prove to 
be necessary for the development of the argument in the course of the 
book which falls into two main parts, focusing on discursive strategies of 
classification and identification, respectively. 
 The first part discusses anthropological, psychiatric and criminal 
anthropological applications of portrait photography. The aim here is to 
provide detailed accounts of the discourses about photography, and of the 
ways in which photographic evidence was discursively integrated into the 
respective scientific arguments. Each chapter takes a different focus which 
is determined partly by different emphases in the source material, and 
partly by the strategic need to cover a variety of theoretical problems 
across a range of topics.  
 Thus, chapter two on anthropology deals with the suggestions 
made in research manuals for the deployment of photography during 
travels, and with the related theory of photographic production. In the 
psychiatric textbooks of the period which are reviewed in chapter three, 
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much greater emphasis was placed on problems of reading portrait 
photographs, and on the impact that the reception of visual images might 
have on psychiatric practices. An extensive analysis of John Conolly’s 
“The Physiognomy of Insanity” will provide important insights into the 
mechanisms of subjectification triggered through the contemplation of 
photographic portraits by physicians and patients. The fourth chapter 
looks at the competing visual regimes of the Italian and French schools of 
criminal anthropology and seeks to unravel the particular place that 
photographs held in Cesare Lombroso’s semiotics of indexicality. These 
examinations of the production, the reception, and the semiotic regimes in 
human scientific disciplines will serve to map the fractured 
epistemological matrix from which the notion of the modern subject 
emerged. The impacts of acts of human scientific classification went far 
beyond the constitution of repressive structures of social control. 
 This theme is further elaborated upon in Part II which deals with 
applications of photography as a means of identification and individual 
characterisation, rather than with strategies of classification. The modern 
subject is described as a meticulously engineered component of the social 
formation which most forcefully identifies itself as the subject of its social 
functionality. Chapter five describes this process with regard to police 
photography and argues that the self-conceptions of portrayed criminals, 
as well as of the police officers administering the archive of signaletic 
filing cards, are an integral, structural part of the mechanism of 
identification. Finally, in Chapter six, I argue that the composition of 
characteristic portraits by commercial studio photographers hinged on 
similar strategies of the reductive synthesis of a multiplicity of aspects 
into the oneness of a sitter’s personality, and on the constructive 
adaptation of these characteristics to the disposition of the photographic 
apparatus. 
 The discussion of the genre of photographic portraiture is thus 
taken away from the intentional triangle of photographer, sitter, and 
image, and placed into the context of a field of forces in which the social 
agents are constituted by the structural applications of which they 
experience themselves to be the authors. The argument of the book moves 
from the strictly authorial models of anthropological photography, to an 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 21 

analysis of studio photography in which the construction of those models 
of authorship itself is shown to be dependent on the wider formations of 
which the dispositif photographique forms part. 
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Chapter 1: Photographic Portraiture in Scientific Representation 
 
 
Scientific Representation and Photography 
 
In the first half of the nineteenth century, we can observe the emergence of a novel 

regime of vision and visualisation.30  While, three centuries earlier, the development of 
typography had speeded up the process of detaching the content of knowledge from the 
knower, new observational techniques and the growing importance of visual illustration 
since the eighteenth century fostered a new notion of scientific truth and impartiality that 

hinged on the accuracy of visual perception.31   The theoretical foundation of this 
epistemological shift was laid by the emergent doctrines of positivism, a materialist and 
decidedly anti-metaphysical philosophy seeking a scientific description of nature and 
society that was solely based on facts. The main proponents of positivism, the social 
philosopher Auguste Comte (1798 - 1857) and the physiologist Claude Bernard (1813 - 
1878), drew up an epistemological matrix which has since represented a dominant strand 
among modern conceptions of science and which can, for the present purpose, be treated 

as a coherent theory.32  Among its key principles are the verifiability of arguments, based 
on protocols of experiments and the explicit definition of methods, and the quantification 
of descriptive data. Thus, measuring becomes one of the primary tasks of the positivist 
scientist, and the statistical computation of measurements the main means of ascertaining 
truth. Scientists in all the human sciences subscribed to the new statistical paradigm 
which promised a firmer grip on what were seen as natural and social unpredictabilities, 

and which allowed for the setting of fixed standards for norm and deviation.33   
 Positivism claimed a status of objectivity for its results that set it apart from the 
sphere of the phenomena themselves, to a level where it was identical with the laws of 
processes. Its aim was to provide the knowledge about the sociological conditions of 
existence (Comte) or the determinants of physiological processes (Bernard) which would 

                                                
30 Crary (1990) and Daston/Galison (1992) have convincingly argued that significant 

shifts in the understanding of vision happened before the advent of photography 
(Crary), and that photography was not more than one element in the reconfiguration of 
vision, knowledge and objectivity (Daston/Galison). 

31 For the epistemological importance of visual discourses in eighteenth-century 
science, cf Stafford (1991) who describes both the “tendency to collapse all sensory 
experience into the visual and the human body, specifically, into an assemblage of its 
projected optical effects” (p.28), and the effort to make visually accessible formerly 
inaccessible domains of the body. 

32 Cf Canguilhem (1966/1978). For the role of positivism in the French nineteenth-
century life sciences, cf also the critical assessment by Paul (1985), p.60-92, who seeks to 
prove that there was no direct influence, and in fact a significant discontinuity, between 
Comte’s positivist philosophy of science and Bernard’s scientific practice. 

33  An early systematic application of statistical methods in anthropology was 
presented by Adolphe Quetelet (1835) who received a lot of attention from positivist 
writers. Recent literature on the history of statistics includes the works of Hacking (1991), 
Krüger et al. (1987), Porter (1986), and Stigler (1986). 
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allow scientifically sound practical intervention in terms of social policies or medical 
techniques. Positivism heralded a strongly visual approach and suggested that scientific 
truths could be uncovered by seeing rather than by reading the world. Photography, it 
was believed, provided a mechanical means of visually assessing reality that could match 
the desire for objectivity.  
 In a recent study into the history of scientific objectivity, Lorraine Daston and 
Peter Galison have examined nineteenth-century scientific atlases in order to describe a 

new trend towards what they call a “moralisation of objectivity”.34  Together with the 
work of Jonathan Crary, their study provides important clues for the historical context of 
the present study. 
 The desire to “Let nature speak for itself”, that catch-phrase of the positivist 
conception of scientific representation, led nineteenth-century scientists to adopt a notion 
of “mechanical objectivity” which sought to eliminate all suspect human mediation from 
the scientific process. This entailed a conscious exercise of self-restraint on the part of the 
scientist and the attempt at excluding the interference of his subjectivity. The claim for 
photography’s truthfulness was based not on its representational precision, but on the 
automation of the process and the assumed exclusion of the scientist’s will or judgement. 
Despite the limited importance of photography for the start or the outcome of the debate 
about objectivity, the photographic image represented a significant ideological force in it, 
symbolising a strong faith in the superiority of mechanical objectivity. Any human agent 
involved in the reproduction of scientific representations was seen as a potential liability, 
which is why all sorts of control mechanisms had to be devised to monitor the 

reproduction process.35  
 A crucial factor in the development of the new notion of scientific objectivity that 
Daston and Galison point out is the deferral of authority and responsibility to the 
audience, i.e. in their case, to the readers of the atlases. This is a movement we can also 
trace in some of the human-scientific discourses on photography. The “essential role of 

the readers’ response”36 , however, remains a complement rather than a substitute to the 

                                                
34 Daston/Galison (1992). 
35  Ibid., p.99-103. Elsewhere, Daston has proposed a distinction between three 

different concepts of objectivity current in the nineteenth century: ontological, 
mechanical, and aperspectival, of which the latter relies on an elimination of individual 
idiosyncracies in the scientific process. According to Daston (1992), the advocates of 
aperspectival objectivity rejected monocular photography as a distinctly ‘perspectival’ 
means of visualisation that stressed the existence of a perceiving subject in a particular 
viewing position (p.616, n.26). Nevertheless, problems of perspectivalism played a 
significant role in debates about scientific photography, as is indicated by the 
experiments with multi-ocular cameras in stereoscopy and chronophotography by 
practitioners like Albert Londe, Etienne-Jules Marey (cf below), and Robert Sommer (cf 
chapter I.2, below). For the history of notions of scientific objectivity in the eighteenth 
century, cf also Schaffer (1992). 

36 Ibid., p.110. Stafford (1991) points to the pre-history of this development in the 
previous century: “The Enlightenment visualization of knowledge through the invention 
of innovative visual paradigms - evident in prints and illustrated books more even than 
in painting and sculpture - […] invited interactive participation from a broader spectrum 
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authorial role of the scientist in ascertaining scientific truthfulness. Daston and Galison 
conclude that the new photomechanical techniques altered rather than eliminated 
suspected sources of subjectivity. 
 In 1878, the French astronomer Jules Janssen (1824 - 1907) claimed that the 
photographic plate was the new “retina of the scholar” and indicated that the mechanical 
replacement of the observing eye could help to show what could not be seen by the 
human eye. With Duchenne de Boulogne’s experiments of the 1850s, to which we will 
return presently, photography ceased to be a mere illustrative, complementing device, 
and became a research tool and instrument of discovery that formed an integral part of 

scientific experimentation.37 As a consequence, the entire visual field of science was 
extended to include what had hitherto been invisible. Sylvie Merzeau has recently 
argued that positivism gave birth to a “phantasm of absolute visibility” and unleashed a 
“scopic pulsion” in the course of which photography was used to push the limits of 

visibility and to explore the invisible.38  This was made possible by photography’s ability 
to record instances which evaded human observation because of their complexity, their 
slow or fleeting nature, and their distance or their size, and by the modes of photogenic 
abstraction of physical processes. 
 One might expect that, as writing and images became increasingly important for 
the documentation and proliferation of knowledge, the cognitive function of memory 
would become less important. Yet, even for photographic images, it was necessary to 
devise a semiotic for decoding them, and a set of receptive practices in order to 
operationalise their contents. As the earlier discussion of the notion of faciality has 
already suggested, it is on this level of semiosis and reception that the problem of the 
subjective crept back into the ‘mechanical objectivity’ of photography, and formed one of 

the major concerns of its commentators.39  
 In his study of the new conceptions of vision and the new type of observing 
                                                                                                                                
of viewers” (p.24). 

37 Cf Bernard/Gunthert (1993), p.65 [rétine du savant], and p.83-6. 
38 Merzeau (1988), p.65. We should remind ourselves that there is no necessary 

reason why the chemical solutions used for photographic plates should be sensitive to 
the same spectrum of rays as the human eye. This technical fact, as Rolf H. Krauss (1992), 
p.15-6, has observed, opens up the possibility of photography’s subtle alliance with 
representations of paranormal phenomena. Bernard and Gunthert (1993), p.130-1, quote 
the examples of Sigmund Freud (1899) who used the photographic apparatus as a 
metaphor for the virtual and unfocused space in which dreams form their mental images, 
and of Alfred Binet (1886) who relates psychiatric cases in which, under hypnosis, 
patients were successfully made to believe that blank cards and landscape photographs 
that were shown to them were portrait photographs of themselves. These examples 
suggest a complement to the idea that photographic meaning is generated discursively: 
the ‘photographic’ surface functions as a screen for the mental images which can be 
projected, disregarding the actual visual content of the screen. Not the photograph, but 
human cognition, is the matrix of photographic signification. 

39 Cf Merzeau (1988), p.68. I will argue later that photography was discursively 
framed to cut both ways, partly substituting immediate human perception and its 
cognitive processing (e.g. in anthropometric photography, cf chapter II.4, below), partly 
triggering processes that immediately depended on the productive impulses of 
mnemonic faculties (e.g. in psychiatric and police photography, cf chapters I.2 and II.4). 
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subject that developed between 1820 and 1840, Jonathan Crary highlights the crucial role 

of material and practical “techniques for the management of attention”40  for the related, 
newly emerging modes of subjectification. Putting a strong focus on the observer as the 
pivot of an understanding of scientific photography, Crary claims that the nineteenth-
century notion of vision is inextricably linked with an observing subject who “is both the 
historical product and the site of certain practices, techniques, institutions, and 

procedures of subjectification.” 41   This terrain constituted by intersecting lines of 

visibility and enunciation, of forces and subjectification, this dispositif proper,42  pertains 
to a complex economic structure: 

 
To understand the “photography effect” in the nineteenth century, one 
must see it as a crucial component of a new cultural economy of value 
and exchange, not as part of a continuous history of visual 
representation.43  
 

Photographs circulate in this economy both as material commodities and as symbolic 
currencies. For an understanding of the ‘visual economy of individuals’ it is important to 
see that, as Crary puts it, 

 
the nineteenth-century optical devices […] involved arrangements of 
bodies in space, regulations of activity, and the deployment of individual 
bodies, which codified and normalized the observers within rigidly 
defined systems of visual consumption.44  
 

These formations of subjectification were based on a repositioning of the observer in 
relation to the visual field, and on the blurring of the dichotomy of interior and exterior 

that structured it.45   
 A word of caution, though. Crary, like many other authors who have covered the 
topics that will come under investigation here, including Carlo Ginzburg, Christian 
Phéline, and Renzo Villa, rehearses the notions of social control and repression to explain 
the objectives of such modern visual orders. A “repression hypothesis”, however, is 
unable to account for the productive aspects of the semiotic regimes within which 
photography comes to operate and from which the modern individual emerges in the 
first place. The hypothesis that, in so far as the recognising memory is a subjectifying 
cognitive function, the scientific observers are the subjects proper of scientific photography 
who do not preexist the process of subjectification, will be corroborated in the following 
                                                

40 Crary (1990), p.18. 
41 Ibid., p.6. 
42 Cf Deleuze (1989), p.188. 
43 Crary (1990), p.13. 
44 Ibid., p.18. Crary’s argument is a critique of Foucault (1975/1977) who contrasted 

the concepts of surveillance and spectacle rather than seeing the way they coincided. 
Crary claims that Foucault “neglects the new forms by which vision itself became a kind 
of discipline or mode of work” (ibid.). 

45 Ibid., p.24. Crary goes on to analyse how the physiological research of the first half 
of the nineteenth century fostered an understanding of the profound malleability of 
visual perception (cf esp. p.67-96). 
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discussions of the role that portrait photography played in the realisation of such modes 
of subjectification within human scientific discourses. 
 
 
Sociological Theories of the Normal Individual 
 
In his study of twentieth-century technologies of subjectification, Nikolas Rose reviews 
their genealogy in a political-theoretical perspective: 

 
When the nineteenth century constitutional doctrines of liberty, rights, 
and the rule of law proclaimed limits upon the use of state power to 
intervene into the lives of citizens, they presupposed an individual 
endowed with personal responsibilities for the social consequences of 
their acts and propensities for the self-regulation of conduct. The mass of 
detailed prescriptions and proscriptions characteristic of the police was 
to be dismantled. But the other face of such doctrines was the 
construction of a web of technologies for fabricating and maintaining 
those very forms of social subjectivity and self-government upon which 
the exercise of political power was premised.46  
 

The hypothesis rehearsed here is that portrait photography constituted one of these 
subjectifying technologies, and that the use of photographic portraits by human 
scientists, as well as by individuals in private and semi-private contexts, served to bolster 
contemporary notions of individualism. Rose continues: 

 
At stake was more than the simple imposition of a moral code under the 
threat of punishment, more than blind obedience to an arbitrary set of 
doctrines. The existence of a space of regulated freedom depended on the 
generalization of a set of ethical techniques for the self-inspection and 
self-evaluation in relation to the code, a way of making the feelings, 
wishes, and emotions of the self visible to itself, a way in which citizens 
were to problematize and govern their lives and conduct, to find a way 
in which, as free subjects, they could live a good life as the consequence 
of their own character.47  
 

We will see later that the self-techniques described here included the examination of 
photographs in a variety of ways.  
 These passages also point to the dialectical conception of the ‘normal’ individual 
that was dominant in sociological theories of the nineteenth century. The individual was 
free to make choices, but the structure within which those choices could be made was 
regulated and predetermined by the social formation. The following section will briefly 
present some of the most influential of these theories - notably those of Herbert Spencer, 
Ferdinand Tönnies, and Emile Durkheim -, and will try to point out some of the 

regularities of the discourse about the individual in the period.48  At the time when some 

                                                
46 Rose (1990), p.223. 
47 Ibid., p.224. 
48 Leys (1993) investigates related issues with regard to the American sociological 

school of the late-nineteenth, early-twentieth century, which was figure-headed by 
George Herbert Mead (1863 - 1931) and influenced by Gabriel Tarde’s notion of society 
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human scientists defined the ‘norms’ against which social deviance was measured, there 
was a modern and anti-humanist discourse about the notion of the individual which 
points us to the fragility of the individualist myth during the period.  
 Similarly to their contemporary Karl Marx (1818 - 1883), Spencer, Tönnies and 
Durkheim saw modern society as one stage in an historical development, and construed 
the modern individual as a function of that historical stage. What unites the three 
theorists is the attempt to overcome the achieved antagonistic understanding of the 
relation between individual and society towards one which sees them in a 
complementary relationship. 
 Herbert Spencer (1820 - 1903), who in 1859 claimed that sociology ought to 
become the “natural history of society”, subscribed to a conception which explained the 
historical dynamic of society as based on biological and evolutionary mechanisms. The 
dialectic of the individual is, as David Wiltshire comments, spelled out precisely: 

 
The individual […] has two dimensions in Spencerian theory; he is a 
‘monad’ of the organic society, which outlives him and to whose 
subsistence his life is a subordinate consideration; yet counterpoised to 
this bleakly homuncular figure is the individual whose maximal freedom 
and self-determination is the goal of this progress, and whose interests 
are considered before those of society.49 
 

Like an organism, society will work best when its members function in perfect harmony. 
Spencer claims that the “perfect man” will be capable of 

 
effecting complete adjustment of acts to ends of every kind. […] 
Complete life in a complete society is but another name for complete 
equilibrium between the co-ordinated activities of each social unit and 
those of the aggregate of units.50  
 

For a successful functioning of modern social mechanisms it is vital that the individual 
will conceive of itself as a free and autonomous being who will take its decisions on the 
basis of ethical convictions: 

 
The citizen has to regard himself at once subjectively and objectively - 
subjectively as possessing sympathetic sentiments (which are themselves 
the product of evolution), objectively as one among many social units 
having like sentiments by the combined operation of which certain social 
effects are produced.51  
 

From a theoretical point of view, however, the individual is fully subjected to the forces 
that move society: in the process of evolution, even those “great men who seem prime 

                                                                                                                                
being a process constituted by the dual principle of imitation and suggestion (cf Tarde 
(1890)). 
      49Wiltshire (1978), p.236. 

50 Spencer (1881), pt.I, p.62. 
51 Spencer (1868), p.473. 
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movers are merely the tools with which it works.52  
 Spencer’s influence rested largely on the fact that he was instrumental in making 
the theory of evolution known to practitioners across the social and human sciences of 
the period. Many, including Tönnies and Durkheim, soon came to reject his staunchly 
biologistic conception of society, while positively crediting Spencer for his general 

contribution to sociology.53  The English psychiatrist Henry Maudsley (1835 - 1918), for 
instance, adapted Spencer’s evolutionary model to his own notion of ‘mental evolution’, 
“consisting in the progressive supersession of states of ‘subjective’ (or self-) 

consciousness by states of ‘objective consciousness’.”54  The self-conscious individual 
endowed with a free will would, according to this model, be but a passing stage on the 
road to evolutionary perfection. 

 
There would be no passion then in the sense of suffering because there 
would be a perfect equilibrium between feeling and doing; an aggregate 
of perfect reflexes might function so exactly and completely on every 
occasion that consciousness would be swallowed up in the […] 
achievement of ideal perfection. [Such a man] would act perfectly from 
instinct without need of reason, his divinings being discoveries, his 
aspirations prophesies, his performances instincts: he might get a long 
way back towards the Paradise in which his first ancestor was before, 
eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, he 
obtained the fatal gift of consciousness.55  
 

 With less utopian fervour, yet, in a similar theoretical vein, the German 
sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies (1855 - 1936) wrote his widely received and acclaimed 
book of 1887 on the principle formations of traditional and modern societies, Gemeinschaft 
und Gesellschaft. The programmatic title summarised the historical shift that Tönnies 
sought to describe from communitarian to societal forms of organisation. They correlate 
with two types of will motivating the action of the individual, Wesenwille and Kürwille, 

the former essential and natural, the other accidental and rational.56  Like Spencer, 
Tönnies posits that the forces which determine social evolution lie outside the individual. 
The subject is the medium rather than the agent of social processes, and only through the 
agency of consciousness does it acquire a subjective understanding of being identical 

with those exterior ‘acts’.57  This identification notwithstanding, the unity of the subject 
remains “nominal, ideal, fictitious”: it is a subject of rational will, a mechanical unit 
defined by exterior parameters. Its unity is a construction of scientific thought which 

merges a complex multiplicity of forces, power and tools into an ideal singularity.58   
 Persons do, however, exist as individuals with a self-relation, i.e. who recognise 

                                                
52 Spencer (1900), p.122. 
53 For Tönnies’ critique of Spencer, cf Tönnies (1889/1925). 
54 Clark in Bynum (1988), vol.III, p.91. 
55 Maudsley (1879), p.93-4; cit Clark in Bynum (1988), vol.III, p.91-2. 
56 These are the terms used by Charles Loomis in his otherwise rather dissatisfying 

English translation of Tönnies’ convoluted German prose. 
57 Cf Tönnies (1887), pt.II, §4. 
58 Cf ibid., pt.III, §2 [nominell, ideell, fiktiv]. 
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themselves as such and who play a role or take up the character of a person “as though 

holding a mask in front of their face”.59  The unity of the subject is thus, to an important 
degree, constituted through the faculties of mimesis and memory. In Tönnies’ 
conception, memory belongs to the side of the natural will, yet it goes beyond the organic 
sensual pleasure and animal habit also located there, and is wedded to reason. Human 
nature, Man’s unity, and the content of the self, are what we are capable of and what we 

have wanted as results of pleasure, habit, and memory, respectively.60  
 We find variations of this conceptualisation of the constituted, self-reflexive 
modern individual across the nineteenth-century sciences. Physiological research was 
pivotal in promoting the model. The Viennese brain physiologist, Theodor Meynert (1833 
- 1892), explained the formation of individuality and the Ego as a physiological learning 
process. A “primary Ego” is first constituted on the body, as 

 
the phenomena arising from the own body soon supersede all 
discontinuous exterior phenomena through their affirmation to the 
consciousness by a constant presence, and through their intensity caused 
by repetition.61  
 

The “secondary Ego” follows on from the first. Its contents are made up of 
 
the exterior perceptions repeated most frequently, as well as the 
mnemonic images reproduced most often and most strongly charged 
with emotions, which also form very strong, unified images. […] The 
content of secondary individuality, however, lies outside the boundaries 
of the body. […] Individuality thus becomes a function which includes 
much of the outside world.62  
 

Meynert’s description is complementary to the notion of a composite individual 
formulated by Tönnies, and projects an understanding of freedom which is closely 
related to that conceived by Spencer: “The Ego is an incalculable act of coordinating the 
perceptions, thoughts, [and] emotional impulses generated by the brain, whose 

incalculability is articulated by the phenomenon of freedom.”63  
 Finally, the sociological theory of Emile Durkheim (1858 - 1917) is also premised 
on the assumption of the primacy of society over the individual. The individual, and its 

                                                
59 Cf ibid., pt.III, §2 [... wie eine Maske vor ihr Antlitz halten]. 
60 Cf ibid., pt.II, §8. 
61 Meynert (1872/1892), p.35 [... die vom eigenen Leibe ausgehenden Erscheinungen durch 

ihre stete Gegenwart bald an Befestigung im Bewußtsein, an Intensität durch Wiederholung alle 
discontinuirlichen Erscheinungen der Aussenwelt (übertreffen)]; cf also W. Krauss (1989), 
p.216-24. 

62 Meynert (1884), p.162 [... die meist wiederholten Wahrnehmungen der Aussenwelt, 
sowie die am öftesten reproducirten Erinnerungsbilder und hauptsächlich mit Affecten 
verbundenen Erinnerungsbilder, die gleichfalls sehr feste Vereinigungsbilder bilden. […] Der 
Stoff der secundären Individualität liegt aber aussen von den Grenzen des Leibes. Die 
Individualität wird also eine […] viel von der Aussenwelt einschliessende Funktion]. 

63 Meynert (1888/1892), p.174 [Das Ich ist ein unüberschaubarer Coordinationsact der im 
Gehirn zu Wege kommenden Wahrnehmungen, Gedanken, Gefühlsimpulse […], dessen 
Unüberschaubarkeit sich in der Erscheinung der Freiheit ausspricht]. 
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subjectivity as an awareness of itself as an individual, are born of the historical 
development of society. What is realised in the form of personal motivations is really a 
result of the internalisation of social norms. In his Cours de science sociale of 1888, 
Durkheim writes that it is the task of sociology to show that the individual is a mere 
organ of a solidary whole. Accordingly, the understanding that an individual should 
have of its personal development should be directed towards its social function: “Equip 

yourself to fulfil usefully a specific function.”64  This attitude is the precise, active and 
self-conscious complement to the ideal Spencerian situation described by Henry 
Maudsley in which the individual functions in perfect unison with the social organism. 
 Personal self-conceptions were both violently opposed to such de-individualised 

notions, and yet conformed precisely to their descriptions.65  The tripartite complex of 
normalisation, visualisation and subjectification had as one of its stabilising side-effects 
the installation of the firm belief in individual difference and uniqueness. The serialised 
and standardised representation of such modern individuals in portrait photographs was 
one of the mechanisms that fostered this belief while, at the same time, undermining it 
radically. It shared this trait with painted portraiture which, from its onset, had 
articulated the interlacing of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ on the individual body. 
 An extreme example of the visualisation of such conceptions are Francis Galton’s 
composite portraits which articulated the translation of the sociologically conceived 
modern individual into a visual image more radically than did regular portraiture. The 
composite photograph represented a social-cum-visual average, and showed the degree 
to which the included individuals conformed to or deviated from it. For Galton, the 
procedure was a visual test for the homogeneity of social groups. Although these images 
represented types rather than individuals, individual traits could not be eliminated fully, 
unless large samples of images were chosen. “If the number of combined portraits had 

been large, these ghostly accessories would have become too faint to be visible.”66  The 
ghosts of singularity vanish in the socius. 
 
 
Eugenics and Composite Identities: Francis Galton 
 
Like biology, philology and political economy, the human sciences - including 
psychiatry, physical anthropology, ethnography, and criminal anthropology - are 
modern disciplines which developed in the course of the nineteenth century. Michel 
Foucault has claimed that the being that they are centrally concerned with, knowable 

                                                
64  Durkheim (1893/1984), p.4 [Mets-toi en état de remplir utilement une fonction 

déterminée]. For the corollary between statistics and the concept of normality in 
Durkheim, cf Hacking (1991), p.170-9. 

65 My analysis in chapter II.5, below, will deal with this point in relation to studio 
photography. 

66 Galton (1883), p.231. 
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Man, first emerged at the end of the eighteenth century.67  The human sciences served to 
define and isolate the living, speaking and working human being, seeking explanatory 
models for its behaviour, for its specific and diverse forms of existence, and for what 
were regarded as deviations from the normal individual. 
 Throughout the century, such models were permanently contested. An 
exemplary case for this contestation was the debate between polygenists and 
monogenists, the latter claiming a single originary source for the human species, while 
the former held that various human species had sprung up in different places of the 

world.68  The ramifications of this question extended far beyond the academic problems 
of classification and periodisation: the polygenist argument lent itself more easily to 
claims for the existence of essential racial differences between African, Asian or 
European peoples, and to warnings against their intermingling. Similarly, the debate 
among criminologists about criminality as an inborn fact or a social effect, had far-
reaching and sometimes fatal consequences where it entered the domain of social 
politics. 
 The work of Francis Galton (1822 - 1911) can point not only to the main areas of 
human scientific inquiries in the second half of the nineteenth century, but also to the 
social and political currents that such work could generate. Furthermore, it provides an 
opportunity to introduce some themes concerning scientific photography which will be 
explored more fully in the following chapters. While the range of Galton’s interests was 
quite extreme, his opinions were never exceptional in the respective contexts in which he 

chose to engage.69   
 After studying medicine and mathematics, and having travelled in Asia and 
Africa, Galton trained as a geographer and meteorologist. All of these diverse interests 
were brought to bear in his subsequent investigations into anthropology, biology, and 
psychology. Of central concern to Galton was the question of human heredity, i.e. in 
which ways certain characteristics were passed on from one generation to the next. In an 
early publication, Hereditary Genius (1869), he presented the results of research he had 
done on family records mainly of the English social elites which, as Galton claimed, 
showed that intelligence and creativity were due to inheritance (“nature”), rather than to 

social circumstance (“nurture”).70  
 The importance of these findings extended far beyond an explanation of the 
phenomenon of multiple cases of genius in a family’s consecutive generations. Galton 
strove to understand the family as the nucleus of a nation’s biological potential, as the 
literal breeding ground for a healthy race. These arguments were complemented by 

                                                
67 Foucault (1966/1970). 
68 Cf Stocking (1968) and (1987). 
69 For a “massive pharaonic biography” (Sekula) on Galton, cf Pearson (1924), esp. 

vol.II, ch.XII, “Photographic Research and Portraiture”, p.283-333; for Galton’s use of 
statistics, cf Hacking (1991), p.180-8; for recent, critical discussions mainly of Galton’s 
experiments with composite photographs, cf Green (1984b), Sekula (1986), and Schmidt 
(1991). 

70 Cf Galton (1869), and  Galton (1883), p.177-271. 
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research on “the criminal classes” as examples of the bad biological material that was 
threatening the race, and on soldiers as examples of biological superiority that pointed 
the evolutionary way forward. As a consequence, Galton claimed that, in order to 
achieve effective racial improvement, it was necessary to devise policies that would 
regulate the breeding behaviour of the different social classes. His social and political 
reform proposals were summarised under the title “Eugenics” and were soon to develop 

into an international movement.71  Eugenicism represented a scientific and utopian 
vision of anthropology which construed the social strata as biological entities. 
Individuals were not only members of different classes, but of separate races. The 
practical “cultivation of race” as envisaged by the eugenicists included the promotion of 
“early marriages in the classes to be favoured”, and educational policies guided by the 
“probability of future performance based on the past performance of the ancestors of the 
child.” The possibility of enforcing celibacy among ‘undesirables’ was also hinted at, yet 

deemed to be more difficult to put into effect.72  
 Looking for ways of enhancing the scientific profile of his convictions, Galton 

“sought to visualize the generic evidence of hereditarian laws.”73  From 1877 onwards, he 
started to work on a system of composite photography which provided mixed portraits 
through the superimposition of images of multiple individuals onto the same 
photographic plate [ill.1]. The result was a slightly blurred and ‘flat’ image which, in 
Galton’s words, 

 
represents no man in particular, but portrays an imaginary figure, 
possessing the average features of any given group of men. These ideal 
faces have a surprising air of reality. Nobody who glances at one of them 
for the first time, would doubt its being the likeness of a living person. 
Yet, as I have said, it is no such thing; it is the portrait of a type and not 
of an individual.74  
 

This procedure, which Galton also referred to as a kind of “pictorial statistics”, assumed 
the possibility of quantifying optical data and visually computing them according to 
numerical principles of statistics. The positivist optimism towards observed ‘facts’ was 
extended into the domain of the visual.  
 Photography seemed to offer Galton a unique means of identifying and 

                                                
71 On Eugenics, cf Searle (1976), and Léonard (1983). 
72 Galton (1883), p.335-6. 
73 Sekula (1986), p.19. 
74 Galton (1883), p.222. Galton remarks that Herbert Spencer mentioned, in 

conversation, his own ideas for composite portraiture using transparent papers. Others 
seem to have had ideas for similar processes, independently of Galton (cf ibid., p.340). 
Composite photography was regularly quoted in contemporary publications (e.g. by 
Alphonse Bertillon, Albert Londe, Cesare Lombroso, Adolf Bär) and played a significant 
role in criminological debates of the 1890s. Batut (1887) provided the first comprehensive 
French account of composite photography (cf chapters I.3 and II.4, below; for further 
references, cf Schmidt (1991), p.29, n.2). For terminological clarification I should add that 
the ‘type’ is an example which possesses all the dominant traits of a given group, while 
the ‘characteristic’ image locates the typical in an individual. 
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representing the racial types which formed a key factor in eugenicist arguments: 
 
It is the essential notion of a race that there should be some ideal typical 
form from which the individuals may deviate in all directions, but about 
which they chiefly cluster, and towards which their descendants will 
continue to cluster. The easiest direction in which a race can be improved 
is towards that central type, because nothing new has to be sought out. It 
is only necessary to encourage as far as practicable the breed of those 
who conform most nearly to the central type, and to restrain as far as 
may be the breed of those who deviate widely from it. Now there can 
hardly be a more appropriate method of discovering the central 
physiognomical type of any race or group than that of composite 
portraiture.75  
 

 The problem with this “purely optical apparition” of types,76  however, was the 
rationalisation in the scientific arguments of the evidence they provided. In his recent 
study of Galton’s composite portraits, Gunnar Schmidt has pointed out how seldom 

Galton actually verbalised the content of the portraits.77  They remained pure icons of the 
preconceptions which they were supposed to complement and confirm. Galton invented 
a purely visual discourse which, as we shall see in a moment, was disrupted rather than 
articulated by the observing subject. 
 Prior to the production of the composite image, Galton made further pre-
selections from the already qualified samples of families, soldiers, or criminals [ill.2]. 

 
No statistician dreams of combining objects into the same generic group 
that do not cluster towards a common centre; no more should we 
attempt to compose generic portraits out of heterogeneous elements, for 
if we do so the result is monstrous and meaningless.78  
 

This attempt at a justification only strengthens the suspicion that, if anything, these 
images functioned as a tautological confirmation of the “ideological biologization of 

existing class relations in England”79  envisioned by Galton. The deployment of the 
photographic technique which is supposed to articulate an invisible imagined ideal, 
“camouflages the structure of prejudice with its claim to authenticity, granting a 

certificate of truthfulness.”80  
 It is interesting to note that Galton consciously qualified the accuracy of 
photography as a medium of scientific representation. Displacing the centrality of 
observation, photography replaces human cognition by a technical device: 

 
A composite portrait represents the picture that would rise before the 
mind’s eye of a man who had the gift of pictorial imagination in an 

                                                
75 Galton (1883), p.14-5. 
76 Sekula (1986), p.19. 
77 Schmidt (1991), p.20. 
78 Galton (1883), p.350. 
79 Sekula (1986), p.42. 
80  Schmidt (1991), p.21 [... weil die Fotografie mit ihrem Authentizitätswert die 

Vorurteilsstruktur kaschiert und ein Wahrheitszertifikat ausstellt]. 
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exalted degree. But the imaginative power even of the highest artists is 
far from precise, and it is so apt to be biased by special cases that may 
have struck their fancies, that no two artists agree in any of their typical 
forms. The merit of the photographic composite is its mechanical 
precision, being subject to no errors beyond those incidental to all 
photographic productions.81  
 

As we will see again and again, this awareness of the “errors incidental to all 
photographic productions”, which always lurks beside the affirmation of “mechanical 
precision”, was widespread and gives the lie to the myth of an uncritical nineteenth-

century belief in photography’s truthfulness.82  
 Another practical device with which Galton sought to promote his programme 
was the life history album which he first proposed in a publication from 1884. The album 
was to combine a genealogical with a biographical representation of an individual, 
providing it with a detailed biological record of its life and, more importantly, securing a 
unique source for anthropological research as pursued by Galton. The published album 
had ready prepared charts for noting down measurements of body weight and stature, 
fingerprints, and further physical descriptions, all to be recorded in five-year intervals. 
Additionally, photographs formed an integral part of this biological autobiography. 
Special pages were left blank for them, and in the binding of the album the inclusion of 
thick photographic cards had been taken into consideration.  
 Photographs of children under five “will probably be of more interest as 
mementos of early childhood than of solid use. Still, on both accounts, some few of them 

should be preserved.”83  More significant were the portraits taken during youth and 
adulthood. In their design, the aesthetic and psychological wishes were likely to collide 
with the requirements of scientific usefulness. 

 
The ideal portraiture for anthropological purposes is an exact full face 
and an exact profile, each one-seventh of the size of nature. But the result 
is far from picturesque, and the souls of artistic photographers revolt 
from taking them. These accurate but unseemly portraits are, like the 
finger-prints, made in prisons.84  
 

Galton seemed to be struggling with the social stigma that anthropological research had 
acquired through laying much emphasis on what was seen as social and biological 
deviance. A fully surveyed society ready for strategies of racial improvement, however, 
was paramount to Galton’s project. He therefore appealed to a new, eugenicist sense of 
aesthetic and suggested that families should, beside recording their biological 
development in the life history album, have composite photographs made for decorating 
the walls of their homes [ill.3]. “The result is sure to be artistic in expression and 
flatteringly handsome, and would be very interesting to the members of the family. 
                                                

81 Galton (1883), p.343. 
82 In this passage, it is rather Galton’s aim to establish composites as equal to regular 

photographs. 
83 Galton (1902), p.5. 
84 Ibid., p.7. The reduction to one seventh of life-size in anthropometric portraiture 

was established internationally by Alphonse Bertillon in the 1880s (cf chapter II.4, below). 
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Young and old, and persons of both sexes can be combined into one ideal face. I can well 

imagine a fashion setting in to have these pictures.”85  
 Galton admitted, however, that this fashion would not be easy to engineer. 

 
I have made several other family portraits, which to my eyes seem great 
successes, but must candidly own that the persons whose portraits are 
blended together seldom seem to care much for the result, except as a 
curiosity. We are all inclined to assert our individuality, and to stand on 
our own basis, and to object to being mixed up indiscriminately with 
others.86  
 

This observation points us to one of the key questions which we will have to address 
throughout the study, i.e. that of the subject as viewer. The recognition of the self in a 
portrait photograph was frequently highlighted by nineteenth-century writers as a 
crucially problematic and productive instance.  
 Similarly, we find indications for the basic importance of the scientist’s 
sentiments during the photo-analytic activity. Galton once described how he had to sort 
thousands of portraits of medical patients, and he comments that, despite the frequent 
malformations, “in studying their portraits the pathetic interest prevailed, and I returned 
day after day to my tedious work of classification, with a liking for my materials.” As 
regards the portraits of criminals, he continued, the experience was quite otherwise: “The 
sense of [the degradation of their expressions] took firm hold of me, and I cannot now 

handle the portraits without overcoming by an effort the aversion they suggest.”87  The 
epistemic force of photography seems to have been dependent on the emotive cognitive 
process which images triggered in the observer. Galton believed that the composite 
portraits would not only help to evade the pitfalls of human perception and cognition, 
but that they might themselves, as analoguous representations of cognitive processes, 
help to investigate and understand those, yet unexplained, processes: 

 
My argument is, that the generic images that arise before the mind’s eye, 
and the general impressions which are faint and faulty editions of them, 
are the analogues of these composite pictures which we have the 
advantage of examining at leisure, and whose peculiarities and character 
we can investigate, and from which we may draw conclusions that shall 
throw much light on the nature of certain mental processes which are too 
mobile and evanescent to be directly dealt with.88  
 

Galton hints at a number of issues which we will find addressed recurrently in 
nineteenth-century discourses on photography, including the chronological dimension of 
visual perception, the notion of an artificially, yet fruitfully arrested vision, and the close 
relationship between photographic images and the cognitive image-processing function 

                                                
85 Galton (1883), p.362. 
86 Ibid., p.13. 
87 Ibid., p.18. 
88 Ibid., p.354. 
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of memory.89  It will become clearer in the course of the study to which degree notions of 
photographic objectivity rested on these parameters of subjective experience. First, 
however, we should take a closer look at the historical background and the theoretical 
and disciplinary environment of the nineteenth-century human sciences. 
 
 
Anthropology 
 
In Britain, the study of Man which had emerged across Europe in a positivist, materialist 
format around the middle of the century, was often studied by gentleman-amateurs like 
Galton. Although there was no overall cohesion between the different schools and 
disciplines which come under the roof of the European human sciences, it is safe to say 
that, for the second half of the nineteenth century, their foundations were laid, enhanced 
or merged by the French anthropologist Paul Broca (1824 - 1880), and by his student Paul 
Topinard (1830 - 1911) who published several major works which presented Broca’s 
research to a wider public. Broca conceived anthropology as a “natural history of Man” 
and thus provided the model for a human-scientific interdiscipline. The French Idéologues 
around Pierre-Jean-Georges Cabanis (1757 - 1808) had, at the end of the eighteenth 
century, sought to elevate medicine as the most salient of sciences dealing with Man, an 

anthropologie to which the other disciplines were mere accessories.90  Psychiatry and 
criminal anthropology emerged from the same field of medico-anthropological thinking. 
Soon, however, the medical paradigm was to be challenged by efforts to provide 
anthropology with a biological foundation, a shift that was marked by the establishment 
of a chair for anthropology at the Musée d’histoire naturelle for Broca’s mentor Jean Louis 

Armand de Quatrefage (1810 - 1892) in 1855.91  
 The two main themes of Broca’s anthropology were the problem of 
understanding the origin of Man, and the description and classification of human races. 
From the first theme sprang the discussions about monogeny and polygeny, and about 
the impact of evolution on the development of humans, while the second triggered 
debates about the interfertility of races, about hybridisation, and about the historicity of 
differences between humans. The conflation of arguments about racial hierarchies, and 
about the superiority of European civilisation over all other cultures, served the 
introduction of a racio-cultural paradigm which permeated major parts of nineteenth-
century anthropological discourses. In them, there were two core strands of research, of 
which one developed from an older ethnological tradition and focused on philologico-
linguistic and historico-geographical questions, while the other was resolutely physico-

                                                
89  Nelson Goodman (1969) and, more recently, David Freedberg (1989) have 

forcefully argued for reinstating emotion, meditation and memory as crucial cognitive 
faculties. I have my reservations about the universalism that seems to underlie their 
arguments, but would agree with the claim for historical studies of visual culture to grant 
these internal modes of perception a high degree of critical attention. 

90 Cf Goldstein (1987), p.49-55. 
91 For a biography of Broca, cf Schiller (1979/1993). 
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biological in its orientation.92  In both cases, however, the racio-cultural paradigm had 
the dual task of ‘internally’ fostering a sense of national homogeneity, and of ‘externally’ 
affirming racial difference and racio-political superiority. 
 The main phase of institutional establishment between 1860 and 1870 is indicated 
by the founding of the different anthropological societies in France, Germany, Italy and 

Britain in that period.93  Despite disagreements about the emphases put on biological or 
cultural facts between different factions, Paul Broca was internationally acknowledged as 
a key figure in the founding of the discipline around which the other human sciences 
would cluster and which addressed itself to all those who, in the words of the Italian 
anthropologist Paolo Mantegazza (1831 - 1910), were “curious and avid to know who 

and what Man really is, bare in the face of nature.”94  The gradual establishment of the 
Institut d’Anthropolgie under Broca’s directorship provided him and his followers with a 
unique research centre encompassing a laboratory (1868), a periodical in the form of the 
Revue d’Anthropologie (1872 ff), and a school (1876), all located under the roof of the Ecole 
de Médecine. 
 Writing in the preface to Topinard’s Anthropologie (1876), Broca described the 
new interdiscipline as enlarging 

 
the programme of ethnology, by grouping around the study of the 
human races the medical sciences, comparative anatomy, and zoology, 
prehistoric archaeology, palaeontology, linguistics, and history.95  
 

As racial characteristics and differences initially played such a crucial role, the 
hereditarian aspects of racial development were at the heart of anthropological debates. 
They had to provide explanations not only for the assumed racial superiority of the 
‘white European race’, but also for problems of abnormality, of social deviance and 
physical difference within European societies. The concept of degeneration was used to 
describe what was seen as the threat of a reversal in evolutionary progress, while atavism 
referred to the resurfacing of features from earlier stages in human evolution. Both 
formed part of the analytical arsenal of biologistic attempts at social refom which, like 
Galton’s eugenicist movement, sought to solve social problems through bio-political 

measures.96  
 The prime target of anthropological analysis was the human body, which was 
studied anatomically and physiologically. In the first half of the nineteenth century, 
phrenology had served to foster a strong interest in the human skull as an outstanding 
indicator of human faculties and characteristics. Broca therefore suggested 
anthropometry and craniometry as the key methods of anthropology: for a while, 
                                                

92 Cf Puccini (1991), p.68. 
93 Société d’Anthropologie de Paris, 1859; Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie 

und Urgeschichte, 1869; Società Italiana di Antropologia e di Etnologia, 1870; Anthropological 
(later Royal Anthropological) Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 1871. 

94 Mantegazza (1871), p.5. 
95 Topinard (1876/1878), p.VI. 
96 Cf Pick (1989). 
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measuring and the statistical computation of the derived data became the prime 

strategies for the anthropological description and understanding of Man.97   
 George W. Stocking has summarised the four central preoccupations of physical 
anthropology: 

 
[1.]the assumption that the cultural differences of men were the direct 
product of differences in their racial physical stature; [2.] the idea that the 
distinguishing physical differences between the human races were 
virtually primordial; [3.] the idea that the most important of these 
differences were those involving the human skull and brain; and [4.] the 
assumption that out of the heterogeneity of modern populations there 
could be constructed “types” which were representative of the “pure 
races” from whose mixture these modern populations derived.98  
 

Over the following decades, this essentialist concept of race came under increasing 
pressure and was later to be redefined as a mere theoretical construct by Topinard 

himself.99  
 Addressing anthropology as a human scientific interdiscipline in a European 
(rather than national) context, begs some explanation. The growing importance of the 
European dimension in nineteenth-century scientific debates was facilitated by a 
growing number of international congresses in every field, and by the translations of 
major works which often appeared instantly. Jean-Martin Charcot’s neurological lectures 
were first published in France in 1872, the German translation appeared in 1874, 
followed by the English version in 1881. Cesare Lombroso’s L’Uomo delinquente had first 
been published in Italy in 1876, and after an enlarged edition came out which Lombroso 
presented at the first International Congress of Criminal Anthropology in Rome in 1885, 
German and French translations were out within only two years, the latter going into its 
third edition in 1895. In the case of Paul Topinard’s L’Anthropologie of 1876, there was a 
formal link between the Parisian publisher Reinwald and the London-based Chapman & 
Hall, who jointly published a multi-volume Library of Contemporary Science of which 
Topinard’s book formed part. The personal libraries of leading European anthropologists 

testify to the general availability of these publications.100  
 The socio-historical conditions of these debates, however, often differed 
considerably from one country to the next. The impact of the revolutions in France, the 
search for ethnic and cultural identities following the political unifications of Italy and 
Germany, the early industrial revolution in England which led to a crisis of the modern 
city earlier than in the neighboring countries - all these were factors which changed the 
respective frames of reference as well as the structure of problems that scientists might 
want to tackle. Disparate epistemological traditions and institutional structures further 
added to the heterogeneity of the situation. 

                                                
97 Other parts of the body which were of particular interest beside the skull included 

the pigmentation of skin, hair and eyes, the stature, and brain morphology. 
98 Stocking (1968), p.56. 
99 Cf Voget (1975), p.127. 
100 Cf Dias (1991), p.240. 
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 The current study seeks to use this heterogeneity in a productive way for its 
cross-European overview over the different human scientific disciplines with regard to 
their use of photography. In many cases, the differences between national schools are not 
more significant than those within a certain national context, so that, for instance, the 
internal German criminological debate mirrored the antagonism between the Italian 
school around Lombroso, and the French school around Lacassagne. Other differences in 
certain disciplines resulted from a differentiation not so much along national lines, but 
according to the types of institutional organisation. Psychiatry, for example, changed its 
face in most countries as it altered its status from providing care for the insane to an 
academic medical discipline. The split that persisted between physical anthropology and 
ethnography was an obstacle to a union of the respective learned societies only in France, 
where the Société d’Anthropologie and the Société d’Ethnographie remained separate, while 
the parallel institutions in Germany, Italy and Britain were united around 1870. If this 
particularity is significant on an institutional level, it does not mean that the theoretical 

cleavage underlying it did not stay in place outside France.101  
 In the case of anthropology proper, we can see how the discipline developed its 
ideological function in the search for homogenous racial groups to coincide with nations 
right across Europe, whether that search was more inwardlooking, as in the cases of the 
newly unified German and Italian societies, or whether it was motivated by English 
cultural and political elites seeking scientific affirmation of their racial superiority, 
externally against colonised peoples, as well as internally against the lower classes and 
against the colonial population on the doorstep, especially the Irish. 
 Despite differences in the social and political situations, the European human 
sciences seem to have developed on a continuous rather than discontinuous epistemic 
plane. Sandra Puccini, writing about the semi-independent and parallel evolution of 
Italian anthropology, points to this epistemic cohesion: 

 
The birth of Italian anthropology resulted not only from the influence of 
foreign models, but also from the presence of a secular and scientistic 
current in Italian thought and from numerous and fruitful rapports with 
the Europe of empiricism and sensualism. The principal tenents of that 
current of thought had sustained the advancement of a positive and anti-
metaphysical science of Man from the very beginning of the nineteenth 
century.102  
 

 Equally, the methodological approaches were partly dependent on peculiarities 
of the national contexts, and partly on circumstance and the personal preoccupations of 
scientists and amateurs who got involved in anthropological research. The predominant 
use in Italy of cultural and mental facts to support the ethnic and racial characterisation 

                                                
101 Cf ibid., p.31. 
102 Puccini (1991), p.66 [La naissance de l’anthropologie générale italienne résulte non 

seulement de l’influence des modèles étrangers mais aussi de la présence italienne d’un courant de 
pensée laïque et scientiste, et de nombreux et fructueux rapports avec l’Europe de l’empirisme et 
du sensualisme. Les principaux tenants de ce courant de pensée avaient soutenu - déjà au tout 
début du XIXe siècle - l’avènement d’une science de l’homme positive et antimétaphysique]. 
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of a group can be related to the importance of folklore in the establishment of a national 
cultural identity, while the German emphasis on medical and archaeological research 
had more to do with the composition of the anthropological society. As in Britain, 
German anthropologists were recruited from a host of disciplines, having trained as 
medics, biologists, geographers, philosophers, or lawyers. In France, the close link 
between Broca’s anthropological school and the Ecole de Médecine resulted in a strong 
medical bias, and a relative scarcity of historical, juridical or religious considerations. The 
French pursuit of anthropology as a pure science was, furthermore, connected to its 
institutional status on the fringe of academic circles, while British anthropological 
research was to a large degree in the hands of colonial administrators and missionaries, 

effecting an often more pragmatic and ‘sociological’ approach.103  
 Throughout the discipline we find that the pursuit of anthropology was tightly 
linked to linguistic and mathematical models, and that therefore, beyond the textual, the 
regime of representation of anthropology was dominated by graphs and statistical tables 
rather than by images. The application of photography was scarce, unsystematic and 
idiosyncratic, and it is not possible to distill specific national or disciplinary regimes of 
photographic signification from the currently given sources. Despite contemporary 
attempts at bolstering positivist claims to scientific objectivity by using photography, the 
medium failed to be fully integrated into anthropological disciplinary strategies. For the 
present study, however, the heterogeneity of the historical field under investigation 
helps to highlight the main theoretical problems that accounted for photography’s 
relative marginality to it.  
 Without detailed recourse to aspects of visuality, Broca and Topinard’s 
anthropology articulates the assumed inseparability of social and cultural phenomena 
from physical facts. It represents an epistemological stage through which branches of 
many medical, social, and ethnological disciplines passed. For some decades after mid-
century, the biological paradigm represented the strongest current in the human sciences 
and can therefore be used as a measuring post for assessing the respective positions of 
scientists in that period. The slow demise of a purely anatomical anthropology coincided, 
as Nélia Dias has pointed out, with the emergence of criminal anthropology, of 
psychiatry, and of social anthropology. These three disciplines provide the cases for the 

discussion of photographic applications that will follow in the first part of this study.104  
 The shift from a concept of anthropology as a pure science to one that sought 
practical applications in the social arena can be observed across the human sciences, 
whether in demands for ethnography’s partisanship to colonial governments, or in 

                                                
103 Cf Puccini (1991) on Italy; E. Williams (1985), Dias (1990), and (1991) p.238-46, on 

France; Stocking (1987) on Britain; Ryding (1975) and Theye (1989) on Germany. 
104 After Broca’s death in 1880, a conflict broke out between Topinard and a group of 

younger materialists around the archaeologist Gabriel de Mortillet about the question of 
pure vs. applied science. The first reason given for Topinard’s final eviction from his post 
at the Ecole d’Anthropologie was that, in 1889, he refused to accord criminal 
anthropology a place in the Exposition des sciences anthropologiques (cf chapter I.3); for the 
conflict, cf Hammond (1980), Harvey (1984), E. Williams (1985), Dias (1990), p.VIII. 
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criminology’s attempts at influencing legal and penal practices. In Topinard’s own work, 
the shift is evident if we look at his two major publications from 1876 and from 1900: 
while in the former he presented anthropology as a science pure, the latter promoted 

anthropologie comme sociotechnie.105 Anthropology was thus redefined from being a branch 
of natural history, to a sociological discipline. It is interesting in the context of the present 
study that Topinard marks this shift by the introduction, in the publication of 1900, of a 
new explanatory model for the difference between animals and humans. In his earlier 
works, this distinction had been made on the basis of zoological classifications. Now 
Topinard uses the notions of individuality, the ego and the self and ascribes to humans 
the unique ability to make socially motivated decisions. In his discussions of the socio-
anthropological significance of categories like solidarity, equality and justice he is 
strongly influenced by the French sociological school of Auguste Comte and the younger 
generation around Emile Durkheim, having replaced a biologistic paradigm with a 
sociological positivism in which the socially defined individual steps into the spotlight of 
human scientific attention.  
 
 
Historical and Practical Aspects of Scientific Photography - Albert Londe 
 
An important element in the positivist project was the extension of the scientific field of 

vision and the ‘factualising’ fixation of visual phenomena.106  From the moment when it 
first received public attention in 1839, photography suggested itself as a likely means of 
positivist scientific representation. Its main areas of usage were in place at the end of the 

1850s.107  They included microscopic photography for biological, medical and geological 
purposes, telescopic images taken for astronomical studies, geographical applications of 
aerial photography, and the production of panoramic cards for military purposes. 
Zoology and anthropology were also among these ‘photogenic’ fields of scientific 
investigation, although the difficulties in computing their visual phenomena put them 
into second rank. The Parisian photographic entrepreneurs Mayer and Pierson suggested 
the comparative study of photographs as a prime analytic method, based on, it seems, an 
almost ‘blind’ fascination for photography’s potential as a means of research. 

 
On walking through the anthropological galleries of the museum, a 
single look suffices to understand the service photography can render to 
the study of the human races. The plaster casts one finds there reproduce 
the shapes quite precisely, but they lack that which characterises Man in 
general, i.e. physiognomy. In the portraits, beneath those more or less 
bestial faces, there is always a ray of intelligence; whereas in the plasters, 
nothing but inert types without life or soul. It would not be one of the 
lesser services rendered to civilisation by photography if it one day 

                                                
105 Cf Topinard (1876/1878), p.5, and (1900), p.VI. 
106 Cf Stafford (1991) for an analysis of the increasing visualisation of knowledge in 

the eighteenth century. 
107 Cf Mayer/Pierson (1862), and the examples in Rouillé (1989); cf Nesbit (1992), 

p.14-8, for an historical discussion of the status of the photograph as document. 
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permitted science to assemble enough authentic types to study the 
human races in their entirety.108  
 

Photography, we should note, is not praised for its accuracy, but for adding life and soul 
to the representation, and the facilitation of comparative anthropological analyses. The 
stress lies not on a epistemological leap based on photography’s ontological status, but 
on an emotional force generated during the reception, and on the provision of study 
material. 
 The medical applications included physiological analyses of the development 

and movements of the body. 109   Like the methods of photogenic recording of 
measurements developed in meteorology, geology, physics and in other contexts, these 
physiological representations abstracted from the surface appearance of their objects, and 
focused instead on a visualisation of non-visual aspects, such as temperature changes, 
morphological movements of the earth, or the structural configuration of limbs in motion 
[ill.4]. 
 The main incentive for employing photography as an observational device was 
its promise to be a corrective for the imperfections of human perception. In 1864, the 
French astonomer, Hervé-Auguste Faye (1814 - 1902), remarked at a meeting of the 
Académie des sciences: 

 
I have frequently pointed out to the Academy individual mistakes which 
resulted from the individuality of the observer and which affected the 
astronomic determination of the time, and I have shown that if these 
errors vitiate the observations to the point of rendering the precision 
attributed to them almost illusory, there exists a means of radically 
eliminating them by suppressing the observer and by substituting for 
our senses the simultaneous use of two great discoveries of our era, i.e. 
photography and electric telegraphy. I now ask astronomers if they 
would not rather suppress the human machine whose imperfections 
have been revealed to us in such a striking manner, and whose results 
vary not only over the years, but also from one instant to the next, due to 
momentary troubles of digestion, of blood circulation, or of nervous 
fatigue.110   

                                                
108 Mayer/Pierson (1862), cit Frizot/Ducros (1987), p.53/56 [Quand on parcourt les 

galeries anthropologiques du Muséum, un coup d’œil suffit pour faire comprendre quels services 
rendra la photographie à l’étude des races humaines. Les plâtres moulées qui s’y trouvent 
reproduisent bien exactement les formes, mais il leur manque ce quelque chose qui caractérise 
surtout l’homme, la physionomie. Dans les portraits, sous ces faces plus ou moins bestiales, il y a 
la vie et toujours un rayon d’intelligence; dans les plâtres, rien que des types inertes, sans vie et 
sans âme. Ce ne sera pas un des moindres services rendus par la photographie à la civilisation que 
celui d’avoir permis un jour à la science de recueillir assez de types authentiques pour pouvoir 
étudier d’une manière complète les races humaines]. 

109 On medical photography, cf Gernsheim (1961), Linssen (1971), Fox/Lawrence 
(1988); cf also Cartwright (1992) on physiological, proto-cinematic experiments, and 
Merzeau (1988) on the photogenic recording of experimentation data. 

110  Cit Rouillé (1989), p.451-2 [J’ai entretenu plusiers fois l’Académie des erreurs 
singulières, dépendant de l’individualité de l’observateur, qui affectent la détermination 
astronomique de l’heure, et j’ai montré que si ces erreurs vicient les observations au point de 
rendre jusqu’à un certain point illusoire la haute précision qu’on leur attribue, il existe un moyen 
radical de les faire disparaître en supprimant l’observateur et en substituant à nos sens l’emploi 
simultané de deux grandes découvertes de notre époque, la photographie et la télégraphie 
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In place of the imprecisions of the human observational machine, the photographic 
apparatus offered an unmistakable, ‘positive’ exactitude. Guillaume Duchenne de 
Boulogne (1806 - 1875), whose images of faces with muscular contractions caused by 
local electrocution are among the best-known examples of early scientific applications of 
photography [ill.5], set the tone for this assessment in his Mécanisme de la physiognomie 
humaine of 1862: 

 
Photography is as faithful as the mirror and will allow readers to 
witness, so to speak, my electro-physiological experiments, and to assess 
the value of the deductions I have drawn.111  
 

Duchenne draws up a triangle of photographic evidentiality which includes the image, 
the scientist, and the reader-cum-viewer who is virtually present in the laboratory and 
whose perception is instrumental to the visual medium’s force. Duchenne backed the 
characterisation of photography as a control instrument for the reader by an assertion 
that the photographic process and reproduction for the publication had been conducted 
under the supervision of the author - an affirmation which recurred throughout the 
period and which suggests an interesting corollary between the accuracy of mechanical 

representation and the notion of authorship.112  
 We should also note that, a few paragraphs down from these assertions, 
Duchenne qualifies his judgement about photography’s exactitude by pointing out the 

possible flaws produced by material imperfections or manipulative lighting.113  A feature 
we will find throughout the period is a great awareness of the technical determinants of 
photographic representation amongst those scientists who were practising 
photographers, rather than mere users of photographs. They knew of the degree to 
which “technical limitations and the resultant distortions register as meaning” (Tagg), 
                                                                                                                                
électrique. (...) Je demande maintenant aux astronomes s’il ne vaut pas mieux supprimer la 
machine humaine, dont les imperfections nous sont révélées d’une manière si frappante, et dont les 
résultats varient non seulement avec les années, mais aussi, d’un instant à l’autre, avec les 
troubles momentanés de la digestion, de la circulation du sang ou de la fatigue nerveuse]; cf also 
ibid., p.454, 466. 

111 Duchenne (1862), cit ibid., p.446. 
112 Cf Duchenne (1862), cit ibid., p.446; for examples of authorial control, cf also, ibid., 

p.452, 463; for two recent discussions of modern notions of authorship, cf Nesbit (1992), 
p.88-101, and McCauley (1994), p.30-4. The impact of Duchenne’s research on scientific 
photography and physiognomics is strangely elusive and seems to parallel that of Johann 
Kaspar Lavater, whose physiognomical interpretations from the late eighteenth century 
were oft-quoted, yet seldom used in the nineteenth century. McCauley (1985) addresses 
the problem and asserts that “the use of photography as a tool better to examine 
physiognomies cannot be contested. Scientists, like the public at large, believed that the 
photograph equaled reality.” Likewise, she assumes that Duchenne’s photographs were 
used by artists: “A picture was, for the purpose of information, worth a thousand words, 
but a photograph, whereby nature wrote her own story, was as real as the thing itself.” 
Unfortunately, she does not quote any sources that would affirm this evaluation. A more 
differentiated picture of the epistemological position of photography should emerge in 
the course of the present study. 

113 Cf Duchenne (1862), cit Rouillé (1989), p.446-9. 
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necessitating a strict standardisation and critical evaluation of the photographic 
production process. 
 Beside the use of photography as a research tool, its main function was as an 
illustrative device which could provide books and other publications with a quasi-
clinical function. Here, the problem of a faithful reproduction of the original photographs 
was of prime importance. Alfred Hardy (1811 - 1893) and his assistant A. de Montméja, 
writing about their illustrated work on skin diseases in 1868, claim that photography is 
able to render exact images which can replace clinical patients in medical instruction. 
Hardy points out the crucial role of Montméja’s knowledge of pathology in conjunction 
with his technical and artistic skills: 

 
The artistic, and no doubt most important, part of this work has been 
confided to one of my students, M. de Montméja, who combines a 
profound knowledge of skin diseases with an unquestionable talent as 
photographer and colorist; we can say that his plates represent nature 
taken from life.114  
 

Affirming the status of the plates, Montméja for his part makes reference to the low price 
which will make the work affordable to a wider audience, to the high quality of the 
technical material, and to Hardy’s authority: 

 
By cutting out any intermediary I have succeeded in procuring these 
prints at a low price, without jeopardising the guarantees of duration 
and inalterability which advertise the importance of our work. The 
coloration, confided to able hands, has been executed entirely under my 
eyes and with the consent of M. Hardy who had the final say.115  
 

Remarks like these document a keen awareness among nineteenth-century scientists of 
the technical skills and procedures that were required to turn photography into a useful 
tool. They also show the way in which such processes related to the photographic were 
integrated into discursive strategies of affirming authorial power and engineering 
scientific evidentiality. 
 On a semiotic level, photographs generally failed to provide a coherent and 
sufficient matrix of relevant signs, rendering them legible and meaningful only in 
combination with data from other sources and in other media. The similarity of objects, 
whether faces, sections of human skin, or landscapes, made it necessary consciously to 
encode photographs with previously established characteristics which could then be read 
as characteristics of the particular object. We will find throughout the following 
investigation that the assumption of photographic evidentiality hinges on such a 

                                                
114 Cit ibid., p.462 [La partie artistique de cette œuvre, et sans contredit la plus importante, a 

été confiée à un de mes élèves, M. de Montméja, qui joint à une connaissance approfondie des 
maladies de la peau un talent incontestable de photographe et de coloriste; nous pouvons dire que 
ses planches représentent la nature prise sur le fait]. 

115 Cit ibid., p.463 [C’est en faisant abstraction de tout intermédiaire que je suis parvenu à 
livrer à bas prix ces épreuves, réunissant toutes les garanties de durée et d’inaltérabilité que 
réclame l’importance de notre ouvrage. Le coloris, confié à des mains habiles, s’exécute 
entièrement sous mes yeux, avec la sanction de M. Hardy, qui juge en dernier ressort]. 
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tautological structure, in which the signified has to be drawn into the recoding of the 
signifier for the affirmation of meaning.  
 Photography had initially been a fad for amateur inventors, but by the early 
1850s an ever-growing market emerged for both amateurs and professional 
photographers that provided photographic apparatuses, plates, chemicals, and other 
accessories. A constant flow of inventions and improvements of existing products 
satisfied the demand for quick innovation in a fashionable market. Photography 
gradually became easier to handle, and the technical improvements resulted in a fast 
expansion of the field of vision that could be covered and captured by the camera. 
 What was the technical equipment that was available to the scientists interested 

in photography?116  We find descriptions of the most basic outfits in the literature 
advising anthropologists and other overseas travellers. The equipment suggested by M. 
V. Portman in an article in the Journal of the Anthropological Institute of 1896 included 
cameras of various sizes (hand-held, for the tripod, for stereoscopic photography), lenses 
and shutters for different purposes, varnish for negatives, printing paper, focusing cloth, 
a focusing glass, lens caps, glass plates, chalk and vaseline as lubricants for wood and 
metal, waterproof cases, dark tent, dishes and trays, printing frames, chemicals for 

developing and fixing plates and prints, and a developing lamp.117  The list indicates 
that, even if conducted at its most basic level, photography was an undertaking which 
demanded a series of preparatory decisions about its precise purpose. It entailed a 
considerable investment, and it involved a lot of effort on the part of the photographer. 
Until the advent of the Eastman Kodak process around 1890, which revolutionised 
amateur photography by delegating the developing and printing procedures to the 
product supplier, photography largely remained an exercise which demanded training 
and commitment. 
 In addition to the equipment just described, the average commercial portrait 
studio would be fitted with screens and reflectors, and plain or painted backdrops [ill.8]. 
In the absence of sufficiently powerful artificial light sources and in order to get the right 
light exposure, studios were often provided with glass roofs over which curtains could 
be drawn. Chairs and other studio furniture were equipped with head-rests and supports 
for other parts of the body to avoid involuntary movements during the long periods of 
exposure. Depending on the available capital and on the market segment targetted by the 
enterprise, the studio could furthermore be filled with clothes for the customers to wear, 
with accessories of all types to be included in the portraits, and with more or less 
elaborate decorations for the rooms in which customers would wait for their session, or 
for the developing of their portraits afterwards. 
 For more unusual applications, special devices had to be built according to the 
wishes of the photographer by manufacturers of scientific apparatuses. Thus, Albert 
Londe devised a whole series of multi-lens apparatuses for his experiments in 

                                                
116 For accounts of the technical history of photography, cf Gernsheim (1969), Baier 

(1977). 
117 Cf Portman (1896); on Portman, cf also chapter I.1, below. 
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chronophotography, and Alphonse Bertillon, whose studio at the Préfecture de police 
served the one main purpose of producing signaletic portraits, developed a special chair 
which helped to facilitate the preparation of standardised images. The expenses of such 
specialised studios were high, and, as we shall see later, the evaluation of costs against 
benefits permeated many of the discussions about scientific photography. In a very 
practical sense, the economy of visual representation was determined by pecuniary 
considerations and, in the case of travelling photographers, by the sheer weight of their 
equipment. 
 Three events which took place in Paris in 1882 mark that year as a crucial stage in 
the development of nineteenth-century scientific photography: at the Préfecture de police, 
Alphonse Bertillon (1853 - 1914) opened the Service d’identité judiciaire with the 
anthropometric and photographic studios at its centre; in the Parc des Princes, Etienne-
Jules Marey (1830 - 1904) installed the station physiologique where he would continue his 
chronophotographic experiments on human and animal movements [ill.6]; and Albert 
Londe (1858 - 1917) joined the photographic service of the neurological clinic of the 
Salpêtrière where Jean-Martin Charcot (1825 - 1893) had just been awarded the first chair 
for illnesses of the nervous system, and where Londe would, over the following two 
decades, develop into arguably the most outstanding scientific photographer of his 

time.118  
 The photographic studio at the Salpêtrière had first been installed in 1875 on the 
initiative of Désiré M. Bourneville who was also, in the following year, among the 
founders of the serial publication entitled Iconographie photographique de la Salpêtrière. 
Throughout the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Charcot’s neurological clinic was 
among the leading research institutes in Europe. In their recent study on Albert Londe, 
D. Bernard and A. Gunthert describe two main approaches to the opacity of the human 
body in the period: the experimental physiology of Marey or Claude Bernard on the one 
hand, and Charcot’s anatomico-clinical method on the other. The latter combined the 
clinical observation of the living body with a verification of the diagnosis through a post-
mortem autopsy. The application of this method to nervous diseases meant an ambitious 
innovation, and it provided Albert Londe with a great intellectual challenge as regards 

scientific representation. 119   Londe saw the role of scientific photography in its 
documentary rather than its diagnostic potentials. His work at the Service photographique 
was meant to provide a “protocole iconique” (Bernard/Gunthert) and included, beside the 
production of photographs for albums and exhibitions which served to illustrate 

                                                
118 The coincidence was pointed out by Bernard/Gunthert (1993), p.38. For Bertillon, 

cf Phéline (1985), and chapter II.4, below; for Marey, cf Dagonet (1987) and Braun (1993). 
119 Cf Bernard/Gunthert (1993), p.103-13. The authors characterise Charcot’s own 

attitude towards photography as rather ambiguous. They point out that he makes little 
use of the medium and hardly ever comments on it, and caution against equating 
Londe’s published works or the Iconographie photographique with the ‘missing’ 
photographic theory of Charcot. They mention an exceptional instance when Charcot 
uses a series of Londe’s photographs in a demonstration and for the subsequent 
publication of a case of male hysteria which was characterised by all the typical 
symptoms of female hysteria (cf ibid., p.109, and p.126-8). 
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Charcot’s cases, microscopic photography and the reproduction of paintings [ill.7]. 
 Londe’s two main publications, La Photographie médicale (1893) and La 
Photographie moderne (1888; second edition, revised and enlarged almost threefold, 1896), 
provided comprehensive technical and practical advice on the current applications of 
photography in science and industry, and indicate the author’s wide-ranging interests 
and knowledge. Particularly the latter volume was intended to be a substitute for the 
professional training of photographers which, unlike in countries like Austria, Germany, 
or England, did not exist in France at the time. Seeking to establish photography as a 
science, rather than as an ancillary craft, a figure like Alphonse Davanne, founder 
member of the Société française de photographie in 1854, taught his seminar on photography 
at the Ecole des ponts et chaussées not in the form of practical training in the studio, but as 

historical and theoretical courses in the lecture theatre.120  Londe’s books were aimed at 
complementing such academic instruction, underpinning the claim for a full professional 
status for photographers. 
 Londe maintained that the contribution photography could make in the medical 
field was based on its sincerity and impartiality as a representational medium. Following 
the principles of Charcot’s anatomo-clinical method, photographs were to be taken of the 
living body, as well as of details during the autopsy. These images could then be 
classified and compared, e.g. to trace the development of an illness. The possibility of 
infinitely multiplying photographs meant that they could serve the documentation of 
cases as well as the communication between scientists, and support professional and 

scientific instruction.121  Summarising the function of scientific photography as he saw it 
in the mid-1890s, Londe wrote: 

 
Photography which, in the beginning, had been so disdained by scholars, 
is now one of their most precious tools. Just as it makes up for the 
insufficiency of the eye in the study of rapid movements, it reveals to the 
eye phenomena which escape it because of their feeble intensity or their 
coloration. Let us add that, when the observer gets tired, the 
photographic plate, on the contrary, is always ready to register the 
interesting phenomenon without flagging. Finally, the photographic 
image persists, whereas the retinal image is fugitive: one can therefore 
study it, compare it to others, and take measurements.122  
 

As Londe suggests here, the temporal aspects of photography played an important role 
on different levels. In relation to the production of photographs, speed of execution 
formed a problem of which Londe was particularly aware through his work at the 
                                                

120 Cf ibid., p.71. 
121 Londe (1896), p.650, 664. 
122 Ibid., p.545 [La photographie qui avait été si dédaignée au début par les savants est au 

contraire maintenant un de leurs plus précieux auxiliaires. De même qu’elle supplée à 
l’insuffisance de l’œil dans l’étude des mouvements très rapides, de même elle lui révèle des 
phénomènes qui lui échappent à cause de leur faible intensité ou de leur coloration propre. 
Ajoutons encore que, si l’observateur se fatigue, la plaque photographique au contraire est 
toujours prête à enregistrer le phénomène intéressant, sans défaillance aucune. Enfin l’image 
photographique reste, tandis que l’image rétinienne est fugitive: on peut donc l’étudier, la 
comparer avec des autres, faire des mesures]. 
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Salpêtrière where he had to capture the often fleeting expressions and poses of mental 
patients during their fits. Yet, time was a similarly important aspect with regard to 
reception. Taking up a recurring topos, Londe claims: “It is indisputable that simply 
looking at the print says more about [the medical condition] than the description one 

could have made of it.”123  The assumed superiority of the visual over the written 
document seems to hinge on the instantaneity of the visual impression. This theme, 
which we will encounter right across the different discussions of human scientific 
photography, suggests that the latter’s evidential force derives partly from a spontaneous 
and instantaneous reception of photographs. 
 The temporal structure of the photograph likens it to an instance of arrested 
vision which, unlike human perception, shows no signs of fatigue during its production, 

and which allows for extensive retrospective analyses.124  Comparison and serialisation 
provide the material for diachronic studies of individual cases, for the synchronic 
affirmation of typical features, and for comparative analyses of conditions over long 

periods and across institutional and even national boundaries.125  
 Londe maintained that photography’s superiority as a representational device 

was made most obvious in the case of portraiture.126 The sheer complexity of facial 
expressions and their variability made it necessary for the physician to draw on 
photographs for instruction if he wanted to recognise and engrave in his memory certain 
special facial expressions in order to be able to make faster, more certain diagnoses. 
Rather than of faces, Londe talks of faciès, i.e. facial types which are characteristic of 
specific medical or anthropological conditions. Being related to the receptive and 
mnemonic practice of the scientist, the notion of faciès  thus points us to the ‘internal’ 
functions and effects that portraits have on the observer.  
  

                                                
123 Londe (1893), p.68 [Il est indiscutable qu’un simple coup d’œil jeté sur cette épreuve en 

dit plus long que la description que l’on pourrait en faire]. 
124 Cf the examples in Rouillé (1989), p.452, 463, and in Bernard/Gunthert (1993), 

p.129. 
125 Following his discussion of medical portraiture, Londe (1896) writes about the 

photographing of other body parts, especially of hands and feet, and of the ill body in 
crisis: “C’est surtout dans l’étude des manifestations de la grande hystérie que la photographie 
interviendra avec le plus grand succès” (p.657-8). The latter refers to the crucial work he did 
documenting Charcot’s famous cases of hysteria. The ensuing sections on 
chronophotography and special artificial lighting devices are also related because it was 
in Charcot’s clinic that Londe was met with the material problems which challenged him 
to develop new technical devices. 

126 Ibid., p.653-4 [C’est dans (l’étude de la tête) que la supériorité de la photographie sur 
l’observation éclatera d’une façon évidente]. The instructions Londe gives for scientifically 
useful portraiture are rather terse and simple. In the context of his discussion of judicial 
photography, he presents Alphonse Bertillon’s signaletic portraiture of standardised full-
face and profile images taken at a standard size as the model for all areas of 
anthropological research (p.636-48). A section on the aesthetics of portraiture (p.287-91) 
makes some brief and conventional suggestions for the composition of regular studio 
portraits (cf below, chapter II.5). 
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Part I. The Dispositif of Classification 
 
Chapter 2: Anthropology: The Affirmation of the Authorial Subject 
 
 
 
Over the past twenty years, historians have frequently treated photography as a point of 
articulation of social power. The corollary of vision, surveillance, and knowledge has 
assumed increased importance for analyses of modern governmental techniques aimed 
at structuring and individuating populations. The visual capture by the camera has been 
shown to be part of political and administrative technologies of subjection aimed at 
fixing and containing “the other” in the shape of the urban poor, criminals, black people, 
women, and others. As will become clear from the arguments presented in this study, it 
is questionable whether this analytic approach has succeeded in describing the 
microphysical processes of subjection which form the core of its often highly moralised 
discourse. It seems that, in these discourses, some of the imaginary aspects of social 
power relations experienced by European middle-class elites are reversed as an 
analytical strife fuelled by guilt and the desire to repent. countering this hitoriographical 
tendency, the following chapters will seek to shift the focus of attention away from the 
one-dimensional relation between the observer, armed with the camera, and the 
observed, victim of the mechanised gaze, towards a critical investigation of the scientific 
subject as a site of constitution of knowledge and a guarantor of truth. Speaking in the 
most general terms, the late nineteenth-century notion of scientific objectivity is 
dependent on and, at the same time, constitutive of the social role of the scientist, and of 
his subjectivity. 
 The study of anthropology will form the first case in the line of investigation. 
Recent work on the use of photography in nineteenth-century anthropology has strongly 
deepened our understanding of the rapport between these two strata of the human 

scientific dispositif.127  A brief introduction to the precarious relationship between the 
sibling disciplines of physical anthropology and ethnography and to the socio-historical 
context constituted by the colonialist enterprises of the period will be followed by an 
assessment of the significance of the collection of anthropological data for the analytical 
constitution of knowledge. Considering the problem of portrait photography practised in 
the field, we will find that photography was of relatively minor importance to the 
discipline, and that it was seen as epistemologically most pertinent with regard to 

physical anthropology.128  Yet, while statistical methods made sure that the numerical 

                                                
127 Cf Green (1984a), Krech (1984), Michael Wiener (1990), the collections edited by E. 

Edwards (1992) and Theye (1989), and the essays in Visual Anthropology, esp. the special 
issue on historical photographs (vol.3, no.2-3, 1990). 

128 The portraits taken of “native types” at international exhibitions were frequently 
criticised for their uncertain ethnic denomination, and were not considered in the sources 
under investigation here. 
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data derived from anthropometric measurements appeared to generate meaning 
independently of the scientist, the objectivity of photographic representations and 
graphic reproductions was guaranteed by the authorial intervention of the 
photographer-anthropologist. 
 The main sources of the analysis are two guidebooks drawn up by British and 
German anthropological societies for travellers, Notes & Queries, published by the British 
Association for the Advancement of Science, and Anleitung zu wissenschaftlichen 
Beobachtungen auf Reisen, a German project edited by Georg von Neumayer that 

combined natural scientific, naval, and anthropological interests.129  Special attention will 
be given to the texts of one of the authors of the Anleitung, Gustav Fritsch, who was a 
prolific photographer and whose discussions of anthropological photography provide 
ample evidence of a critical understanding of the medium. 
 Nélia Dias has recently published an essay on the role of photography in French 
nineteenth-century anthropology which shows that the basic currents of the debates were 
similar in Germany, Britain and France. Dias focuses on portrait photography, the main 
principles of which had been laid down in the 1860s, and proposes two reasons for the 
decline of anthropological portraiture as a scientific tool after around 1880. She claims 
that portrait photography failed because it was first unable to provide convincing 
representations of ethnic types, and because, when the concepts of race and type 
themselves came under attack, the discipline was methodologically unable to take 

representations of individuals into account.130  A brief gloss of some of Dias’ hypotheses 
can here usefully serve to define points of departure. 
 Dias quotes several sources which strongly assert the objectivity of photographic 
images and their superiority over graphic representations. Although this assumption is 
frequently expressed, the distinction is often not as clearly cut and hinges both on the 
respective conditions of reception, and on the authorial guidance by the anthropologist. 
Similarly, Dias contrasts the assessments of measurements and photographs as 
anthropological data, suggesting that they were seen in competition with each other, 
while we can observe that many sources assume a complementary use of different types 

of data and means of representation, whether numerical, verbal or visual.131  The 
evaluation of their respective importance varies, yet, they are rarely presented as 
mutually exclusive. 
 Finally, Dias refers to the argument put forward by Daston/Galison to assert that 
the status of objectivity associated with photography depended on the impartial role of 

the anthropological observer. 132   This is true with regard to the collectors of 
anthropological data in the field who, as we will see presently, were conceived ideally as 
subjectless recording and documenting machines. However, these “observers” are the 

                                                
129 Notes & Queries  (1874, 1892, 1899), Neumayer (1875, 1888, 1906) [Guidelines for 

scientific observation during travels]. 
130 Dias (1994), p.47-8. 
131 Ibid., p.41. 
132 Ibid., p.44-6; cf Daston/Galison (1992), and the introduction, above. 
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analogue figures of neither the authorial scientists who, for Daston and Galison, refrain 
from passing on scientific judgement, nor of the readers of scientific texts who are given 
the power and responsibility for realising the truthfulness of an argument. Dias does not 
tackle the crucial epistemological problem of anthropology which can only partly be 
explained with reference to the notion of mechanical objectivity. Anthropological 
research and anthropological photography were dominated by an authorial model which 
depended on the actual presence of the anthropologist in the field. There was a recurring 
call for the ‘virtual absence’ of the photographer from the representation, yet, the validity 
of the photographic representation remained fully anchored by the interventions of the 
anthropologist during the production of the photograph, as well as during the processing 
of the image for reproduction. 
 
 
Colonialism and the Collection of Anthropological Data 
 
Anthropology was a physically oriented interdiscipline that united the different strands 
of the nineteenth-century inquiry into the nature of Man. In a more narrowly defined 
sense, it was conceived as the study of the human races, of their physical and cultural 
characteristics, and was divided into physical anthropology and ethnography. For most 
of the nineteenth century, physical anthropology had the higher scientific credentials: 
Paul Topinard called it anthropologie proprement dite, while ethnography was relegated 
into second line, along with other sciences accessoires, such as history, archaeology, 
comparative mythology, and demography. Despite this hierarchical difference, however, 
physical anthropology and ethnography were seen as interdependent: “The two have to 
be reunited under the general term anthropology because they complement and cannot 

live without each other.”133  The imbalance in favour of physical anthropology was 
gradually reversed until, by the middle of the twentieth century, it had turned into a 
mere side branch, while ethnography became the legitimate anthropological science: 
social anthropology, stripped of as much of its biologistic foundations as possible. This 
shift happened, at different times and speeds, throughout the European anthropological 

schools.134   
 The last decades of the nineteenth century were a period of transition in which 
cultural and physical notions of racial difference placed the racio-cultural paradigm of 
difference and superiority described in the introduction at the heart of the 
anthropological project. Its socio-political implications have already been hinted at. They 
are most apparent in the rapport between anthropological research and the multi-
facetted colonial projects of the nineteenth century. Topinard’s introduction to 
                                                

133  Topinard (1885), p.215 […les deux doivent être réunies sous le nom général 
d’anthropologie parce qu’elles se complètent et ne peuvent vivre l’un sans l’autre]. 

134 In the handbooks discussed here (cf below), physical anthropology still plays a 
significant role around 1900: in Luschan’s article on anthropology in the Anleitung, the 
page ratio of physical anthropology : ethnography is 4 : 5 (cf Luschan in Neumayer 
(1906), vol.II, p. 4-44), while in Notes and Queries (1899), that ratio is 2:3. 
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L’Anthropologie described the discipline as “purely scientific”, yet also laid claim to its 
practical usefulness:  

 
Civilized peoples are everywhere taking the place of savage races, or 
substituting for them [groups] less warlike in character. To this end 
governments have to choose between two courses of action, either to 
destroy or to bring them together. The former, in spite of certain recent 
examples, is not admissible; the latter is only realisable by understanding 
the distinctive character of the vanquished nation, its capabilities, and 
the nature of its race.135  
 

Similarly, the Anleitung zu wissenschaftlichen Beobachtungen auf Reisen presented 
anthropology as combining medicine, archaeology, linguistics, and ethnography, and 
juxtaposed it with the geo-sciences like meteorology, geography, and geology. In 
addition, political geography, statistics, and agriculture articulated the practical links 
between the different areas. The institutional triangle drawn up between the German 
Imperial Navy which supported the publication, the Deutsche Kolonial-Gesellschaft to 
whose president, Herzog Johann Albrecht zu Mecklenburg, the third edition was 
dedicated, and the mainly academic community of contributors, circumscribes the 
institutional basis and the space of knowledge production from which the ideological 
effects of anthropology emerged, and the economic and political projects to which it 
pertained. 
 The changes made to the consecutive editions of the Anleitung reflect the 
emergence of a new geo-political framework, especially after the main colonial expansion 
of the 1880s. Neumayer writes in the introduction to the third edition of 1906: 

 
Although the whole work of which the first edition came out 31 years 
ago, will have been particularly beneficial in relation to furthering the 
scientific work of the maritime circles and also in relation to the 
establishment of scientific research in our colonies, I feel entitled to 
emphasise that this third edition is specially designed to support the 
German colonial endeavours. It was primarily the patriotic spirit in 
scientific work which incited my honourable collaborators and myself 
with them, and also the same intent whose realisation will, as we hope, 
be for the good of our nation’s efforts in the field of colonisation.136  
 

A result of this shift was the marginalisation of physical anthropology as a relevant 
scientific tool. We can observe a similar dynamic in other human scientific disciplines 

                                                
135 Topinard (1876/1878), p.11, cf also p.5. 
136 Neumayer (1906), vol.I, p.X [Wiewohl das ganze Werk, das vor mehr als 31 Jahren in 

erster Auflage erschienen ist, besonders verdienstlich gewirkt haben dürfte in Beziehung auf die 
Förderung der wissenschaftlichen Arbeit innerhalb der maritimen Kreise und ebenso in Beziehung 
auf die Einrichtung wissenschaftlicher Forschung in unseren Kolonien, so darf ich wohl betonen, 
daß diese dritte Auflage insbesonderheit darauf berechnet ist, die deutschen kolonialen 
Bestrebungen zu fördern. In erster Linie war es der vaterländische Geist in der wissenschaftlichen 
Arbeit, der meine Herren Mitarbeiter und mich selbst mit ihnen anspornte, sodann aber auch der 
gleiche Sinn, dessen Betätigung, so hoffen wir alle, den Bestrebungen unserer Nation auf dem 
Gebiete der Kolonisation zugute kommen wird]. Compared with the first edition of 1875, the 
second and third editions are more expansive, although the general structure of the work 
remains the same. 
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from the third to the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century: the usefulness of a 
scientific method no longer hinges on its ability to provide positive data, but on the 
support it offers to politics and administration. Felix von Luschan, for instance, writing 
in the third edition of the Anleitung, affirmed that physical anthropology was of great 
significance as a natural historical discipline, yet, the important practical conclusions for 
the government of the colonies were to be drawn from ethnographic research. 
Ethnography was linked to a political-economic context, one of its tasks was to avoid the 

loss of money or human lives, and to help discover and open up new markets.137 

  While its assumed importance thus lay mainly outside of Europe, the scientific 
practice of anthropology was primarily conducted in the research institutions of the 
European metropolitan centres. Topinard highlighted the importance of controlled 
research as opposed to the vagueness of the documentation and material collected by 
travellers: 

 
In the laboratory, everything is done carefully and methodically, as far as 
can be done, with the compass and the balance. Observations are 
conducted with calmness, and every available source of information is 
brought into requisition. [...] The observations which reach us from afar, 
sometimes from a source looked upon as a most unfavourable one, have 
never the same degree of exactness about them which facts of a more 
unpretending character possess when collected in the silence of the 
study. [...] Hence the relatively low ebb at which we find the physical 
study of the living subject, as compared with the flourishing results 
obtained in the laboratory.138  
 

In the case of physical anthropology, laboratory work concentrated on inanimate parts 
and representations of the body, on skulls, bones, hair, anthropometric data and 

photographs.139  The exactness of this work derived from silence and order, it was 
achieved by means of direction and balance. In contrast, the research domain of 
ethnography was problematic, especially because of the unscientific ethos of the 
traveller, as opposed to the calm determination of the laboratory anthropologist: 

 
In a foreign land, that is to say on the living subject, it is quite otherwise. 
The traveller has generally other objects which occupy his attention. He 
sets out with certain erroneous opinions, allows himself to be influenced 
by the events of the day and his own preconceived notions; or he ignores 
what he ought to observe, and passes by facts which possibly might clear 
up questions long in dispute.140  
 

Yet, it was the activity of travelling which provided the necessary material for 

                                                
137 Luschan in ibid., vol.II, p.4-44. 
138 Topinard (1876/1878), p.204-5. 
139  Before the last sentence of the previous quotation, the English edition reads: “All 

the work of anthropology has to be done at a distance, with such assistance as is to be 
obtained from bones, hair, and photographic drawings.” (ibid., p.205) This sentence is 
not in the original French edition which has no references to photography at all. Cf 
Pinney in E. Edwards (1992), p.80, for further remarks on the corrollary between 
photography, anthropology, and metaphors of death. 

140 Topinard (1876/1878), p.204. 
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anthropological study, and which was instrumental for constituting its space of 
intervention. In the first edition of the Anleitung, H. Steinthal introduces his section on 
linguistics: 

 
The traveller should never forget the main rule that his task on the 
journey is only: to collect material which he himself or others shall later 
work on scientifically and in calm concentration. He has to observe and 
represent facts. This requires open senses and an open mind which can 
approach anything that is noteworthy and which can faithfully and 
sharply take in the given; and then a clear and untainted documentation 
has to be secured.141  
 

The traveller described here requires no professional identity or ethos. He is an 
exchangeable collecting and observing apparatus: very much like a camera, he only 

records for future development and analysis in the quiet darkroom of the study.142  
Through memorisation, the ethnographer becomes the collector and analyst, camera, 
plate and darkroom of anthropological knowledge. To the degree that the interior 
representational devices of field notes and the ethnographic narrative were gradually 
established as the prime source of anthropological truth, the superficial evidence offered 
by photography disappeared from this logocentric epistemological tableau. 
 But even before the shift of emphasis from physical anthropology to 
ethnography, photography played no great role in the toolbox of anthropology. 
Photography hardly featured in either Notes and Queries, or - with the exception of 
Fritsch’s article - in the Anleitung. Even in the latter’s edition of 1906, and despite the 
recurring claim that the use of photography was now so prevalent that it hardly needed 
justification, practical suggestions were only made for a handful of applications: 

determining time and place through astronomical photography,143  for the recording of 

                                                
141 Steinthal in Neumayer (1875), p.551 [Der Reisende vergesse niemals die Hauptregel, 

dass seine Aufgabe für die Reise nur ist: Material zu sammeln, das später in Musse von ihm selbst 
oder von Anderen wissenschaftlich bearbeitet werden soll. Er hat Thatsachen zu beobachten und 
darzustellen. Dazu gehören offene Sinne und ein offener Geist, die allem Beachtenswerthem 
zugänglich sind und das Gegebene treu und scharf auffassen; und dann ist für eine deutlich und 
unverfälschte Mittheilung zu sorgen]. 

142 Christopher Pinney has described this phenomenon as part of what he calls the 
“parallel histories of anthropology and photography”. Explaining the gradual 
disappearance of photographs from anthropological monographs alongside the rise of 
ethnographic field research, Pinney writes: “The anthropologist’s exposure to data [...] 
occurred during a period of inversion from his normal reality, a stage which is formally 
analogous to the photographic negative when the all-important rays of light which 
guarantee the indexical truth of the image are allowed to fall on the negative’s emulsion 
[...]. Photography is thus revealed to be much less and much more important than we 
thought. The anthropologist has taken on to his own person the functions of a plate of 
glass, or strip of film which, having been prepared to receive and record messages in 
negative form during a moment of exposure in ‘the field’, is able, after suitable 
processing, to present them in a ‘positive’ state in the ethnographic monograph” (Pinney 
in E. Edwards (1992), p.82, referencing David Tomas (personal communication) as a 
source for the analogy). 

143 Cf Neumayer (1906), vol.I, p.58-60. 
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topographical situations,144  for plant geography,145  and for zoology.146  In the chapter on 
anthropology, Luschan makes a brief reference to the deployment of photography in 
physical anthropology when he suggests taking straight profile and frontal views of the 

head.147   
 The evidence suggests that such scarcity of references to photography was not 
due to an editorial policy which would have delegated them to Fritsch’s chapter. In that 
case we could expect references to that chapter in the other sections of the Anleitung. 
These, however, do not exist. It seems that, although photography was widely known as 
a representational medium, it remained marginal as a tool in human scientific research 
whose epistemological superiority over other means of representation was not 
unequivocally acknowledged, a point that can be illustrated by a passing reference made 
by the influential German physician and anthropologist Rudolf Virchow (1821 - 1902) in 
the Anleitung. 
 Originally trained as a medical doctor, Virchow was, in 1875, director of the 
Pathological Institute at the Charité hospital in Berlin and a member of the main German 
anthropological society, the Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und 
Urgeschichte (BGAEU). Virchow’s article on “Anthropologie und prähistorische 

Forschungen”,148  starts with a section on archaeology, before focusing on what Virchow 
sees as the central task of anthropological research, i.e. physical anthropology. Virchow 
presents collecting and observing as its two main activities and offers advice on where to 
find collectable items and how to preserve and document them. 

 
The other, even more various and therefore hardly predeterminable task 
of the traveller is observation. As far as physical characteristics are 
concerned, the main significance lies with the physical composition, 
shape of skull and face, especially of nose, mouth, chin, ears, colour of 
skin, hair and eyes, and the formation of the extremities. A rather precise 
description of the male, female and child body is the most general 
requirement. If it is possible to produce photographs, colour illustrations 
or even mere plain line drawings, or perhaps only linear profile sketches, 
they can beneficially complement the description. Obviously it is then 
best to choose the naked body.149  

                                                
144 Cf ibid., p.165-202. 
145 Cf ibid., vol.II, p.369-72. 
146 Cf ibid., p.493. 
147  Luschan in ibid., vol.II, p.6: “Wer photographieren gelernt hat, dem seien 

Photographien des Kopfes und des ganzen Körpers warm ans Herz gelegt, tunlichst genau von 
vorn und von der Seite. Gleichmäßige Orientierung: Mittelebene des Kopfes genau vertikal, die 
Linie von der Mitte des oberen Randes des Gehörganges zum tiefsten Punkte des unteren 
Augenhöhlenrandes genau horizontal”. 

148  Virchow in Neumayer (1875), p.571-90. For the third edition, the chapter was 
replaced by Luschan’s text quoted earlier. 

149  Ibid., p.583-4 [Die andere, noch viel mannichfaltigere und daher kaum im Voraus 
genauer zu erörternde Aufgabe des Reisenden ist das Beobachten. Soweit es sich hier um 
physische Merkmale handelt, sind natürlich Körperbau, Schädel- und Gesichtsform, namentlich 
Gestalt der Nase, des Mundes, des Kinnes, der Ohren, Farbe der Haut, der Haare und der Augen, 
Bildung der Extremitäten die Hauptsache. Eine möglichst genaue Beschreibung des männlichen, 
weiblichen und kindlichen Körpers ist die allgemeinste Forderung. Sind Photographien, colorirte 
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The system of observation and representation in which photography offers the most, and 
line drawings the least satisfactory representational complement to verbal descriptions, is 
further supported by the collection of specimens of hair, contour drawings, and plaster 
casts. These objects are presented as accessory yet superior evidence for understanding 
the development of humankind. Furthermore, Virchow requests that the skilled traveller 
should strive to bring inventories and series of exact measurements from the collections 
of skulls and skeletons that already exist in various countries. Between the two poles of 
identity (objects) and computation (numerical measurements), Virchow suggests three 
relevant types of representation : “plaster casts, photographs, drawings”, representations 
which seem to be ordered by the assumed material relation or vicinity with the object. 

The order of evidential things as envisaged by Virchow is structured by degrees of 
indexicality: the closer the contiguity between the body and its representation, the more 
useful the latter is to the anthropologist. 
 Despite the fact that he favours measurements as the basis of analysis, Virchow 
posits a verbal description as a necessary corrective to the numerical matrix for a 
recomposition of the represented body. 

 
Yet, even good and reliable figures are not sufficient to give a complete 
picture of the relations of the human form. Even if one multiplied them 
in excess of the given schema, there would always be something left 
wanting, and it would be impossible to recreate from the figures the 
image of the respective living human being. The particular shapes […] 
may be approximately representable through measurements, but only by 
investing a lot of time and by extreme multiplication of the measuring 
points. A single word often says more and is clearer than a dozen figures, 
obviously under the condition that parts or relations are concerned 
which can easily be assessed through guessing.150  
 

The scientific process is limited by an economy of time which, in Virchow’s case, is 
determined by the effort needed to reconstruct an image of the measured individual. For 
the present context it is significant that in this instance of physiognomic description 
aiming at representational reconstitution of the individual, Virchow does not mention 
photography, but language, as a means of representation. The study of physiognomies is 

                                                                                                                                
Abbildungen oder auch nur einfache Zeichnungen, vielleicht nur lineare Profilskizzen 
herzustellen, so können sie die Beschreibung auf das Glücklichste ergänzen. Natürlich ist dabei 
am Besten der nackte Körper zu wählen]. 

150 Ibid., p.588 [Indess auch gute und zuverlässige Zahlen genügen noch nicht, um ein volles 
Bild der Gestaltverhältnisse des Menschen zu gewähren. Wollte man sie auch noch weit über das 
gegebene Schema vermehren, so würde doch immer noch etwas zu wünschen übrig bleiben, und es 
würde unmöglich sein, aus den Zahlen das Bild des betreffenden lebenden Menschen 
wiederherzustellen. Die besondere Gestalt  […] lässt sich durch die Maasse annähernd wohl 
darstellen, aber nur mit dem grössten Zeitaufwande und der äussersten Vervielfältigung der 
Messpunkte. Ein einziges Wort sagt oft mehr und ist deutlicher, als ein dutzend Zahlen, natürlich 
vorausgesetzt, dass es sich um Theile oder Verhältnisse handelt, welche leicht geschätzt werden 
können]. Virchow then goes on to suggest a portrait parlé type document for individuals 
(cf chapter II.4, below). There is, however, no attempt at suggesting a system of verbal 
classification or terminology for these descriptions similar to Bertillon’s.  
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implicitly mapped onto a literary rather than on a visuo-photographic matrix. This is 
particularly curious as Virchow was sitting side by side with Fritsch in the BGAEU, and 
only a year later would point out the importance of illustrative visual material in the 

Zeitschrift für Ethnologie.151  We can only assume that, for Virchow in 1875, photography 
was not a universally applicable representational tool, an impression which he did not 
seek to counter for the second edition of 1888. 
 Photography thus remained of minor importance throughout the nineteenth 
century, and for both of the main anthropological disciplines. It was deemed to be vital 
neither in the natural historical context of physical anthropology, nor in the cultural and 
sociological studies of ethnography. There were, however, some powerfully argued 
attempts at installing photography as an integral part of the scientific apparatus of 
anthropology. One of the most comprehensive of such attempts was that of Gustav 
Fritsch who, in the early 1870s, formulated what amounts to a theory of photographic 
portraiture for anthropology. 
 
 
Gustav Fritsch: A Theory of Scientific Representation 
 
The Berlin anthropologist and physiologist Gustav Fritsch (1838 - 1927) had travelled to 
Southern Africa in the 1860s and published the results of his studies in a number of texts 

from 1868 onwards.152  He was a member of the BGAEU and showed, at the beginning of 
his career, a lively interest in modern representational technologies, claiming as early as 
1870 that recent progress made in the science of anthropology was largely due to the 
improvement of representational methods. Fritsch presented photography as a key 
device in the positivist scientific pursuit, complementing the requirements of measuring, 
mechanical reproduction, and the serialisation of data. He generally believed in the truth 
claims based on facts: 

 
The present work may thus be recommended to all those who strive to 
progress in the understanding of truth guided by facts rather than by 
feeble speculations, and may they be forbearing with regard to the 
positive data if here or there a mistake has sneeked in.153 
 

At the same time, Fritsch took a very tentative approach to the interpretative value of 
such data. He pointed to the difficulties of measuring living people, especially when they 

                                                
151 Virchow (1876), p.264, cit Theye (1989), p.68. 
152 For a biographical sketch of Fritsch, cf Neue Deutsche Biographie. Berlin: Duncker & 

Humblot, 1961, vol.5, p.628. Fritsch’s publications from the early 1870s (1870, 1872, 1875) 
present a coherent theory of photographic representation and will here be considered 
together. 

153  Fritsch (1872a), p.IX-X [Mag auch das vorliegende Werk somit allen Denen, welche 
darnach streben an der Hand von Thatsachen und nicht durch dürre Speculation in der 
Erkenntnis des Wahren weiter zu kommen, auf das Wärmste empfohlen sein und mögen sie 
nachsichtig sein mit Rücksicht auf die gegebenen positiven  Data, wenn sich hier und da auch 
ein Irrthum eingeschlichen haben sollte]. 
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were “uncivilised”, and to the unavoidable occurrence of mistakes and inaccuracies. In 
his view, the only way of eliminating the effect of such mistakes was extensive 
serialisation of data which, however, were often not readily available, and difficult to 
obtain. Fritsch suggested that the value of measurements, when conducted under normal 
conditions, might not justify the effort: in the economy of collecting information, 

anthropometry could be too costly.154  
 In a contribution to the Zeitschrift für Ethnologie written in 1870, Fritsch compared 
the manual device of the Lucae apparatus which recorded the outline and profile of 
objects, with photography. For Fritsch, the Lucae apparatus constituted an important 
step forward from the free drawing because it was a mechanical representational tool 
that provided straight views from a fixed viewpoint and eliminated perspective. 
However, the apparatus posed a number of problems. Irregularities of the object could 
cause inexactitudes, so that “it seems desirable to have measurements alongside the 

drawing.”155  Further imprecisions could arise through hasty work, and using the 
apparatus was time-consuming and could strain the eyes. Finally, the resulting 

representation did not match the “image of natural perception”.156  
 
The drawing produced with the Lucae apparatus is therefore a 
graphically represented figure table rather than an image, especially as it 
is more or less limited to the outline, while the further elaboration has to 
be trusted to the opinion of the draughtsman.157  
 

Fritsch conceives of an image as the full representation analoguous to visual perception, 
an iconic sign, while the (indexically derived) outline or contour provided by the Lucae 
apparatus is a gridlike graphic tableau which is to be read like a figure table. Its 
dependence on the draughtsman’s interpretation for filling in its visual content robs it of 
its scientific exactitude. Fritsch concludes: 

 
With photographs, this is not the case. Here the perspective is retained in 
the image, one gets outlines and planar views simultaneously, and the 
representation therefore gives a natural impression.158  
 

                                                
154 Ibid., p.22. 
155 Fritsch (1870), p.172-3 [... so muß es wünschenswerth erscheinen, neben der Zeichnung 

Messungen zu haben]. Johann C.G. Lucae (1814-1885) was a zoologist and anthropologist 
who published a.o. about the “Morphology of Racial Skulls” (1861-64); the apparatus was 
later improved as the ‘diagraph’ and ‘dioptograph’ by the physical anthropologist 
Rudolf Martin (1864-1925). 

156 Ibid., p.173 [das Bild der natürlichen Wahrnehmung]. 
157  Ibid. [Die Zeichnung mit dem Lucaeschen Apparat ist also eher eine graphisch 

dargestellte Zahlentabelle als ein Bild, besonders da sich dieselbe mehr oder weniger auf die 
Umrisse beschränken muss und die weitere Ausführung doch der Auffassung des Zeichners 
anheimgegeben wird]. 

158 Ibid. [Bei photographischen Aufnahmen ist dies nicht der Fall. Hier bleibt die Perspektive 
im Bilde, man erhält Umrisse und Flächenansichten gleichzeitig, und die Darstellung macht 
daher einen natürlicheren Eindruck. 

Freilich hat die Photographie auch ihre grossen Uebelstände]. 
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Photography was identified as a generally superior representational medium, but, as 
Fritsch added, this superiority was restricted by the fact that, “obviously, photography 
also has its great flaws.” 
 Gustav Fritsch’s most extensive discussion of photography appeared in his 
contribution to Georg von Neumayer’s research manual Anleitung zu wissenschaftlichen 
Beobachtungen auf Reisen. The chapter entitled, “Praktische Gesichtspunkte für die 
Verwendung zweier technischer Hülfsmittel: Das Mikroskop und der photographische Apparat”, 
is the last in the volume and the only chapter which is entirely devoted to technical 

instruments.159  Fritsch started his account of the photographic apparatus with a section 
on the importance and general use of photographs during travel. 

 
There are today probably only few people who have not recognised the 
great significance of photography, and especially for the traveller it has 
become highly important. If he does not only want to see for himself, but 
wants to make permanent use of the observed for a wider circle and 
further the progress of knowledge, it is necessary that, where description 
is not sufficient, he brings proofs which may serve as material evidence 
for the uninformed, replacing direct observation, and simultaneously as 
a corrective for the subjective notions of the traveller. Such demands are 
best met by photographic images.160  
 

Fritsch raises some of the key features of scientific photography which we identified 
earlier. As regards temporality, its ability to arrest vision allows for a “permanent use” of 
the derived visual data. On a semiotic level, the photographic representation surpasses 
verbal description and can replace unmediated observation by its ability to mimic the 
material object. As an externalised, objectified perception it can balance out subjectivist 
inaccuracies and make the evidence available to the wider scientific community, shifting 

                                                
159 Fritsch in Neumayer (1875), p.591-625 [“Practical aspects of the use of two 

technical instruments: The microscope and the photographic apparatus”]; changes to the 
text made for the second (1888) and third (1906) editions are minor and will, where 
relevant, be pointed out. Their insignificance further supports my hypothesis of the 
relative unimportance of photography to the anthropological discipline which could live 
with a thirty-year-old account. Fritsch claims that what is a single occupation for the 
scholar in his study - microscopical photography -, falls, because of “local difficulties”, 
into two distinct areas for the traveller. He therefore deals with each instrument 
individually, starting off with the microscope and discussing its different types, 
additional equipment, and particular uses. The second part, entitled “Photographische 
Aufnahmen”, contains sections on anthropological photography, subdivided into 
physiognomy, ethnology, and zoology, on botanical, and on geological and geographical 
photography, on reproduction and other technical aspects. In the third edition of 1906, 
Fritsch adds an appendix of booklists and of companies which deal in photographic 
equipment. 

160 Fritsch in Neumayer (1875), p.605 [Es gibt heutigentags wohl wenige, die nicht die 
große Bedeutung der photographischen Technik erkannt hätten, und gerade für den Reisenden 
wird dieselbe von der höchsten Wichtigkeit. Will er nicht lediglich für sich selbst sehen, sondern 
hofft er aus dem Gesehenen für weitere Kreise einen bleibenden Nutzen, einen Fortschritt in der 
Erkenntnis zu schaffen, so ist es notwendig, daß er, wo Beschreibung nicht ausreicht, Belege 
beibringt, welche als materieller Anhalt dem Unkundigen die direkte Anschauung zu ersetzen 
vermögen und gleichzeitig als Korrektiv für die subjektive Auffassung des Reisenden dienen 
können. Solchen Anforderungen entsprechen aber photographische Aufnahmen am allerbesten]. 
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the analytical authority away from the observer. 
 The various obstacles and problems posed by graphic representations, especially 
a frequent lack of skill and of time for execution, can easily be countered: 

 
Photography completes the image there and then in the shortest span of 
time, it inscribes all details visible to the gaze with admirable sharpness, 
gives a representation of the relations which is precisely controlable, and 
at least some indications of the local tonalities.161  
 

Fritsch thus inscribes photography into the economy of science on a number of levels: the 
medium can serve to help other scientists and to further the usefulness and progress of 
science, and also improves the time economy of collecting data. Its corrective function is 
directly connected to the positivist claim of controllability through which the qualities 
and relations of objects can be visually determined. 
 Despite this clear commitment to the evidential force of photography, Fritsch is 
very critical of its limitations and problems. However, he maintains that difficulties like 
those caused by the absence of colour, or by the often clumsy equipment, can be 
overcome by utilising photography in conjunction with other media and data. No 
scientific field has, according to Fritsch, shown the deficiencies of manually drawn 
images as clearly as anthropology, where the minute comparison of physical features is a 
paramount task. “The application of photography has therefore to be pointed out as vital 
for the production of reliable and generally comparable representations of foreign 

tribes.”162  
 The problems of photographic representation are problems of technological 

complexity and semiotic abundance, rather than of visual scarcity and exactitude.163  
Fritsch makes particular reference to portrait photographs when he points out that they 
may become hard to recognise through aestheticising or unusual viewpoints, wrong 
lighting, or inappropriate lenses. Satisfactory results are subject to the right choice of 
focus, distance and size, and comparability is only achievable between images taken with 
the same lens. The epistemological status of photographs, Fritsch seems to infer, hinges 
on their perceptual effect rather than on the ontological nature of their production 

                                                
161 Ibid. [Die Photographie [...] vollendet das Bild an Ort und Stelle in kürzester Zeit, trägt 

alle dem Blick erkennbaren Details mit bewunderungswürdiger Schärfe ein, gibt einen genau 
kontrollierbaren Ausdruck der Verhältnisse und wenigstens gewisse Andeutungen über 
Lokaltöne]. 

162 Ibid., p.606 [Für die Herstellung zuverlässiger Abbildungen fremder Völkerstämme zu 
allgemeiner Vergleichung ist die Anwendung der Photographie daher als unumgänglich nöthig 
zu bezeichnen]. 

163 Cf Fritsch (1870), p.174: “Finally it should be noted that the flaw of photography 
to give too many inessential details in relation to the structure of the surface and to show 
colour variations in the same way as shadows is certainly a very obstructive one, 
especially if one wants to use such representations as models for the draughtsman.” 
[Schliesslich sei noch erwähnt, dass der Uebelstand der Photographie zu viel unwesentliche 
Details in Bezug auf die Structur der Oberflächen zu geben und Farbunterschiede in den Objecten 
in gleicher Weise wie Schatten auszudrücken, gewiss ein sehr störender ist, zumal wenn man 
solche Aufnahmen als Vorlagen für den Zeichner verwerthen will]. 
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process. 
 “Natural impression”, i.e. the correlate of human visual perception, is at the 
same time an important feature of an image, and a factor undermining the scientific 
usefulness of the representation. The perspectival distortions in photographs become 
obvious, especially when they are compared to representations made with the Lucae 
apparatus. In order to overcome this aporia, Fritsch suggests combining the two 
techniques: 

 
It is […] advisable, and the present speaker has already realised this 
practically, to combine the two methods dealt with here in such a way 
that the photographically reproduced geometric outline is filled with a 
photographic image of the same view.164  
 

This triple system - the photograph is copied into a photographically reduced, 
mechanically derived outline - is superior because it produces no measurable flaws and 

still maintains features of the “natural impression”.165  
 When Fritsch was making these statements it was still unquestioned for him that 
in publications photographs would not be printed directly, but appear in engraved 
reproductions. This transposition did not pose an epistemological problem, but one of 
legibility. 

 
Yet, one learns very soon to recognise the images [i.e. the photographs] 
correctly in order to eliminate the obstructive, and even if in the 
beginning some unfortunate attempts were made, the speaker has in the 
end always found artists who were able to meet the requirements and 
who sometimes completed their task with admirable ease.166  
 

Ultimately, artisanal skill and the judgement of the author were sufficient for an accurate 
decoding of the visual matrix of the photograph. The problem - if there is one - lies in the 
accuracy of the production process; it is neither inherent in the process of transposition, 
nor is it, ultimately, a restriction imposed by human perception. On the contrary,  the 
authorial, perception-based control of the production secures the evidential value of the 
visual representation. The aporia Fritsch articulates between objectively truthful 
representations, and images which appear natural and truthful to the human eye, is 
bridged by the informed judgement of the photographer-anthropologist. 
 
 

                                                
164  Ibid. […dürfte es sich daher empfehlen, wie der Vortragende es bereits praktisch 

durchführt, beide hier behandelte Methoden in der Weise zu verbinden, dass man den 
photographisch reducirten geometrischen Umriss zu Grunde legt und die Ausführung der 
Flächen alsdann nach einer ebenso gefertigten Aufnahme derselben Ansicht hinzufügt]. 

165 Ibid. [... unmöglich ist, die Fehler durch Messung zu constatiren]. 
166 Ibid. [ Man lernt aber sehr bald die Bilder richtig zu erkennen, um das Störende daran zu 

eliminiren, und wenn auch anfänglich zuweilen missglückte Versuche zu Tage kamen, so hat der 
Vortragende doch stets schliesslich Künstler gefunden, welche den Anforderungen gerecht zu 
werden verstanden und sich ihrer Aufgabe zuweilen mit bewundernswürdiger Leichtigkeit 
entledigten]. 
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Fritsch’s Theory of Anthropological Portraiture 
 
In 1872, Fritsch published his main work, Die Eingeborenen Süd-Afrika’s ethnographisch und 

anatomisch beschrieben.167  Over 500 pages, the author gives accounts of South African 
tribes, each dealt with individually under the sub-headings of: 1. physical and spiritual 
development (outer appearance, the skeleton, capability [Leistungsfähigkeit]); 2. dress, 
weapons, tools and dwellings; 3. mores and customs. These accounts are accompanied by 

a general chapter on the characteristics of South African indigenous languages.168  
 Alongside this text volume, Fritsch presented an atlas which, as the subtitle 
states, contained “30 plates of racial types. Sixty portraits, taken from the front and from 
the side, engraved in copper by Professor Hugo Bürckner after original photographs by 

the author.”169  The images in this rich volume are executed after photographs which 
come from the same series as those used for the portraits illustrating the main text [ill.9]. 
However, the serialised juxtaposition of en face and profile view in rectangular frames 
produces a distinctly different effect from the presentation of individual en face images 
montaged straight into the text. The latter are subtitled by the name and specification of 
the social position of the sitter, while the atlas gives two pairs of images, one under the 

other on one page, with specification of the respective tribes underneath.170  
 In his efforts to describe the population of Southern Africa Fritsch deploys both 
physical anthropological and ethnographic methods. His main concern lies with a 
cultural definition of the different tribes, but he also seeks to assert their variations on a 
physico-racial level. The positive data in Fritsch’s account are detailed descriptions of 
bodies and body parts. While these descriptions seem to remain on firm ground as long 
as trunk, arms and legs are concerned, Fritsch admits that the description of the face is 
more problematic. 

 
What remains now is the discussion of the facial formation, with regard 
to which, however, the examination of the added copper plates made 

                                                
167 Fritsch (1872a) (“The natives of South Africa, described ethnographically and 

anatomically”); the publishing company was that of his father-in-law, Ferdinand Hirt, 
whose daughter Helene had married Fritsch in 1871. 

168 The text is illustrated by 77 engravings which, according to the title page, were 
“executed in woodcut, mainly after original photographs and drawings by the author.” 
Of these, 11 are head and shoulder portraits, 16 show individual standing figures, 18 are 
group portraits; the remainder are representations of scenes, mainly of everyday 
activities (18), and of tools and landscapes (14). In an appendix, there are twenty 
lithographic plates with illustrations of parts of the skeleton (skulls, pelvises, feet), colour 
samples, and of “bushman drawings”, and tables giving measurements of skulls (sample 
of 28), pelvises (16), and skeletons (7). 

169 Fritsch (1872b). 
170 In a table placed between the introduction to the atlas and the illustrations 

themselves, Fritsch lists, in the order of plate numbers, details of the individuals 
represented: name, tribe, approximate age, size, two anthropometric measurements (to 
facilitate the establishment of other exact measurements from the illustrations), the place 
where the photograph was taken, and notes of interest, especially on sociological 
particularities. 
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after photographs will have to do most for providing understanding, as 
it is hardly possible to create, through a description, an accurate image of 
totally alien features in those who are unaccustomed to them. Each of us 
sees with different eyes and we lack a shared standard, while 
photography sufficiently counteracts this problem and provides an 
appropriate base for a scientific comparison of objects like those under 
consideration here.171  
 

The main obstacle to precise descriptions of faces is the absence of a shared 
physiognomical semiotic. Fritsch locates the problem at the point where the reader 
would have to decode a given description. But, he adds, not only the cognitive 
translation of verbal into mental images differs: seeing itself differs from one observer to 
the next. The advantage of photography is that it sets a standard of visuality and thus 
provides a (graphic) base for scientific comparison. The epistemological advantage of 
photography seems to lie precisely in its ability to abstract from natural vision which 
seems incapable of pinning down the precise individual differences of features, a 
problem that appears as particularly pressing with regard to representations of the 
human face. 

 
Nevertheless, it cannot be ignored that a certain equivalence is to be 
found even in wider areas through the comparison of the portraits, 
although it is often difficult to express them in words. However, in order 
not to lose oneself in vagueness completely and to be as positive as 
possible, it is necessary to stick to the individual tribe more strictly than 
has been done so far.172  
 

More than anything, this passage exhibits Fritsch’s clear sense of frustration about the 
inability to describe the observed physiognomies in a useful way. Consequentially, his 
physiognomic accounts are vague and imprecise, and it is only when Fritsch turns to 
skulls that he will make detailed and self-assured statements about their structure, 

measurements and angles. 173   In a methodological twist that can frequently be 
encountered in the context of the typological use of portraiture, the samples of faces from 
certain tribes are tautologically posited as the basis for the distinction between the typical 
physiognomies of tribes. Like Galton, who used selected, rather similar images for his 

                                                
171 Fritsch (1872a), p.26 [Es bleibt nun noch die Besprechung der Gesichtsbildung übrig, in 

welchem Punkt indessen die Betrachtung der angefügten nach Photographien gefertigten 
Kupfertafeln das meiste wird thun müssen, um ein Verständnis herbeizuführen, da es kaum 
möglich ist, durch Beschreibung ein correctes Bild völlig fremder Züge in damit nicht Vertrauten 
zu erzeugen. Sehen wir doch Jeder mit anderen Augen und es fehlt der gleiche Maassstab, 
während gerade die Photographie diesem Uebelstande in ausreichender Weise abhilft and die 
geeignetste Basis für eine wissenschaftliche Vergleichung von Objecten, wie die hier in Rede 
Stehenden abzugeben vermag]. 

172 Ibid., p.27 [Trotzdem ist es nicht zu verkennen, dass sich eine gewisse Uebereinstimmung 
auch in weiteren Kreisen bei Vergleichung der Portraits auffinden lässt, obgleich es häufig seine 
Schwierigkeiten hat sie in Worten auszudrücken. Um sich in diesem Punkte nicht ganz in’s 
Unbestimmte zu verlieren und möglichst positiv zu sein, ist es nothwendig sich strikter als bisher 
geschehen ist, an den einzelnen Stamm zu halten]. 

173 In the section on anatomy, of 16 pages about half each are devoted to the skull and 
to the pelvis. 
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composite portraits, Fritsch extrapolates from selected individuals to define the types to 
which these individuals are assumed to belong. 
 The extraordinary typological significance of the head, and of the face in 
particular, for anthropological analysis, is countered by a special difficulty of 
representation: the positive data embodied in the individual head is neither easily 
extracted nor communicated. Photographic portraiture therefore poses a particular 
challenge to Fritsch.  

 
The impression of inadequacy which I got from studying even the best 
portraits of foreign peoples made after hand drawings was the first 
reason for me to produce, despite all difficulties standing against it, 
models using photography in order to reduce the draughtsman’s falling 
back into European forms to a controllable level.174  
 

The tendency towards ‘Europeanisation’ appears to be, for Fritsch, an unavoidable 
feature of manual graphic representation: humans are inherently inaccurate and partial 
representational machines, while photography poses manageable problems and will, 

when these are overcome, provide superior, i.e. controllable, models. 175   The 
photographic production process is authorial in all of its phases: Fritsch emphasises that 
he has taken all photographs himself on location, and asserts that the execution of the 
engravings for reproduction has taken place under his own special scrutiny and 

guidance.176  This effectively affirms not only the validity of the representations, but also 
the position of the photographer-anthropologist as a continuous subject across the planes 
of presentation. 
 The techniques for reproducing photographs are, Fritsch claims, not advanced 
enough to enable satisfactory results from negatives which are not spotless. 

 
Additionally I have learned through extended observations that it is not 
at all easy for everybody to see photographs correctly, as the dark areas 
brought about by specific local, especially yellow colours appear to be 
shadows for many, and that a certain training is necessary to avoid such 
delusions. Yet, the draughtsman who has accustomed himself to the 
‘manner’ of photography finds in it a perfectly clear model from which to 
transpose the shapes into another, commonly understandable 
representational medium, and without difficulty he can readjust the 
missing regularity in the attitude.177  

                                                
174  Fritsch (1872b), p.3 [Die Überzeugung der Unzulänglichkeit, welche mich beim 

Durchstudiren selbst der besten nach Handzeichnungen dargestellten Portraits fremder Völker 
stets erfasste, bildete die erste Veranlassung, trotz der entgegenstehenden Schwierigkeiten den 
Plan zu verfolgen, mit Hülfe der Photographie Vorlagen zu schaffen, um so das fast 
unvermeidliche Zurückfallen der Zeichner in europäische Formen auf ein controllirbares Maass 
zurückzuführen]. 

175   Cf Falconer (1984) for an account of the complaints made against 
“Europeanisation” in graphic representations of non-European people. 

176 Fritsch (1872b), p.5. 
177 Ibid., p.4-5 [Außerdem haben mich lange Beobachtungen gelehrt, dass es keineswegs allen 

Personen leicht wird, Photographien richtig zu sehen, indem die durch bestimmte Lokaltöne, 
besonders gelbliche, hervorgerufenen Dunkelheiten vielen als Schattenwirkungen imponieren, und 
es ein gewisses Studium verlangt, um diese Täuschungen zu vermeiden. Ein Zeichner dagegen, 
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The problem of reading visual representations which Fritsch earlier referred to in the 
context of the primacy of the visual evidence over verbal description of perceptions, is 
now deployed to maintain the greater objectivity - understood as legibility - of a skilfully 
executed engraving over the easily misread photograph.  
 Taken together, Fritsch introduces quite an impressive list of default lines into 
his account of anthropological photography: the practical and technical problems of 
photographing and printing, the idiosyncratic reading of the photograph by the artist, 
the limitations of the engraving, the necessary changes made during transposition, the 
idiosyncratic reading of the printed illustration. Partly, these problems are bridged by the 
expertise acquired by the artist, and, more importantly, by the guidance of the author-
cum-anthropologist-cum-photographer who is the crown witness of objectivity, and 

whose expertise is the “most adequate basis for scientific comparison.”178  
 
 
The Subjects of Physical Anthropological and Ethnographic Photography 
 
Fritsch suggests a classification of photographic portraiture in which the visual field of 
anthropology is considered with regard to the purpose of representation: 

 
The method will differ according to whether one is concerned with the 
facial features or the body forms (physiognomical photographs), or 
whether one wants to fix the general impression of the persons, picture 
them in their way of life and occupation, their clothes, weapons and tools 
(ethnographic photographs).179  
 

The semantic relationship constructed between the photographer and the object of 
representation gives important hints about the status of the different subjects of the 
photographic process. In the first case, the relation is bipolar, the photographer confronts 
the physical conformation. In ethnographic photography, there is a discursively 
conceived triangle between the photographer, the sitters, and their habits, clothes and 
tools. The representation circumscribes the sitters by focusing on their ‘spiritual’, social 
and material surroundings. While physiognomic photographs are of the body, the 
ethnographic photography envisaged by Fritsch pictures culture. In neither of the two 
cases is portraiture construed in the sense of ‘capturing the characteristic features of an 

                                                                                                                                
der sich in die “Manier” der Photographie hineingearbeitet hat, findet darin eine vollkommen 
deutliche Vorlage, um die Formen in eine andere, allgemein verständliche Darstellungsweise zu 
übertragen, und kann dabei ohne Schwierigkeit die fehlende Gleichmässigkeit in der Haltung 
nachholen]. 

178  Fritsch (1872a), p.26. 
179 Fritsch in Neumayer (1875), p.606 [Die Methode wird eine andere sein, wenn man die 

Gesichtsbildung und die Körperformen speziell ins Auge fasst (physiognomische Aufnahmen), 
oder wenn man den allgemeinen Eindruck der Personen fixieren, sie in ihrer Lebensweise und 
Beschäftigung darstellen, ihre Kleidung, Waffen und Geräte abbilden will (ethnographische 
Aufnahmen)]. 
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individual’, the notion that dominated European studio portraiture of the time.180  
 The types of reception related to this classification are equally stratified and 
related to the representational means: 

 
It is impossible for images of the first category to be as picturesque and 
entertaining as those of the second, but for science they are of greatest 
use and have to be placed in the first line here in particular as only 
photography can provide them in a sufficient way, whereas for the 
second category the draughtsman will often do.181  
 

Scientific accuracy is linked to physiognomic photography and opposed to the 
picturesque and entertaining tasks for which both graphic means and ethnographic 
photography can cater. The dichotomy is replicated in the doubling of scientific 
disciplines (physical anthropology; ethnography), of image types (photograph; drawing), 
and of receptive attitudes and effects (analysis; pleasure). 
 Fritsch gives very detailed instructions about the way in which the photographs 
should be taken, which predate Bertillon’s guidelines for anthropometrically useful 
portraiture by ten years, and rival their consistency: straight projection, en face and profile 
views, size of the lens, constant focus and distance, head and breast to be uncovered, 

light background. 182   In these instructions, hardly any reference is made to the 
corporeality of the sitters. The subjects of this photography are shapes that can be turned 
into measurements and thus become operational for statistical calculations. 

 
One should always choose straight projections, i.e. one should take each 
head as precisely as possible from the front and from the side in a natural 

                                                
180 Cf chapter II.5, below. 
181 Fritsch in Neumayer (1875), p.607 [Bilder der ersten Kategorie werden keinesfalls so 

malerisch und unterhaltend sein können als die der zweiten, aber für die Wissenschaft sind sie 
von grösstem Nutzen und müssen gerade hier in die erste Linie gestellt werden, weil nur die 
Photographie dieselben in genügender Weise zu beschaffen vermag, während für die andre 
Kategorie der Zeichner schon leichter zu genügen vermag]. 

182   Cf chapter II.4, below. The superiority of Fritsch’s photographs in a 
contemporary context can be glanced from the plates of the Anthropologisch-Ethnologisches 
Album in Photographien which Carl Dammann published in Berlin in 1873-74. Initiated by 
the Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte, this album was 
intended to give a structured overview of the BGAEU’s photo collection, and to present a 
classificatory tableau of the human races of the five continents. Dammann ordered 
hundreds of photographs according to their geographical region of origin, mostly in an 
unstructured mix of straight portraits, studio photographs, genre scenes, etc. There is 
thus a clear representational break in the section on Africa  when, from the seventh (of 
ten) instalments onwards, Fritsch’s systematic shots dominate the plates. In comparison 
to the rest of the Album, these photographs are clearly the most visually structured 
attempt at producing a physical anthropological record. On Dammann (1873-74), cf 
Theye (1989), p.70-1; the images which in Fritsch (1872) appear as woodcuts and 
engravings are here stuck in as photographic prints (the photographs after which the 
portraits in ill.9 were made are on pl.VI, no.305, and pl.VII, no.309). Thomas Theye is 
currently undertaking extensive research on the visual sources and the production of 
Dammann’s albums, a project in which Fritsch, who provided the photographs for nine 
of the fifty plates, plays an important role. Fritsch’s images also feature in Neuhaus’ 
Völker-Atlas of 1911. 
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attitude, while at the same time the camera is also placed horizontally 
and positioned at such a height from the ground that the prolongation of 
the optical axis of the lens runs approximately through the middle of the 
head.183  
 

The body is conceived of as an ensemble of parts which have to be arranged in such a 
way as to provide a rational tableau: symmetrical posture, rectangularity of the body 
members, an unaltered trunk structure. Greatest attention is paid to mathematical 
legibility of the body through providing opportunities for precise measurements from 
the photographs. 
 Reference to the sitters as social personae is made only in the context of a plea for 
good technical equipment: 

 
In the case of physiognomic photographs (portraits as well as full 
figures), where the task is often to photograph individuals of little 
intelligence, or even resistant ones, brevity of the time of exposure is one 
of the most important demands on the lens.184  
 

The sitter appears as one in a series of obstacles. These include technical difficulties, the 
unfavourable weather conditions, and the clumsiness of the natives. Fritsch claimed that 
a lot of skill was needed to tackle technical problems, while inconsistencies in the 
proportional size of photographs could be counterbalanced by taking basic 
anthropometric data to enable a reconstruction of the facial grid - that is, unless the 

sitters “fled the uncanny measuring instrument out of superstition.”185  

                                                
183  Fritsch in Neumayer (1875), p.607 [Man wähle bei der Aufnahme stets gerade 

Projektionen, d.h. man nehme jeden Kopf in möglichst genau gestellter Vorder- und Seitenansicht 
auf, bei natürlicher Haltung, während gleichzeitig auch die Kamera horizontal gestellt und in 
solcher Höhe über den Erdboden gebracht wird, dass die Verlängerung der optischen Achse des 
Objektivs ungefähr durch die Mitte des Kopfes geht]. The parallel instruction for taking 
pictures of the full figure reads: “The body should again possibly be uncovered, the 
posture straight and upright. Asymmetrical positioning of the body members should be 
avoided, as they bring farreaching alterations in the individual regions of the body with 
them. As an exception, the placing of one hand on the breast with the arm bent in a right 
angle could be recommended, in order to represent clearly the relations of the fingers. 
One has then to make sure, however, that the arm is not held too tightly, that the nipples 
remain visible, and that the position of the shoulder is not altered. At least one arm has to 
remain in a natural hanging position” (cf ibid., p.609-10 [Der Körper sei auch hier möglichst 
entblösst, die Haltung gerade und aufrecht. Unsymmetrische Stellung der Gliedmaassen ist im 
Allgemeinen zu verwerfen, da solche ausgedehnte Verschiebungen in den einzelnen Regionen des 
Körpers mit sich bringt. Als Ausnahme wäre das Auflegen einer Hand auf die Brust bei 
rechtwinklig gebeugtem Vorderarm, um die Verhältnisse der Finger klar darzustellen, zu 
zeitweiser Anwendung zu empfehlen. Doch ist alsdann darauf zu achten, dass der Arm nicht 
angeklemmt wird, die Brustwarzen sichtbar bleiben und die Stellung der Schulter nicht alteriert 
wird. Ein Arm wenigstens muss in natürlich herunterhängender Haltung verbleiben]). 

184 Ibid., p.611 [Bei physiognomischen Aufnahmen (Porträts sowie ganzen Figuren), wo es 
sich darum handelt, häufig wenig intelligente, zuweilen sogar widerwillige Individuen 
aufzunehmen, ist Kürze der Expositionszeit eine der wichtigsten Anforderungen an das Objektiv]. 

185  Fritsch (1872b), p.4 [entzogen sich aus Aberglauben dem unheimlichen 
Messinstrument]. There is only little actual ethnographic evidence for the frequently 
reiterated belief that non-European people resisted portrait photography for fear of 
putting their souls at risk. Although this may have been the case, the trope is, as it stands, 
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 Whenever Africans resisted the request to bare their breasts, this was, in Fritsch’s 
opinion, especially with chiefs and mission students, due to pride in “by no means 
becoming rags.” Similarly, uncovering the head was resisted due to ‘prejudice’. 
Considerable attention to the local religious beliefs and a rather critical opinion of 
Christianity did not stop Fritsch from such judgements. The derisory tone in some 
sections suggests that he was more or less willing to grant the predicate ‘religious’, 
depending on the degree of empathy Fritsch felt for certain tribes: he found nobody as 
stubbornly superstitious as the Hottentots who would more often than others not let him 

take their photographs.186  The evaluation of people as “superstitious” and “prejudiced” 
seems to designate the dissatisfaction of the photographer even more than the 
dogmatism of the Christian ethnographer. As the photographic practice takes 
prominence in the researcher’s efforts, it also comes to influence his ethnographic 

judgement.187  

 In Fritsch’s text of 1875, the section on “ethnological photography” 188  is 
considerably shorter than the one on anthropological photography (three as opposed to 
fourteen pages) and mainly gives a number of suggestions for recommended types of 
photographs: additions to physiognomic images, weapons and tools, dwellings, scenes of 
private and public life, transport, and human activities.  

 
While the strict norms, the forced uniformity in the mode of 
representation lends few attractive aspects to the works discussed above, 
the ethnographic photographs leave more room for the artistic leanings 
of the photographer. That is why one can be sure to receive a hundred of 
these images more easily than one of the other type; one must not forget, 

                                                                                                                                
more interesting as a European projection about ‘native people’ than as an 
anthropological insight. Freedberg (1989), p.278-82, has suggested that the reaction might 
be rooted in general patterns of human cognition, rather than being culturally specific. At 
present, it seems most viable to treat it as a complex of animistic beliefs, fear and 
projection germane to the modern European history of cognition. 

186 Fritsch (1872a), p.336. 
187 Cf for a similar case Donald Tayler in E. Edwards (1992), p.192, who describes 

how the British anthropologist Everard F. im Thurn praised the Macusi as, “by far the 
pleasantest of all the Indians of Guiana. (1934:7)” Im Thurn had taken the portrait of one 
of their leaders, which Tayler comments on as follows: “Of Lonk himself, the leader of 
the party of Macusi who travelled with him [i.e. im Thurn], he is equally eulogistic: ‘One 
of the finest and best Indians I ever met.’ Lonk looks at us from his portrait relaxed and 
good-natured. There is no fleeing from or uncertainty about the camera here but a 
confident familiarity with the medium and its technological apparatus. 

“It is through this genial description of the Macusi, and of Lonk himself, that we gain 
an immediate familiarity with Lonk, for it creates an extra dimension which goes beyond 
the written word or unrelated photograph as if one is looking at a portrait of a member 
of one’s own family. He is there, as it were, in the flesh. Brought back from the dead, he 
lives again before us as he must have for im Thurn.” 

Tayler thus suggests that the acceptance of photographic practices not only 
influenced the judgement of the nineteenth-century ethnographer, but that it also serves 
to instil sublime and sympathetic feelings in modern observers. 

188 Fritsch uses “ethnologisch” both in the table of contents and in the subheading to 
the section, while “ethnographisch” is, without reference to the incoherence, used in the 
text. 
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however, that the one may outweigh all hundred in its scientific value. 
[…] 
 Ethnographic photographs have to be highly varied in character, 
which is why little can be said about them in general. Each picture 
belongs into this category which is related to Man and his environment 
insofar as he has formed it through his own activity.189  
 

The photographer, disciplined and restricted when taking physiognomic images, can 
turn himself into an artist and explore the variety of the whole realm of human creation. 
Man, however, the creator of his environment, seems to stand in an accessory relation to 
the costumes, the instruments, the architecture, even to his own preferred postures. 

 
One should try to achieve photographs which can complement the 
physiognomic ones. As in the latter the posture is predetermined and the 
body should be uncovered, the former have to represent the preferred 
attitude of the body and the dress of the people, in which case one has to 
notice how it changes for special occasions as festive decoration, for 
religious celebrations, as war equipment (warriors’ body decoration), 
etc.190  
 

In the European art tradition, the notion of portraiture refers to the representation of 
individual character as expressed by physiognomy, pose, dress and accessories. Since the 
middle of the nineteenth century, the modern European individual - homo photographicus 
(Raulff) - is articulated by the photographic studio portrait. In contrast, the ethnographic 
portrait is read as an anti-individualistic map of cultural and ethnic particularities, it 
articulates a culture rather than individuals. In anthropometric portraits, this mechanism 
of articulation is radicalised in terms of its abstraction from the visual information: the 
represented face is construed as a grid of measuring points which serves the 
computation, statistical analysis and virtual reconstitution of the body as a natural 
historically relevant, racial structure. However, rather than indicating a subtraction of 

                                                
189 Fritsch in Neumayer (1875), p.612 [Während die strikten Normen, die erzwungene 

Einförmigkeit in der Darstellungsweise den oben besprochenen Arbeiten wenig anregende 
Momente verleihen, bleibt bei den ethnographischen Aufnahmen der künstlerischen Neigung des 
Photographen ein grösseres Feld. Gerade deshalb darf man darauf rechnen, leichter hundert 
solcher Aufnahmen zu erhalten als eine der anderen Art; man darf aber nicht vergessen, dass an 
wissenschaftlichem Wert der [sic]  eine vielleicht alle hundert aufwiegt. […] 
 Ethnographische Aufnahmen müssen ihrem Charakter nach sehr verschieden sein, und es 
läßt sich daher wenig Allgemeines darüber sagen. Es gehört in die Kategorie jedes Bild, welches 
sich auf den Menschen selbst und seine Umgebung bezieht, soweit er sich dieselbe durch seine 
Tätigkeit gestaltet hat]. 

190 Ibid., p.613 [Man suche Aufnahmen zu erzielen, welche als Ergänzungen für die 
physiognomischen dienen können. Da bei den letzteren die Stellung eine vorgeschriebene ist, der 
Körper entblösst werden soll, so haben die ersteren die beliebte Haltung des Körpers sowie die 
Tracht der Personen darzustellen, wobei darauf zu achten ist, wie dieselbe etwa bei besonderen 
Gelegenheiten wechselt als festlicher Schmuck, bei religiösen Feierlichkeiten, als Kriegsrüstung 
(kriegerische Bemalung) usw.]. The following sub-section in Fritsch’s text, on 
photographing animals, was enlarged for the third edition (1906), p.779-87, by 
paragraphs on technical questions, esp. taking measurements from photographs, and on 
the use of cinematography to record human activities, animals and plants. It is neither 
clear, why these topics were not dealt with in the ethnology section, nor why 
photographing animals was covered in the section on anthropology. 
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individual characteristics, the anthropometric example points us to the fact that 
portraiture constitutes, in each of the three cases, a mapping process in which bodies and 
cultural formations are deterritorialised into characteristics, types, and series of identical 
units, which are reterritorialised on photographic images. 
 
 
Photography and the Collection of Data in Notes and Queries 
 
Gustav Fritsch’s accounts of anthropological photography feature a variety of subjects 
involved in the process. The most prominent figure is the authorial photographer and 
scientist who appears to determine the production as well as the reproduction of the 
images. The decisions about the types of photographs to take are partly based on the 
formal classification of categories which are ordered hierarchically according to their 
scientific value and their scarcity, and partly by their aesthetic qualities. The status of the 
anthropologist-photographer clearly departs from that of a mechanically collecting 
traveller. Secondly, the draughtsmen and etchers compete with the photographer for the 
most characteristic representations of foreign people, or lend their skill to the 
reproduction of the superior photographs in order to make them accessible to a wider 
public, but they remain constantly subordinated to the photographic author. Finally, the 
sitters for Fritsch’s portrait photographical practice surface as individuals in his 
discourse when they put up resistance to being photographed, or when their behaviour 
complicates the photographic process. Otherwise they are made part of the photographic 
disposition and dispersed into the grids of scientific analysis. 
 The detail in this account of the dispositif photographique may be exceptional. A 
comparative examination of contemporary sources from similar contexts, however, 
shows that the themes which Fritsch focuses on are typical. Starting in 1874, the British 
Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) published a pocket-size booklet, 
Notes and Queries on Anthropology, for the Use of Travellers and Residents in Uncivilized 

Lands.191  It was the result of several years of committee work and discussions among 
British anthropologists and consisted of a questionnaire which was divided into two 
main sections, one on physical anthropology (“Constitution of Man”), the other on 
ethnography (“Culture”), and an additional part on “Miscellanea” like statistics, 

population, collections, photography, etc.192  I want briefly to trace the general scientific 

                                                
191 Notes and Queries. London: BAAS, 1874 (2nd ed. 1892; 3rd 1899; 4th 1912; 5th 1929; 

6th 1951); for the prehistory and further content analysis, cf Urry (1972), Stocking (1983) 
(1987). 

192 Urry (1972), p.47, does mention both these sections. In his analysis, however, he is 
only concerned with the “Culture” section. And this despite the fact that the ratio of the 
amount of text on physical anthropological : ethnographic changed from 26 : 112 (1 : 4,5) 
in the first, to 88 : 137 (1 : 1,5) in the second and third editions. Stocking (1983), p.48, is 
more accurate in referencing physical anthropology as a component of social 
anthropology: “[the editions of 1892 and 1899] had two editors; J.G. Garson for the 
physical anthropology section (which was given the title Anthropography), and C.H. 
Read for the ethnographic section.” But he goes on to discuss only Read. The present 
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set-up of the work and investigate its late and limited coverage of photography as a 
relevant research technique. As we shall see, the first edition had no section on 
photography, while the second edition of 1892 contained a brief, two-page account. Only 
in the third edition of 1899 was the medium covered in some detail. 
 The aim of Notes and Queries was stated in the preface to the first edition: 

 
The object of the work is to promote accurate anthropological 
observation on the part of travellers, and to enable those who are not 
anthropologists themselves to supply the information which is wanted 
for the scientific study of anthropology at home.193  
 

The book thus had the same aim of decentralising the systematic collection of 
anthropological data as the Anleitung. The main difference was that the Anleitung treated 
anthropology as a subdivision of a broader exploratory project, while in Notes and 
Queries, anthropology formed the chief domain. Furthermore, the different formats of the 
works suggest that they were targetted at different audiences: the two volumes of the 
later editions of the Anleitung comprised around 1700 pages and were therefore 
unsuitable for most individual travellers who had to limit their luggage to the essential, 
whereas the BAAS’s 250-page booklet could be carried even in a small pocket. 
 Most chapters of Notes and Queries were made up of more or less systematic lists 
of questions which were not explained or put into a specific scientific context. 
Formulated as staightforwardly as possible, they were to enable a traveller to collect 
information without understanding what that information meant or was good for. In its 
introduction, the second edition gave the definition of anthropology adopted by the 
authors: 

 
Anthropology may be defined as the natural history of man. It is divided 
into two main divisions, namely Anthropography and Ethnography. The 
former treats man and the varieties of the human family from a purely 
animal point of view, that is, from a structural and functional aspect; 
while the latter deals with him as a social and intellectual being, and 
includes inquiries as to his manners, customs, institutions, history, 
traditions, language, religion, intellectual aptitudes, industries, arts, 
&c.194  
 

The distinction between physical anthropology (anthropography) and ethnography is 
identical to the classification proposed by Fritsch, while the formulation of the “natural 
history of man” is familiar from Paul Broca’s conception of anthropology. It is worth 

emphasising that this was still a dominant notion in British anthropology in the 1890s.195  

                                                                                                                                
analysis focuses on the photography section which has not been analysed previously in 
any detail; not even the otherwise highly satisfying volume edited by E. Edwards, 
Anthropology and Photography (1992) makes more than a few passing remarks (cf esp. p.70, 
n.53). 

193 Notes and Queries (1874), p.IV. 
194 Notes and Queries (1892), p.1. 
195 Later in the volume, J. G. Garson concluded the general instructions to anatomical 

observations with a remark that further points to the conceptual vicinities between 
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As an important ideological division, anthropography is biologically motivated, and the 
search for structural and functional aspects serves the theoretical and racialist thrust of 
anthropology, while ethnography targets the social fabric with the aim of enhancing the 
governability of colonised populations. 
 The materials of physical anthropological investigation are defined by the editor 
of the first part, the physician John George Garson, in the “General Instructions” to 
anatomical observations of external characters:  

 
The object of observations on the external formation of the body is to 
determine the differences which exist between human beings according 
to age, sex, race, and the locality in which they reside. These differences 
are ascertained by systematically examining and recording the characters 
and measurements of the several parts of the body separately and 
collectively in a number of individuals. 
 

Recommending large samples of measured individuals, Garson continues: 
 
The traveller should devote himself chiefly to observations on adult 
males, as it is in them that questions of race, type, mixture and individual 
variations are best determined; they, moreover, submit themselves more 
readily to examination. Observations on women and children are also 
important, the former to show sexual differences and the latter in 
relation to the development history of the body, and the influence 
locality may have upon it.196  
 

In this replication of the patriarchal order on the colonial matrix, adult male bodies are 
posited as standard individuals, while children can provide evidence on evolutionary 
matters, and women’s bodies serve to determine sexual difference.  
 Not all chapters that had been planned for the first edition of Notes and Queries 

were completed at the date of its publication.197  Among these sections were those on 
anthropological collections and casts, and the chapter on photography. Beside the terse 
descriptive sentence under the heading: “Instructions for the use and transport of 

photographic apparatus,”198  the only time photography is mentioned in the first edition 
is in the chapter on measuring instruments when the author, John Beddoe, lists “a set of 
                                                                                                                                
Britain and France: “The Schedule of Observations, consisting of a series of descriptive 
characters and measurements, which has been drawn up with the aim of enabling the 
traveller to examine the external characters of the human body in a systematic manner is 
chiefly based upon Dr. Topinard’s “Instructions”, but includes also, as far as possible, the 
views of other Anthropologists” (cf ibid., p.8). 

196 Ibid., p.7-8. The functions listed for Garson on the frontispiece are suggestive of an 
institutional map of late nineteenth-century anthropology: member of the Council and 
past vice-president of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland; 
honorary corresponding member of the Société d’Anthropologie, Paris; corresponding 
member of the Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte; lecturer 
on comparative anatomy at Charing Cross Hospital, London. By 1899, Garson is also a 
corresponding member of the Anthropological Societies of Moscow and Rome, and 
advisor and instructor in the Anthropometric Identification of Criminals, Home Office, 
London. 

197 Cf Notes and Queries (1874), p.IV. 
198 Ibid., p.142. 
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photographic apparatus” as the first of ten instruments for those travellers who can carry 

large amounts of equipment, or for stationary observers.199  
 The second edition, published eighteen years later, still had only minor sections 
on the theoretical significance and practical use of photography in anthropological 
research. In a discussion of the practicalities of observations during short-term stays, 
Charles Hercules Read wrote: 

 
The best plan seems to be to devote as much time as possible to the 
photographic camera or to making careful drawings, for by these means 
the traveller is dealing with facts about which there can be no question, 
and the record thus obtained may be elucidated by subsequent inquirers 
on the same spot, while the timid answers of the natives to questions 
propounded through the medium of a native interpreter can but rarely 
be relied upon, and are more apt to produce confusion than to be of 
benefit to comparative anthropology.200   
 

As regards the accuracy and usefulness of the visual information, Read made no 
distinction between photographs and “careful drawings”, pointing out neither technical, 
time-economic, nor epistemological differences, but reiterated the topos of the semiotic 
abundance of visual representations which we also found in Fritsch’s comparison 
between photographs and engravings.  
 The last section of the second edition of Notes and Queries, “No.LXXVII. - 
Photography.”, written by W. M. Flinders Petrie, was a mere two pages long. Apart from 
suggestions for the consultation of journals and companies producing photographic 
equipment, the author offered some technical advice “in addition to the ordinary 

information of photographic hand-books”.201  
 
It is very useful to take some paper upon which prints can be made on 
the spot for presentation to the natives (e.g., bromide or platinotype). In 
photographing groups, always focus before the natives are placed in 
position; this can readily be done by placing an object on the spot where 
they will afterwards be made to stand.202  
 

Again, the sitters of anthropological photography appear as obstacles to the process. It 
seems, however, questionable whether such terse coverage satisfied the editors. A 
comment by Garson in section “III. Instruments” refers to advice that Flinders Petrie 

does not offer, a fact which suggests that more had been expected from section LXXVII.203  
Flinders-Petrie may have thought that the availability of handbooks and advice from 
suppliers made an extended discussion superfluous. Some contemporary sources, 
                                                

199 Ibid., p.2. 
200  Notes and Queries (1892), p.87; Read was then vice-president of the 

Anthropological Institute, and assistant to the Department of British Antiquity and 
Ethnography at the British Museum, London. 

201 Ibid., p.235-6. 
202 Ibid., p.236. 
203 Ibid., p.11 (“A photographic apparatus is useful in cases where the traveller is able 

to use it. Only two views are of any use in anthropology, namely, the full face and the 
profile. See Section Photography, p.235”). 
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however, show that some of his British colleagues thought otherwise: Everard im Thurn 
gave an account of the practical aspects and the discursive value of photography in 1893, 
followed three years later by M. V. Portman with a direct response to Notes and Queries, 
detailing the technical requirements of travelling photographers. In another instance, E. 
H. Man had, as early as 1882, published a photographic response to the questionnaire. 
 
 
Three British Photographer-Anthropologists 
 
In his paper on the “Anthropological Uses of the Camera”, first presented at the 
Anthropological Institute in 1893, Everard F. im Thurn gave an extensive illustrated 
account of the practical advantages photography could offer to anthropologists. Like 
Fritsch, im Thurn had been disappointed by the insufficient quality of graphic 
representations and now suggested applications of photography for ethnographic and 
physical anthropological purposes, and for the illustration of ethnological collections of 

objects.204  
 Despite a cutting remark on the fact that “the purely physiological photographs 

of the anthropometrists are merely pictures of lifeless bodies” 205 , im Thurn 
acknowledged the importance of these images for physical anthropology. 

 
An accumulation of a large number of these, taken in accordance with a 
fixed scale, would undoubtedly have a very considerable value if, it must 
be added, these were accompanied by a series of measurements of the 
persons photographed.206  
 

Gustav Fritsch had pointed out the same requirements of a positivist photographic 
portraiture: the serialisation of images taken to a standard scale and complemented by 
anthropometric data. The main difficulties were, according to im Thurn, that the 
individuals had to be made to stand in artificial positions, and that a high number of 
photographs and data was required: 

 
Only a person provided with almost unlimited time, patience, influence 
over his subjects, and means of transport of the necessary bulky and 
weighty material in uncivilised countries, should attempt such a task.207  
 

For the pursuit of ethnographic photography, it was deemed similarly important for the 

traveller to “gain the confidence of uncivilized folk whom you wish to photograph.”208  
The aim was, again in a familiar formulation, 

                                                
204 im Thurn (1893), p.194;  cf also p.197. Additionally, im Thurn offered advice on 

the choice of cameras, lenses, plates, lights, darkroom facilities, and packaging (cf p.200-
203). 

205 Ibid., p.186. 
206 Ibid., p.188. 
207 Ibid., p.188-9. 
208 Ibid., p.187. 
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to help out, with the great and wonderful powers of the camera, the 
traveller’s description of the folk among whom he has passed, to picture 
them to home-staying anthropologists better and far more vividly than 
any words or even any drawing can do.209  
 

Such vividly accurate representation depended on the long-term presence and the 
authority of the photographer among the people he was visiting. This authoritative 
presence, construed as a virtual absence, was the condition of the possibility of the 
intimate virtual presence felt by an observer when looking at the photograph: 

 
It is practically impossible for a stranger to see [the facial expression of 
the natives] in their more pleasing and natural state, except when […] 
they are taken under the most natural conditions, and distance and time 
being for the purpose annihilated, they are shown you in the most 
natural conditions but without their knowledge.210  
 

A considerable amount of skill is thus required on the part of the photographer-
anthropologist in order to produce and communicate these superior anthropological 
representations.  
 Whereas im Thurn had formulated these suggestions as matters of general 
interest, M. V. Portman published a direct response to Flinders Petrie’s section in Notes 
and Queries in the Journal of the Anthropological Institute in 1896. In his communication, 
Portman expressed his dissatisfaction about the coverage of photography in the 
handbook and, on over a dozen pages, offered his own mainly technical advice on 
“Photography for Anthropologists”. He elaborated on the special requirements for 
anthropological travellers and made detailled suggestions for different sets of outfits and 

chemicals. 211   Furthermore, Portman added a number of precise proposals for 
photographically illustrating certain sections from Notes and Queries. He maintained that 
“properly taken photographs, with the additional explanatory letter-press, will be found 
most satisfactory answers to most of the questions in ‘Notes and Queries on 

Anthropology’.”212  
 The challenge expressed in that claim had been taken up by the anthropologist 
Edward Horace Man before even the second edition of Notes and Queries had been 

published.213  The main body of Man’s article, “On the Aboriginal Inhabitants of the 
Andaman Islands”, of 1882, comprises paragraphs on topics like language, adoption, 
relationships, proper names, initiatory ceremonies, etc., categories taken directly from 
Notes and Queries. Among the images accompanying the essay there are physical 

                                                
209 Ibid., p.189. 
210  Ibid., p.190. Cf also Tomas (1988) who argues that the structure of the 

photographic process articulates a binary system of light/darkness and 
presence/absence which pertains to deep-seated occidental myths, making photography 
describable as a particular rite of passage. 

211 Portman (1896); cf the introduction, above, for one of those outfits. 
212 Ibid., p.76. 
213 Man (1882); cf also E. Edwards in E. Edwards (1992). 
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anthropological as well as ethnographic photographs which form a discursive level 

distinctly separate from the text [ill.10, 11].214  In an introductory paragraph, E. H. Man 
highlighted the importance of Notes and Queries for guiding his research “- indeed I may 

say that I have worked almost entirely upon the lines therein laid down.”215  
 We must remember, though, that the systematic use of photography by E. H. 
Man meant a significant point of independence from Notes and Queries, as the first edition 
he was using had no section on photography. As E. Edwards has commented: “Man’s 
photography was a visual response to Notes and Queries, a carefully posed and 

constructed image to complement his observations.”216 He integrated visual and textual 
discursive elements and took the construction of this epistemological tableau even 
further when, in a discussion of the physical make-up of the Andamanese, he combined 
photographic and anthropometric evidence, asserting that “more correct information can 
be obtained by such means than from any verbal description, however minute and 

careful.”217  
 Together with the examples from im Thurn and Portman, Man’s work suggests 
that, comparable to the German situation, there were ‘pockets of attention’ to 
photography’s significance for physical anthropology and ethnography which existed in 
Britain beside the negligeant treatment the medium was receiving in the first editions of 
the influential Notes and Queries. The detailed account given by im Thurn closely 
associates their endeavours with the programme laid out by Fritsch and points to the 
parallels in the theoretical discourses about photography in German and British 
anthropological circles. 
 
 
Notes and Queries Revisited: The Authorial Presence of the Photographer 
 
In the third edition of Notes and Queries of 1899, the significance of photography was 
finally fully acknowledged, and it was given extended coverage in a rewritten section 
No.LXXVII. The third edition came out with only few changes in comparison with the 

                                                
214 There is a total of five images on three plates. Each of the images is individually 

explained in four to sixteen line texts which pay special attention to the Andamanese 
terms for represented objects: firstly an image of “Andamanese Canoes”, showing typical 
objects in their natural surrounding on the beach; secondly, a view of two individuals, 
“Andamanese Man and Woman, showing profiles”, a photograph motivated by physical 
anthropological interests [ill.10]; thirdly, a frontal view of the full figure of an 
“Andamanese Chief, with bow and arrows”, with a measuring device behind one 
shoulder which places the image half way between a physical anthropological take, and 
a casual, ethnographic portrait; finally, two posed scenes, “Five youths equipped for a 
journey” and “The same five individuals in front of a [hut], shooting, dancing, sleeping, 
and greeting”, which are supposed to represent typical activities and equipment of the 
people under investigation [ill.11]. 

215 Ibid., p.69. 
216 E. Edwards (1992), p.109. 
217 Man (1882), p.73. The mentioned anthropometric tables appear in appendix C of 

the publication, all other appendices deal with linguistic matters. 
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second. Two of these changes are of particular interest in the present context.  
 Section No.XXI on physiognomy had originally been written for the first edition 
by Charles Darwin (1809 - 1882) who, in 1872, had published his study on The Expression 

of Emotions in Man and Animals.218  In a fashion similar to the questionnaires Darwin had 
sent out to missionaries and colonial officers when he was researching that study, he 
listed questions about the particularities of the face, emphasis-ing a concern for facial 
expression rather than for morphological features. In 1899, Darwin’s contribution to 
Notes and Queries  was supplemented by a remark made by Garson in the introductory 
paragraph: 

 
Observations on natives who have had little communic-ation with 
Europeans would be of course the most valuable, though those made on 
any natives would be of much interest. General remarks on expression 
are of comparatively little value; and memory is so deceptive that it 
ought not to be trusted. A definite description of the countenance under 
any emotion or frame of mind, with a statement of the circumstances 
under which it occurred, would possess much value. For such 
investigations a “snap shot” camera will be found of great assistance 
when it can be used.219  
 

Photography, which we often find discussed in close association with memory, is 
presented as a more objective replacement for the human cognitive function. Even now, 
however, photography is not characterised as a necessary means of documentation. 
Garson indicates that a verbal description with further verbalised circumstantial 
evidence will be of sufficient value for physiognomical analyses. The camera is a useful, 
but in no way vital scientific tool. 
 The other major change to the third edition was the extension of the photography 
section. It was completely rewritten by A. C. Haddon and J. G. Garson in two separate 

parts of about 5 and 6 pages, respectively.220  Like the other British authors quoted 
earlier, Haddon and Garson put the emphasis of their accounts on the problems of the 
production of anthropological photography. The lack of references to the problems of 
reproduction discussed by Fritsch can at least partly be explained by the fact that half-
tone photomechanical printing processes were well developed and available by the 
1890s.  
 Garson’s main concern lies in a paragraph entitled “Photographing Natives”, in 

which he discusses the details of obtaining anthropometrically useful portraits.221  The 
disposition for the production of such photographs was by now so well established that 
differences with the structures described by Fritsch, Bertillon and Londe were almost 
non-existent. Taken at a predetermined scale and in a standard position, the sitter is 
conceived as a fully measurable phenomenon even in the act of being photographed. 

                                                
218 Cf also chapter I.2, below. 
219 Notes and Queries (1899), p.51. 
220 Ibid., p.235-40 (Haddon), p.240-6 (Garson). 
221 As regards other subjects for photography, Garson refers the readers to the other 

sections of the book (cf ibid., p.246). 
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Having fixed the distance of the camera from the chair, mark the exact 
position of each so that at any time they may be replaced. When the 
native takes his seat on the chair, he will be in focus and his image on the 
screen reduced to the proper amount. Fine focussing should be done on 
the outer angle of the left eye in the full face and the corresponding point 
of the right eye in profile, but this is seldom required if care is taken to 
see that he sits upright. To determine whether the sitter is in full face, 
direct him to look at the lens and see that his ears project on the 
focussing screw exactly to the same extent from each side of his head.222  
 

 Alfred Cort Haddon (1855 - 1940), one of the leading British anthropologists of 
the period, on the other hand, was more broadly interested in the different types of 
possible topics (characteristic scenery, buildings, portraits, groups, ceremonies, everyday 
activities) and the different photographic methods applicable to them. In the passage on 
portraiture, he exhibited a slightly greater attention to the physical presence of the sitter 
than Garson: 

 
With regard to portraits, a certain number of types should always be 
taken as large as possible, full face and square side view; the lens should 
be on a level with the face, and the eyes of the subject looking straight 
from the head should be fixed on a point at their own height from the 
ground, or on the horizon of water. […] It is best to photograph a metric 
scale in the same plane as the body of the subject. […] Some portraits 
should be taken three-quarter view or in a position that gives a more 
pleasing picture than the stiff portraits required by the student.223  
 

Apart from the unusual suggestion to take portraits “as large as possible”, the elements 
of this description are in line with the instructions discussed throughout this chapter. 
Haddon also reiterates the belief that serialised pictures of ceremonies and manual 

processes are “more valuable than verbal descriptions”,224 and raises the problem of the 
impact of the photographic process on the sitters’ appearance. 

 
Some unarranged groups should be taken instantaneously so as to get 
perfectly natural attitudes, for it must never be forgotten that when a 
native is posed for photography he unconsciously becomes set and rigid, 
and the delicate “play” of the limbs is lost.225  
 

As was suggested by im Thurn, the presence of the photographic apparatus could 
seriously impair the “natural attitude”. A successful representation hinges both on the 
actual and authoritative presence of the photographer, and on his virtual absence: 

 
It is often fatal to the successful taking of a group of natives if the 
operator has to put his head under a cloth and fumble about with the 
focussing screw or change the dark light. […] 
The common actions of daily life should not be neglected; be very careful 

                                                
222 Ibid., p.245. 
223 Ibid., p.239. 
224 Ibid., p.240. 
225 Ibid., p.239. 
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that the subject is, or appears to be, actually performing the action; many 
photographs are spoiled by the subject looking at the photographer, or 
being in an obviously erroneous position or location.226  
 

The authorial power of the anthropological photographer rests on his presence on the 
scene, and his ability to absent himself from the representation. 
 In conclusion, it seems that the practical obstacles to using photography in 
anthropology, the problems of transporting unwieldy equipment, the time-consuming 
procedures of photographing and measuring, and what was seen as the lack of 
intelligent cooperation on the part of the sitters, seriously impaired the medium’s 
application in the field. For the anthropologists who took up photography, taking images 
of the head and face was regarded as both the most important and the most difficult task. 
The scientific significance and the semiotic complexity of portraits posed a particular 
challenge to the effort at facialising the anthropological matrix. This process was 
conceived in strongly authorial terms, making the objectivity of the photographic 
document dependent on its legibility which was guaranteed by the photographer-
anthropologist who engineered and supervised the production process of visual 
representations. His authorial position was not undermined or even called into question 
by reflections on constructive and cognitive processes which, as we will see in later 
chapters, crucially challenged the authorial position in other fields, and which, 
ultimately, highlighted the authorial position of the human scientist as being subject to 
the same diagrammatic forces that constituted the ‘typical’ sitters of scientific portraits. 
  

                                                
226 Ibid., p.240. 
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Chapter 3: Psychiatry: Subjectivity and the dispositif photographique 

 
 

 

Recent contributions to the historiography of visual culture have pointed to the degree to 

which scientific knowledge production hinges on or is propelled by particular modes of 

visualisation. 227   In this, nineteenth-century psychiatry makes no exception. Its 

diagnostic techniques were distinctly scopic, and, what is interesting for our present 

analysis, construed the human face as a prime signifying matrix of mental deviance. This 

raises the question of the status of portrait photography as a possibly crucial tool in 

psychiatric practices. Yet, we find that visual representations are ascribed little or no 

significance in the historiography of psychiatry.228  The aim of the present chapter is, 

firstly, a critical evaluation of the qualified significance of portrait photography in 

nineteenth-century psychiatric practices. Secondly, it will further discuss the problems of 

scientific representation, reception, and subjectification introduced earlier. We will find 

that, while in anthropology there was a strong emphasis on aspects of photographic 

production, psychiatrists were more concerned with the reception and legibility of 

photographs. 

 

 
A Sketch of Nineteenth Century Psychiatry  

 

A brief overview of the history of psychiatry can serve as a useful introduction to the set 

of problems that scientists and physicians had to address when considering the 

                                                
227 Cf most notably Barbara Stafford’s work on the visual aspects of anatomical 

knowledge in the eighteenth century (1991); cf also Johannes Fabian’s notion of 
‘rhetorical visualism’ (1983). 

228 From the work of Foucault (1961/1965) and Doerner (1969/1981), through that of 
Castel (1976/1988) and Scull (1979), right up to more recent publications of Bynum (1985-
88) and Goldstein (1987), photography or other forms of visual representation are 
ascribed no epistemological significance and play no noteworthy role in the historical 
narrative. Token references are generally made to less than a handful of examples: 
Gabriel’s drawings for Esquirol, Géricault’s paintings commissioned by Georget, 
Diamond’s early portraits of asylum patients, and Londe’s photographs for Charcot. The 
few publications on psychiatric photography that do exist tend to exaggerate its 
importance. The books by Gilman (1976) and Burrows/Schumacher (1979/1987) on 
Hugh Welch Diamond’s ‘portraits of the insane’ of the 1850s hint at a history of 
photography in psychiatry, yet the material basis of their argument is so small, and 
Diamond’s photographs are so exceptional, that it proves impossible to reconstruct an 
understanding of the place of photography in nineteenth-century psychiatry from this 
material. An exception is Georges Didi-Huberman’s book on the photographic 
‘iconography’ of Charcot’s Salpêtrière (1982), a text which, as I will argue below, is, 
however, more about the narrativisation of the psychiatric discourse, than about its 
visualisation. 
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utilisation of photography.229 The discipline’s development in the nineteenth century 

falls into two principal parts, a formative period between 1790 and 1840-50, and a period 

of establishment between 1840-50 and 1900 - the end being marked by the rise of 

psychoanalysis on the one hand, and the ‘closure’ of clinical psychiatry after the 

settlement of some unresolved questions through Kraepelin in the 1890s, on the other. 

 The reform movement for the care of the insane was triggered in England by 

Tuke’s introduction after 1790 of “moral treatment” to the Retreat asylum in York, and in 

France by Pinel’s ‘liberation’ of the insane in 1793, and continued right beyond Conolly’s 

influential campaign for “non-restraint treatment” in the 1840s. The establishment of 

what became the new scientific discipline of psychiatry with the aim of a medical 

rationalisation of mental illness was only indirectly related to the reform movement, and 

left clinical psychiatry in an often precarious ambivalence between medical theory and 

the practice of caring. 

 The general distinction characterising the psychiatric debate of the first half of 

the nineteenth century was that between ‘psychicists’ and ‘somaticists’. The former held 

strongly humanist-idealist beliefs and argued for a morally oriented, psychological 

treatment of insanity aimed at fighting uncontrolled passions in the patients and 

strengthening their reason, will, and sense of responsibility. Johann A. Heinroth, 

professor for psychic medicine in Leipzig in the 1830s, believed, for instance, that the 

soul could only be touched morally, not physically. Somaticists like Maximilian Jacobi, 

Andrew Combe, or François Broussais, on the other hand, insisted on the physiological, 

rather than psychic basis of mental illness and demanded a primarily medical 

investigation and treatment. 

 We can identify a gradual shift from the psychicist to the somaticist paradigm, 

and later from a general somatology to one that sought the causes of mental illness in the 

brain and the nervous system. The stages of this transformation are often blurred, 

however, and depend on the angle taken by the commentator. The prevalent theoretical 

ecclecticism, partly motivated by theological uncertainties, led to the fact that Wilhelm 

Griesinger (1817 - 1868), for instance, who in principle insisted on the characterisation of 

madness as a physiologically based nervous defect, is sometimes discussed in the context 

of psychoanalysis, and sometimes put down as a staunch brain materialist. Similarly, the 

                                                
229 This sketch can obviously not do more than indicate some main lines of the 

psychiatric field in the nineteenth century in order to provide a general framework for 
the following discussions. For more detailled accounts, cf e.g. Dörner (1969), Bynum 
(1985-88), Goldstein (1987), Scull (1993). For the history of the term ‘psychiatry’, cf the 
comments in Goldstein (1987, p.6-7). Whereas Goldstein chooses to use it side by side 
with the other terms common in the nineteenth century, like ‘alienism’, ‘medicine of the 
insane’, or ‘mental medicine’, “as an emblem of psychiatry still in the making” (p.7), I 
will here generally stick to the late-comer ‘psychiatry’ in order to avoid unnecessary 
complications. This should, however, not be read as a claim for disciplinary homogeneity 
across the discursive field under investigation. 
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Italian anthropologist Paolo Mantegazza asserted that, between the two worlds of the 

body and the mind, there was causality and continuity.230  We have to remember that the 

persistence of Christian belief in Europe was then still a crucial factor in public scientific 

discourse. Many psychicists held that the soul was divine and could therefore not fall ill, 

and the label of ‘materialism’ lost its dangerously heretic undertones only gradually.  

 A similar confusion is found with regard to the different national schools. 

Psychicism was particularly strong in Germany with its idealist philosophical tradition, 

but whereas the main challenge to the doctrine was also launched by somaticist German 

brain physiologists and neurologists, English psychiatry, which had never actually 

embraced the psychicist doctrine, was slow to abandon the moral and psychological 

aspects of its forms of treatment. It was generally more practically oriented, while, in 

France, positive research and its theorisation were dominant. In French psychiatric 

discourses we find a greater tendency towards questions of social determinacy and 

applicability, tied in with a greater virulence of institutional and political debates. Here 

we can also observe how the positivist claims for scientificity have to be seen as attempts 

at increasing the social status of the discipline and its practitioners. Such differences 

would, as we will see, have repercussions for the respective visual regimes to which 

scientists subscribed. However, the experimental status that photography maintained in 

most psychiatric contexts meant that it was only rarely backed by a proper visual theory. 

 Another theory of mental illness was put forward by evolutionists like Benedict-

Augustin Morel whose work on degeneracy was deeply influential across the European 

human sciences. Madness was described as a form of degeneration in an individual or 

certain social groups, the nation, or the species, caused by an incidence of atavism or 

familial heredity. With a greater long-term effect, Wilhelm Griesinger’s work of around 

1860 marked the final success of clinical psychiatry.231  It resolved part of the antagonism 

between psychicists and somaticists, and strengthened the biographical approach to 

mental illness, increasingly seeking cause and remedy in the patients, their personal 

history and family backgrounds. Two important developments that took their departure 

from this position were that towards Freudian psychoanalysis, which would re-evaluate 

the possibility of mental illnesses not being organically rooted, and the introduction of 

experimental methods into psychiatry, most notably by Emil Kraepelin (1856 - 1926). In a 

publication of 1888, Die Abschaffung des Strafmaßes, Kraepelin paid tribute to the role of 

psychiatric expertise in the legal system and challenged the ‘psychicist’ notion of free 

will. “The assumption of a free will [rests on] the self-delusion of a naive 

consciousness.” 232   This modernised psychiatry bolstered the idea of the modern 
                                                

230 Cf Mantegazza (1887), cit Guarnieri in Bynum (1988), vol.III, p.110. 
231 On Griesinger, cf Mette (1976). 
232 Cit Clair (1989), p.309. Kraepelin’s other main achievement was the resolution of 

the classificatory debates which had continued throughout the century. Conditions 
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individual as a physiologically determined mental and behavioral machine. Its 

mechanisms were to a decreasing degree believed to be legible from the body’s surface. 

 

 
Psychiatric Portraiture Before Photography 

 

The use of portraiture in psychiatric discourses of the first half of the nineteenth century 

was an exception rather than the rule. The examples of illustrated books and portrait 

collections of Karl Heinrich Baumgärtner, Jean-Etienne-Dominique Esquirol, Etienne-

Jean Georget, Alexander Morison, and Karl Wilhelm Ideler particularly show that 

physiognomics may have had some theoretical currency as a diagnostic tool, a fact that 

did not, however, immediately vouch for its efficient integration into psychiatric 

practices.233  

 A tendency we can observe from the earlier examples of Esquirol and Georget 

from the 1820s, to those of Morison and Ideler of the 1840s, is one towards reading 

portraits as images of individuals rather than of types: whereas images were first used as 

illustrations of certain conditions, Morison and Ideler presented them as illustrations of 

specific cases. Despite the latters’ insistence however, that the portraits were 

painstakingly “copied from life” by the respective artists under the authors’ supervision, 

the discursive function of the illustrations is ambiguous. They were juxtaposed with the 

verbal case histories and were neither referred to nor described in the text. The visual 

documents were, it seems, assumed to be congruent with the textual accounts of mental 

conditions. 

 The introduction of photographic techniques prompted, at least in some cases, a 

more critical view of the production and reception of visual representations. 

Photography’s apparent claim to ontological realism newly raised the question of what 

images were and how they functioned in relation to scientific discourses. Often the 

answer to this question was sought through a comparison with earlier attempts at 

psychiatric illustrations. Authors like Morison, Ideler, or Conolly, for instance, referred to 

the illustrations provided by their predecessors with general admiration and reverence 

                                                                                                                                
which had formerly been ordered idiosyncratically according to either symptoms, or the 
assumed causes, or the development of the illness, were now classified as pathological 
units which followed the same progressive courses and showed the same symptoms, 
from which Kraepelin then extrapolated the aetiology. This system which replicated the 
principles of industrial standardisation, and the description by Kraepelin of the two main 
pathological groups of  ‘dementia praecox’ (or ‘schizophrenia’) and manic depression, 
form the basis of psychiatric diagnosis until today. 

233 Most of these examples have had some attention from historians of art or of 
psychiatry: cf Vogt (1969) and Gilman (1982), (1988) for general overviews; and Dahm 
(1981) on Alibert, Esquirol, and Baumgärtner; Schubert (1989) and Boime (1991) on 
Géricault’s paintings for Georget. 
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and, at times, used them in their own publications.  

 In the course of this chapter we will see that somebody like Conolly did this 

without mentioning any essential difference between photographic and graphic 

illustrations. The visual field of psychiatry was hardly changed through the introduction 

of photography. Up until 1870, photographs had to be copied and printed as engravings 

and were neither in their epistemological status, nor in the visual evidence they offered, 

conceptualised as media ontologically different from graphic illustrations. It is really 

only after the introduction to psychiatric practices of chrono-photography by Londe from 

the late 1880s, and that of stereo-photography as described by Sommer in the 1890s, that 

we can find a significant departure from the unsystematic way in which photographs 

were looked at and used. As we shall see, psychiatrists did not find a significantly new, 

epistemologically challenging potential in them, an observation which appears to be true 

in an international perspective, as well as across the different theoretical schools within 

the discipline. 

 The outer limits of this investigation of psychiatric portraiture are defined by 

three areas which can here only be pointed to in passing: the tradition of physiognomics 

as represented most prominently by Johann Kaspar Lavater, the study of expression that 

was canonised through Darwin’s book on The Expression of the Emotions in 1872, and the 

photographic iconography of hysteria that was developed by the circle around Charcot 

at the Paris Salpêtrière after 1876. 

 

 
The Physiognomic Tradition 

 

Psychiatric authors concerned with the analysis of faces often turned to the tradition of 

physiognomics as an historical precedent. For the nineteenth century, Johann Kaspar 

Lavater’s Physiognomische Fragmente (1775-78) formed the most important point of 

departure, although Lavater was mostly just referenced summarily and never actually 

quoted. Lavater’s physiognomic studies were too unsystematic to provide an actual 

framework that could be adopted, and they failed to establish a coherent and precise 

semiology of facial features. They did, however, draw up what appeared like a ‘grand 

schema’ of the scientific reading of faces.234  

 Based on the Aristotelean assumption of the interdependence of body and soul, 

physiognomists claimed that both temporary emotions and long-lasting character traits 

                                                
234 For physiognomics, cf especially Tytler (1982), Dumont (1984).  In a typical 

formulation, Eugène Léger remarked: “Who has not read Lavater? Who has not liked 
him? But who has understood him? He has left neither a process nor a method .... We 
have from him only a book, not a science” (E. Léger: Esquisse d’un nouveau système de 
physiognomonie universelle. Paris, 1856, p.29; cit McCauley (1985), p.169). 
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inscribed themselves on the body surface, and that it was thus possible to read the inside, 

the state of the soul of individuals, from their outer appearance. In his multi-volume 

publication, Lavater sought to draw up a system of physiognomic interpretation, an 

effort which was strongly criticised from the outset, while some of his followers - like the 

nineteenth-century authors Carl Gustav Carus, Gratiolet, and Theodor Piderit - 

attempted to improve and solidify the scientificity of his claims. 

 Lavater’s predecessors, like Giambattista della Porta and Charles Le Brun, had 

studied the passions, the movements of the soul, and had regarded the face as a matrix 

on which expressions of the passions appeared. Lavater, on the other hand, turned 

physiognomics into a characterology of the individual. Instead of working deductively - 

positing certain facial types as representing certain characters or emotions -, Lavater tried 

to turn physiognomics into an inductive method which could describe individual 

personalities by reading not the signs on a corporeal matrix, but the matrix itself. He 

introduced the notion of heredity into the aetiology of physiognomy and developed a 

descriptive mode which sought to replicate, in the physiognomic semiology, the social 

order as a ‘modern’ natural order.235  

 An individual’s character traits were deterritorialised as mental and social 

characteristics from an observation of its behaviour and positioning, and reterritorialised 

on the face where they could be read as physiognomic indicators. The two key 

instruments of Lavaterian physiognomics were the portrait illustrations abounding in his 

volumes, and the language he deployed to mark their characteristic features.236  Images 

and text were treated as mutual articulations and provided a semiotic structuration of 

physiognomic phenomena which could grasp the distinct features, visualise them, and 

clarify their significance. The portrait turned the face into a ‘natural object’ which made it 

possible to subject it to a natural historical classification, while language served to fix and 

mark the features on the semiological map of physignomics. 

 In nineteenth-century psychiatry, physiognomics was frequently used as a 

general guideline and means of assessment, based on a common sense understanding of 

the phenomenology of faces. Lacking a scientific foundation, however, it seldom 

constituted more than a first diagnostic tool which, in order to lead to scientifically valid 

statements, had to be backed up by other types of evidence, whether biographical details, 

case histories, or clinical observations. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
235 Dumont (1984), p.25. 
236 Cf ibid., p.15-17. 
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The Study of Expression 

 

Beside the Lavaterian characterology, the old tradition of studying the expression of 

emotions persisted and was, in fact, more important as a point of reference for 

nineteenth-century scholars concerned with the reading of faces. Charles Bell (1774 - 

1842), whose Essays on the Anatomy of Expression appeared in 1806, was the first to 

attempt an anatomically based description of facial movements. 237   As their 

physiological basis, Bell investigated the senso-motoric functions of the nerve system 

which was, for him, motivated by the passions. 

 Following on from this research, Duchenne de Boulogne experimented with the 

electrification of facial muscles in the 1850s and 60s. In his Mécanisme de la physiologie 

humaine ou analyse éléctrophysiologique de l’expression des passions (1862), Duchenne 

assumed the analogy of electricity with the fluid neural energy and sought to show the 

mechanics of physiognomy and place its investigation on a firm scientific basis. His 

publication came complete with large photographic illustrations of faces under the effect 

of electrification and, in its effort to produce facial expressions experimentally, marked 

an important break with the psychicist notion of the metaphysical motivation of the 

passions and their expressions [ill.5].238  

 Complementing the argument developed in The Descent of Man (1872), Charles 

Darwin (1809 - 1882) published The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1873) in 

which he picked up on Duchenne’s research. The main aim of Darwin's book was to 

provide a case study which would prove the continuity of a set of phenomena, i.e. 

physiognomic expressions, across the evolutionary tableau of species. To this end, 

Darwin drew on descriptions he found in the earlier literature on expression, on his own 

observations of children, on observations made on mental asylum patients, on 

ethological research about animals, and on evidence sent in by missionaries, colonial 

administrators, and “protectors of the aborigines”, to whom he had sent out 

questionnaires concerning the expression of emotions by non-Europeans.239  Regarding 

the portraits of the mentally ill, Darwin - true to his evolutionist beliefs - negated the 

                                                
237 On Bell, cf Knecht (1978). 
238 On Duchenne, cf Guilly (1936), and Bikaplan (1948); cf also the introduction, 

above. 
239 A version of such a questionnaire was published, in the same year 1873, in the 

anthropological manual Notes & Queries; cf chapter I.1, above. For the description of 
mental patients, Darwin used published psychiatric research, like Henry Maudsley’s The 
Physiology and Pathology of the Mind (1867). Maudsley also introduced Darwin to J. 
Critchton Browne, superintendent of the Wakefield asylum, who provided Darwin with 
41 photographs of patients, complete with diagnoses, case histories, and comments on 
the photographs. Darwin used most of Critchton Browne’s interpretations of the 
expression of emotions, though only one of the photographs was reproduced in his book 
(cf Browne in Bynum (1985), vol.I, p.160). 
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notion of a particular “face of madness” by inserting the photographs of insane people 

into his argument, asserting, as the historian Janet Browne has observed, the continuity 

of facial expression of emotions from animals, through children and the insane, to 

grown-ups from all cultural and ethnic origins.240  

 The illustrative material that Darwin used for The Expression of Emotions was 

partly taken from Duchenne’s work, some photographs were made by the famous 

London photographer Oscar Rejlander, and there are drawings of animals made by 

various artists after Darwin’s instructions.241  Darwin treated the face as a structured 

matrix of features, subject to variations according to the species, race, culture, and 

individual, which exhibited expressive, anatomically definable configurations. For our 

discussion of the visual representation of faces it is interesting that Darwin referred to 

facial expressions as “images” which could appropriately be captured by still 

photographs. The essential truthfulness of the photographic medium appears 

unquestioned and is, as a closer analysis shows, dependent on and realised in 

reception.242  

 As the most forceful photo-analytic technique, Darwin suggested the comparison 

of different images, pointing out that he regarded photographs as an actual means of 

investigation.243  In addition to the solitary contemplation of portraits, Darwin used 

photographs - particularly those made by Duchenne - to put before different people and 

                                                
240 Cf Browne in Bynum (1985), vol.I, who thus squarely opposes Gilman’s opinions 

about Darwin’s use of photography (cf Gilman (1988), ch.8, p.127-39). Darwin’s research 
was later used as a point of reference to indicate the scientific basis of the psychiatric 
study of faces without an indication of a specific physiognomy of the insane - thus, for 
instance, by the Italian psychiatrist Enrico Morselli who, at a congress in 1881, rejected 
craniological investigations of the insane, and advocated the study of the face and the 
gaze for the purpose of recording the subject’s emotions. The research by Mantegazza, 
Ettore Regalia and, most of all, Darwin, was said to guarantee the scientific seriousness of 
physiognomic investigation as part of the necessary “profound knowledge of everything 
concerning comparative psychology and anthropology” (Morselli (1881); cf Guarnieri in 
Bynum (1988), vol.III, p.108). 

241 For a biographical study of Rejlander, cf Spencer (1985). Paul Ekman (1973), p.262-
4, has pointed to some of the unpublished material among Darwin’s papers where 
examples of rejected drawings and comments made about photographs indicate how 
careful Darwin was to include only those images which precisely matched his ideas 
about certain expressions.  

242  Neither are the photographs essential to Darwin’s argument, nor does he 
distinguish clearly between drawings and photographs illustrating the book. He does not 
problematise the temporal limitations of photography and the possibility that certain 
facial movements might escape it, although in one instance he praises a photograph for 
having “seized the right moment” (cf Darwin (1873/1890), p.202). Darwin does, 
however, see the problem of reproducing photographs for publication (cf ibid, p.viii; cf 
also p.26). In one instance, he suggests a ‘receptive trick’ to achieve the impression of 
photographic accuracy: “I have had one of these photographs copied, and the engraving 
gives, if viewed from a little distance, a faithful representation of the original, with the 
exception that the hair appears rather too coarse and too much curled” (ibid., p.313). 

243 Ibid., p.155. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 88 

experimentally test the recognisability of the emotions supposedly expressed.244  Finally, 

Darwin referred to the possibility of imagining additions to photographs. 

 
When I first looked at this photograph, knowing what was intended, my 
imagination added, as I believe, what was necessary, namely, a frowning 
brow; and consequently the expression appeared to me true and 
extremely morose.245  

 

Imagination may be deluding, but it may also help fully to comprehend the impact of the 

representation: 

 
The actions and attitude of a helpless man are, in every one of these 
respects, exactly the reverse. In Plate VI we may imagine one of the 
figures on the left side to have just said, ‘What do you mean by insulting 
me?’ and one of the figures on the right side to answer, ‘I really could not 
help it.’246  

 

The pragmatics of photography described by Darwin points to the triangle of image, 

memory, and direct observation, that was at the heart of the dispositif photographique of 

the nineteenth century. Photography was regarded as truthful to the degree that it was 

able to function productively within that formation, a productivity which needed to be 

established discursively through the circulation of the signifiers in the triangle.247  

 

 
The Iconographie photographique of the Salpêtrière 

 

As a third topical area that lies beyond the present study, let us briefly turn to the 

photographic production of the Salpêtrière. A lot of that production was rather 

conventional and belongs to the type of images that will be discuss below. Other material 

is centrally important to what Georges Didi-Huberman has called l’invention de l’hystérie 

and has been described extensively in his book of the same title.248 [ill.12] There is, 

however, a set of reasons why Charcot’s “photographic iconography” falls outside the 

                                                
244  In an instance where no agreement is reached by the participants of the 

experiment, Darwin is led to conclude that the expression represented in the photograph 
is “not natural” (cf Darwin (1873/1890), p.213). 

245 Ibid., p.242. 
246 Ibid., p.285. 
247  The study of expression continues until today as a branch of ethology. Its prime 

effort remains the definition of universal physiognomic schemata and their variations (cf 
Ekman (1973)). The ‘experimental turn’ in the psychiatry of the late-nineteenth century 
led the German inventor and psychiatrist Robert Sommer to devise apparatuses for the 
“representation of expressive movements of the hands through light and colour effects”, 
and for the “analysis of the movements of the muscles of the forehead” (cf Sommer 
(1904/1984), p.46-50, with ill.). 

248 Didi-Huberman (1982); cf also Goldstein (1987), p.326-31. 
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present investigation. 

 As was hinted at before, psychiatry proper came to the fore after the physio-

somatic shift of the 1840s, a shift which was partly reversed by the growing influence of 

the psychological research by Liébault in Nancy and Charcot in Paris. Both worked with 

hypnosis - Liébault regarding it as an effect of suggestion, Charcot as a pathological state 

in hysterics -, paving the way for what became Freudian psychoanalysis. The work of 

Jean-Martin Charcot (1825 - 1893) thus constitutes part of the departure from traditional 

psychiatry and, as I will argue towards the end of this chapter, the visual regime 

introduced in the course of this move was designed to meet the changed epistemological 

requirements. 

 More importantly, serious questions have been raised about the status of 

photography in Charcot’s scientific conceptions.249  Bernard and Gunthert, in their study 

of the photographer at the Salpêtrière, Albert Londe, argue that the photographic work 

was carried out with the consent, but without active cooperation from Charcot, who 

remained committed to unmediated clinical teaching guided by the clinician’s gaze. The 

photographs produced directly for him fall, according to their characterisation by 

Bernard and Gunthert, into a category altogether outside of portraiture: 

 
The iconography of nervous diseases deployed at the Salpêtrière is 
radically distinct from the one which, from Philippe Pinel to Valéry 
Combes, originates from the physiognomic tradition. In contrast to the 
portraits which characterise the psychiatry of the period, the 
representation of hysteria needs the body. Tracing the spasms and 
contractions, it evokes not the pose of an immobile face, but the 
movement of a living body.250   

 

 Finally, the chrono-photographic serialisation of images was geared to the 

creation of visual narrative structures analogous to Charcot’s own authorial narrative of 

hysteria, the latter being clearly prioritised over the photographic documents.251  Yet it 

remained impossible for the verbal and photo-iconographic tableau to represent the body 

in the turbulent motoric fit. Charcot himself seems to have acknowledged what Didi-

Huberman calls the aporie figurative of the Iconographie photographique, i.e. its failure to 

represent the very schema of hysteria it sought to articulate. Alternatively, the authors of 

                                                
249 Cf Bernard/Gunthert (1993), p.109-16; cf also the comments in the introduction, 

above. 
250 Ibid., p.115 [L’iconographie des maladies nerveuses qui se déploie à la Salpêtrière se 

distingue radicalement de celle qui, de Philippe Pinel à Valéry Combes, puise à la tradition 
physiognomonique. A l’inverse des portraits qui caractérisent la photographie psychiatrique de 
l’époque, la représentation de l’hystérie a besoin du corps. Traquant le spasme et la contracture, 
elle convoque, non la pose d’un visage immobile, mais le mouvement d’un corps vivant]. 

251 Cf also Charcot’s comments in the preface to Richer (1885) where he claims that 
Richer’s verbal case descriptions, “seront les meilleurs documents à utiliser, lorsqu’il s’agira, 
quelque jour, de reconstituer sur des bases nouvelles l’histoire tout entière” (p.VII-VIII). 
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the Salpêtrière chose to present this schema in the parameters of an ‘aesthetics of the 

demonic’.252  The photographs essentially belong to the genre of theatre photography in 

which the patient features as an actress. Her passionate attitudes, mimics and gestures are 

of a dramatic nature, they express a certain pre-scripted passage, and can best be analysed 

as such. The present study is more narrowly concerned with portrait photographs in 

which a relation of identity is assumed between a body and its representation. 

 

 
Practical Aspects of Photography in Psychiatry 

 

Considering the widespread public fascination with the new medium, the marginality of 

photography to psychiatric practices asks for some historical explanation. How is it that 

some of the key figures in European psychiatry, like Maudsley, Griesinger, or Meynert, 

could completely ignore photography in their scientific work? 

 As in the case of anthropology, the argument that the technical obstacles may 

have been too great for a rapid adoption of photography into the arsenal of disciplinary 

practices is hardly convincing, given the fact that as early as the mid-1850s individual 

psychiatrists were indeed taking photographs of their patients. Had there been an urgent 

scientific demand, photographic services could have been set up from an early stage, 

especially as the asylums and clinics had the advantage over the ‘ambulant’ 

anthropological traveller that their practice was stationary. Moreover, as we shall see 

later in this chapter, neither the improvement of photographic equipment, nor the 

facilitation of its use, nor the growing professionalisation of photographers in the course 

of the last decades of the century had an impact on the reserved approach that 

psychiatrists took to photography. 

 Studying the structure of the use of photography, we find a high level of 

contingency: with a few rare exceptions, psychiatric photography was practised at the 

initiative of amateurs who happened to be employed in psychiatric institutions. Much of 

the photographic material that has found its way into the archives, therefore, comes in 

ever-changing formats and techniques and has an experimental character. 

 There are no comparative written accounts of the practical proceedings, but from 

the scattered evidence it is possible to deduce the following ideal-typical course of 

events. We have to assume a situation in which somebody relatively senior in an 

institution’s hierarchy took an interest in photography and had the idea of producing 

portraits of patients. If this person owned a camera himself,253  he would, on a dry day, 

                                                
252 Didi-Huberman in Clair (1989), p.285. 
253 There is, for unclear reasons, no indication of female photographers in this 

context. 
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set it up somewhere outside his office, and he would have some patients, “interesting 

cases”, brought from the wards to be photographed. Otherwise, a professional 

photographer might be called in to take a series of portraits, possibly of asylum 

personnel and of psychiatric patients on a single visit. The portraits were developed, 

enlarged and cropped, and then kept in loose collections, placed in albums, displayed in 

picture frames, or attached to patients’ files. Sometimes the portraits would be numbered 

and linked to files and dossiers through attached lists. Until late in the nineteenth 

century, such photograph collections would be the property of the practising 

psychiatrists, forming a gallery of some of their favourite cases, rather than an inventory 

of the asylum population. 

 When the portraits were taken, a considerable amount of cooperation was 

needed from the sitters. They had to accept being seated in bright light and opposite the 

camera; possibly they were asked, or made, to pose and look in a ‘characteristic’ way, 

and they may have had to sit still for several seconds during the period of exposure. Part 

of the success of this procedure would, then, hinge on whether the psychiatrist and/or 

photographer could exert enough authority over the patient in order to encourage or 

enforce cooperation. We shall presently see that, as in the anthropological examples 

described in the previous chapter, the ‘photographic situation’ in the asylum articulated 

important aspects of the relationships between the subjects of psychiatry. 

 As the tone of the preceding remarks suggests, the circumstances of portrait 

production remain rather opaque. More tangible is the relation between photographic 

portraits and psychiatric discourses as exhibited in the publications illustrated by such 

images. Examining the way in which text and images are anchored, or refer to each other, 

the degree of integration of the images into the verbal argument, the evidential weight 

ascribed to visual material, and the way in which this evidence is made operational and 

made part of the psychiatric discourse, elicits important information about the visual 

regime of psychiatry, and about photography’s role as a scientific tool and social 

technology. 

 Until the mid-1870s, it was common practice to publish photographic 

illustrations in the form of engravings and lithographs.254   As we shall see, this 

transposition from the photographic to the graphic medium was often all but ignored by 

the authors. They kept referring to the graphic illustrations as “photographs” not only 

because they were writing with the original photographs in front of them, but because 

they made no clear epistemological distinction between the two media. 

 The different, generally rather informal modes of production and circulation of 

psychiatric portraits are indicated by the ways in which illustrative material was 

                                                
254 Dagonet (1876) claims that his is the first psychiatric publication with directly 

printed photographs (photogravures). 
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assembled for some exemplary publications: B. A. Morel (1857) gave no indication of a 

source for most of the lithographed portraits which are based on photographs as well as 

drawings; the illustrations showing cretins “have been passed on [communiqués] by Dr. 

Baillarger”255 , who, in his own publication of 1890, used the same lithographs taken 

from both photographs and drawings. John Conolly (1858-59) based his essays on a 

series of engravings after photographs which H. W. Diamond took in the asylum at 

which he worked. The same or similar photographs had been exhibited by Diamond in 

the annual shows of the Photographic Society of London throughout the 1850s. Bucknill 

and Tuke’s book (1862) is illustrated with engravings after photographs which were 

taken at the asylum in Devon of which Bucknill was the superintendent. Max Leidesdorf 

(1865) asked a colleague at the asylum in Hall in Tyrol to have photographs made of 

certain typical cases which he wished to illustrate.  Henri Dagonet (1876, 1894) used 

examples from the photograph collections of colleagues. And Auguste Voisin (1883) 

deployed photographs of his own patients, in addition to a number of portraits which 

were brought back from Cairo by a colleague. 

 None of these authors indicated that there was a systematic photographic 

practice in their institution, or a formalised economy of image exchange. Rather, the 

examples suggest a high level of informal exchange of and about portrait photographs of 

patients, this was part of the complexly structured matrix of disciplinary relations that 

encompassed personal relationships between psychiatrists, and the property relations 

that existed between physicians, their colleagues, the patients, and knowledge about 

them. Indications of such structured relations can be found in great number. Consider, 

for example, the following passage from an illustrated article by Gilles de la Tourette, P. 

Blocq and Huet who commented, in 1888, on the publication of one image: 

 
We are grateful to our excellent master, Dr. Joffroy, physician of the 
Salpêtrière, for allowing us to reproduce the features of his interesting 
patient (Le Plen …, pl.XII) and some details referring to his 
observation.256  

 

The authors acknowledged that Joffroy held the ‘copyright’ not only for his own 

diagnosis and observations, but also for the portrait of his patient, whom they refer to as 

Joffroy’s property. They expressed their gratitude for having been given access to the 

knowledge about and the representation of a body that has been turned into a case of the 

medical discipline by Joffroy’s agency and position, paying tribute to a structured 

transaction in the social, disciplinary and visual economy of psychiatry. 

                                                
255 Morel (1857), p.10. 
256 Gilles de la Tourette et al. (1888), p.115 [Nous remercions notre excellent maître, M. le 

Dr. Joffroy, médecin de la Salpêtrière, de nous avoir permis de reproduire les traits de son 
intéressant malade (Le Plen ..., pl.XII) et quelques particularités afférentes à son observation]. 
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 After this sketch of some of the factors pertaining to the role of photography in 

psychiatry, we now turn to two theoretical texts which circumscribed its advantages and 

problems as they posed themselves around 1860. The section will be followed by a brief 

discussion of examplary publications from the same period that used photographs, and 

by a detailed analysis of John Conolly’s essay series The Physiognomy of Insanity (1858-59) 

which will provide us with a richly textured tableau of the theory of photographic 

representation in psychiatry. 

 

 
Diamond’s Programme for Psychiatric Photography 

 

In May 1856, the English amateur photographer Hugh Welch Diamond (1809 - 1886), 

secretary to the Photographic Society of London and physician at the Springfield 

Hospital in Surrey, presented a paper to the Photographic Society under the title, “On the 

Application of Photography to the Physiognomic and Mental Phenomena of Insanity”.257  

In this programmatic address, Diamond gave an exceptionally systematic and concise 

account of the possible use of photography to psychiatry. There is no indication that this 

statement of intent had relevant repercussions for photographic and psychiatric practices 

in the nineteenth century. Diamond’s own photographs as well as the text of his address 

were only ‘rediscovered’ in the 1970s, while their initial reception remains opaque 

[ill.13]. 258   As an historical document, however, the text gives insight into the 

conceptualisation of photography with regard to certain psychiatric practices at that 

early date and thus provides us with a useful entry into the historical field.  

 Diamond points out that the three most important functions of psychiatric 

photography are related to the study, the treatment, and the administration of the 

mentally ill. 259   Before examining this functional triangle, let us briefly consider 

Diamond’s general conceptions of photographic representation. He compares 

photography to other scientific modes of enquiry, to verbal descriptions, and to graphic 

representations, and suggests that in each of these cases photography has a significant 

advantage. Where “the Metaphysician and Moralist, the Physician and Physiologist” use 

their own “views, definitions and classifications”, 

 
the Photographer [...] needs in many cases no aid from any language of 
his own, but prefers rather to listen, with the picture before him, to the 
silent but telling language of nature. It is unnecessary for him to use the 

                                                
257 For reprints of this paper, which remained unpublished in the nineteenth century, 

cf Gilman (1976), and Burrows/Schumacher (1979/1987). 
258 Burrows and Schumacher claim, rather unconvincingly, that the relative scarcity 

of written material from Diamond on photography was a matter of choice, and that “his 
method was uncompromisingly visual” (cf ibid., p.44). 

259 Cf Gilman (1976), p.7-8; cf also Tagg (1988), p.77-81. 
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vague terms which denote a difference in the degree of mental suffering, 
as for instance, distress, sorrow, deep sorrow, grief, melancholy, anguish, 
despair; the picture speaks for itself with the most marked precision and 
indicates the exact point which has been reached in the scale of 
unhappines between the first sensation and its utmost height - similarly 
the modifications of fear, and the more painful passions, anger and rage, 
jealousy and envy (the frequent concomitants of insanity) being shown 
from the life by the Photographer, arrest the attention of the thoughtful 
observer more powerfully than any laboured description.260  

 

The notion of representational transparency expressed here is clearly conditional on the 

observer’s ability to revive the passionate sensations empathetically from the 

photographic matrix. Diamond also emphasises the active involvement of the 

photographer - rather than positing an automatic self-representation of nature - as a 

skilful facilitator of transparency, and points out that “in many cases” - but not 

universally - verbal interventions are unnecessary. The picture is assumed to “speak for 

itself”, yet it will arrest the attention only of the “thoughtful” observer. Photography’s 

effect of accuracy is thus described as being dependent on both specific modes of 

production and of reception. 

 Comparing verbal and photographic representations of pathological symptoms, 

Diamond shows less caution about the inherent power of photography. Having 

questioned the adequacy of verbal descriptions, he maintains that 

 
the Photographer secures with unerring accuracy the external 
phenomena of each passion as the really certain indication of external 
derangement, and exhibits to the eye the well-known sympathy which 
exists between the diseased brain and the organs and features of the 
body.261  

 

Again, the image is bracketed by the active involvement of photographer (secures, 

exhibits) and observer. The double affirmation of “the really certain indication” and of 

“the well-known sympathy” points to a semiotic system in which a presupposed 

contiguity between a diseased organic body, its particular features, and the 

physiognomics of insanity is articulated by the representational machine of the dispositif 

photographique. This system is authorial to the extent that the photographer “secures” and 

“exhibits” the representation and thus establishes the semiotic relations. 

 Diamond moves on to compare his own photographs of mental patients to 

graphic representations published by Esquirol and Heinroth earlier in the century. 

Esquirol’s engravings are praised for their “striking and accurate manner, […] but those 

who never witness this exhibition of human suffering, either in the original or in the copy 

                                                
260 Cit Burrows/Schumacher (1979/1987), p.153. 
261 Cit ibid. 
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drawn to life, can hardly imagine this peculiar state of mental prostration.” 262  

Subsequently, Diamond recounts elements of Heinroth’s description of raving madness, 

and continues: 

 
Photography, as is evident from the portraits which illustrate this paper, 
confirms and extends this description, and that to such a degree as 
warrants the conclusion that the permanent records thus furnished are at 
once the most concise and the most comprehensive.263  

 

In Diamond’s eyes, photography offered a quantitative, not a qualitative improvement of 

the accuracy of psychiatric visual representations: his terms, “confirmation” and 

“extension”, are both notions expressing continuity rather than discontinuity. We can 

conclude that, for Diamond, accuracy hinges on the authorial intervention of the 

photographer, and that the success of photographic representations depends on the 

empathetic attitude of the observer. The photographic semiosis is epistemologically 

discontinuous with verbal, not with graphic representations. 

 

 
Diamond: The Three Functions of Photography in Psychiatry 

 

In addition to “arresting attention” and instilling “deep interest”, photography is 

ascribed some specific functions within psychiatric practices. According to Diamond, 

“Photographic Physiognomy” is not only part of the effort to represent the typical 

countenances of “sane Mental power”: 

 
the study of Physiognomy is equally necessary when tracing the 
characteristic features of different mental diseases in their 
commencement, continuance and cure. Nor in a sanitary point of view is 
it unimportant, for many a time the practised eye of the Physician may 
see the storm approaching and by remedial and preventive measures can 
greatly subdue its force.264  

 

Photography is thus put into place as one of the diagnostic as well as the prognostic tools 

of psychiatry; it is a technology usable as a basis for the study, the treatment and the 

prevention or easing of mental diseases. Herein, Diamond does not distinguish between 

the analysis of photographs and direct observation, between mediated and unmediated 

physiognomic studies. 

 Secondly, Diamond argues that portrait photographs can themselves be used in 

treatment, and that they can “lead to the cure” of patients. He mentions “the effect which 

                                                
262 Cit ibid., p.154. 
263 Cit ibid. 
264 Cit ibid. 
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[portraits] produce on the patients themselves”: 

 
In very many cases they are examined with much pleasure and interest, 
but more particularly in those which mark the progress and cure of a 
severe attack of Mental Aberration.265  

 

Reviewing a sequence of portraits, Diamond recounts the story of one patient’s recovery 

and concludes: 

 
This patient could scarcely believe that her last portrait, representing her 
as clothed and in her right mind, could ever have been preceded by 
anything so fearful; and she will never cease, with these faithful monitors 
in her hand, to express the most lively feelings of gratitude for a recovery 
so marked and unexpected.266  

 

There are a number of noticeable instances in this passage: the recovery is visually 

signified by the clothes and an expression of ‘being in one’s right mind’; the evidence of 

the recovery is materially manifest in the photographs; the photographic sequence 

produces the emotional effects of surprise and gratitude; the portraits function as 

retrospective observational devices, as “monitors”, linking the patient to her past illness, 

to her recovered sanity, and to the institutional apparatus which effected the recovery. 

 Furthermore, Diamond indicates a particular “pleasure and interest” which the 

patients took in their own portraits. Extending this topos, he relates the case of a woman 

who believed she was a queen. Diamond made a series of portraits of “patients who 

believed themselves to be Queens and Royal Personages”, and showed them to the 

woman: 

 
Her subsequent amusement in seeing the portraits and her frequent 
conversation about them was the first decisive step in her gradual 
improvement, and about four months ago she was perfectly cured, and 
laughed heartily about her former imaginations.267  

 

Recovery, Diamond seems to infer here, is induced by the patient seeing a true 

representation of who, or what, she really is. The delusion is exposed by images of herself 

and of others who, like her, believe themselves to be what they are not, and is dissolved 

through the reception of the images, the identifying recognition of their subjects, and 

conversations about their contents. This assumption is based on a concept of mental 

illness as a weakness of the self, an aberration which can be corrected by reinstating the 

normalised subject identity in the patient. Confirmation of recovery, which in the case 

                                                
265 Cit ibid. 
266 Cit ibid. 
267 Cit ibid., p.155. 
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quoted earlier had been given by expressing “the most lively feelings of gratitude”, is 

again given by the patient through a self-reflexive, verbal expression, or laughter.268  

 Finally, Diamond asserts asylum administration as the third main area of the 

application of photography in psychiatry, beside the physiognomical study of insanity 

and its treatment through self-realisation. Drawing on the analogy of portraits used by 

prison authorities, Diamond writes that photographs can be used “for reference in cases 

of readmission”, and suggests their usefulness for recapturing escaped patients.269  This 

function of policing patients with the help of photography is, however, not elaborated 

upon any further, but is succeeded by a passage in which Diamond highlights the 

usefulness of portraits for remembering cases in the event of readmission. As was hinted 

earlier, such mnemonic techniques had important ramifications for the self-conception of 

the physician.  

 Rather than as a device of repression, Diamond conceived photography as a 

means of self-realisation and subjectification for both psychiatrists and their patients. The 

three described functions of photography were closely related to three main axes of 

nineteenth-century psychiatric practices: study pointed to the scientific discipline 

circumscribed by the physician’s practices of research, training, diagnosis, and treatment; 

the notion of treatment in turn implied the patient, the reconstitution of the sense of self, 

and the return to a normalised individuality and to social usefulness; and the 

administrative function of photography hinted at the governmental institutions of 

psychiatry, the asylum, the legal apparatus, and, more generally, the state. Psychiatric 

portrait photography thus served to construct individuals as subjects of science, as 

subjects with a self-relation, and as subjects of the body politic. The mechanisms of 

subjectification thus effected by the application of photography in psychiatry affected 

and articulated the positions of both physicians and patients. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
268 Like other aspects of psychiatric photography which Diamond hints at, the 

mechanism described here will be dealt with in greater detail in the course of the 
discussion of Conolly’s writings, below. 

269 Cf Burrows/Schumacher (1979/1987), p.155. 
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Legrand du Saulle’s Suggestions for Psychiatric Photography 

 

Seven years after Diamond’s address to the Photographic Society, the French alienist 

Legrand du Saulle delivered a report at the Société médico-psychologique in Paris, entitled 

“De l’application de la photographie à l’étude des maladies mentales”.270  Legrand mentioned 

some early examples of psychiatric portraiture: Esquirol’s and Guislain’s drawings, 

Baillarger’s and Ferrus’s daguerreotypes, Morel’s illustrations, and Dagonet’s, A. 

Laurent’s and Billod’s “recherches physiognomiques“,271  and asserted that photography 

had meant an important progress in the study of mental pathologies. 

 Beside the use of portrait photographs for taking craniometric measurements 

(“mesurer un crâne sur une épreuve photographique”), in which case it was necessary to have 

frontal and profile views of the head, Legrand mainly suggested applications within the 

first category of functions envisaged by Diamond, i.e. the study of faces. Granted this 

limitation, however, Legrand’s proposals were much more precise and practically 

oriented than those given by his English contemporary. The photographs could be used 

to “complete the observation of diverse patients” and to “study the mobile features of 

their physiognomy”.272  Photographs also allowed the comparison between the insane 

from different provinces and nations, and could support the written advice given to a 

distant colleague.  

 In order to record the development of certain conditions, one should take “the 

portrait of every curable patient upon his admission to the asylum, and then during 

different phases of his mental affliction.” This will allow a comparative examination, 

showing the physiognomical details “with an unquestionable fidelity.”273  Finally, if the 

asylum archive was enriched by such photographic case histories, a newly arriving 

physician could more easily familiarise himself with the patient population.  

                                                
270 Legrand du Saulle (1863). Legrand relates how, two months earlier, he had 

presented an album of photographs to the Société which contained “types variés d’aliénés” 
taken by Cayré, an amateur photographer who worked as an intern at the asylum of 
Rodez and who had written “un travail inédit qui doit faire l’objet de sa dissertation 
inaugurale” (p.260). (Cayré is also credited by Dagonet (1894) for having provided 
photographs from his collection for illustration.) In his dissertation, Cayré suggested the 
possibility and advantages of taking portraits of patients to his superior, superintendent 
Dr. Combes, who was convinced enough to request a special fund for the acquisition of 
equipment from the asylum prefect. This fund was created within the budget of the 
asylum, and the apparatuses were bought. This procedure confirms what was said 
earlier about the typical situation under which photography was taken up by such 
institutions; the fact, moreover, that the mentioned album was presented by Legrand “au 
nom de MM. Combes et Cayré” suggests that the ‘authorship’ of and property claim to the 
collection lay jointly with the photographer and the chief physician of the asylum. 

271 For Baillarger, Morel, and Dagonet, cf the discussion in this chapter, below. 
272 Legrand du Saulle (1863), p.257-8 [compléter l’observation de divers malades;étudier les 

caractères mobiles de leur physionomie]. 
273  Ibid., p.258 [avec une irrécusable fidélité]. 
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 Despite this distinctly positive approach to portrait photography, Legrand then 

spent proportionally more time discussing difficulties of execution, and moral problems 

that might arise in relation to the utilisation of photographs. The difficulties of execution 

were partly technical, i.e. related to the distortions caused by short lenses, the false 

impression some emulsions gave of shadow areas, and the hard contrasts and lack of 

relief caused by bright sunlight. More directly, Legrand pointed to the problem of 

“reproducing faithfully and rapidly the image of a mentally ill person”274: the photograph 

has to resemble the sitter minutely and must reflect the pose and the usual features of the 

face; the photographer must be skilled in order to produce scientifically irreproachable 

prints; and the camera has to be appropriate for such complicated tasks. 

 The moral objection that could be raised against photography rested on the 

possibility that photographs of mental patients were misused and exhibited publicly for 

commercial reasons. It was, Legrand wrote, difficult enough for parents to have to cope 

with what was often seen as a shameful fate for the family. And even if the physician in 

an asylum was certainly reliable in taking care of patients’ portraits, the personnel could 

not always be trusted: 

 
In some very rare instances, when the physician is not himself the 
photographer of his asylum, might not the personnel who surround him 
have the imprudence of confiding prints to outsiders who will quickly 
misuse them to a hardly respectable end?275  

 

The real danger posed by this betrayal is an inversion of the situation described by 

Diamond, who claimed that portraits might be useful for the treatment of patients by 

presenting them with a true image of their ill self. Describing the contrary effect, Legrand 

continued: 

 
One must also imagine the justified desperation of a recovered patient 
who, after his reintegration into society, one day comes to recognise, in 
the window of a stationer’s shop, the crushing proof of the sick disorders 
of his reason.276  

 

The “immense danger” here seems to lie both in the possibility of a relapse into mental 

illness, and of shameful exposure to the public eye. To press home his point that the main 

danger lay with the commercialisation of photographs, Legrand added the story of a 

                                                
274  Ibid. [reproduire fidèlement et très-rapidement l’image d’un aliéné]. 
275  Ibid., p.259 [A des très-rares exceptions près, il [le médecin] ne sera pas lui-même le 

photographe de son asile, et le personnel qui l’entoure n’aura-t-il pas l’imprudence de confier des 
épreuves à des personnes étrangères qui les auront avidement recherchées dans un but peu 
avouable?]. 

276  Ibid. [Que l’on se représente également le juste désespoir du malade guéri, qui, après sa 
réintégration dans la société, vient à reconnaître un jour, à la vitrine d’un papetier, le témoignage 
accablant des désordres maladifs de sa raison?]. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 100 

foreign lady whose portrait was montaged onto a naked woman’s body and then sold in 

over a thousand copies. 

 In order to prevent such misuse, Legrand suggested the application of strict rules 

to the production, reproduction and storage of, and the granting of access to, patients’ 

photographs. Portraits should generally be taken only of patients who were not placed in 

the asylum by their family but through the intervention of the authorities. Only in cases 

of exceptional interest should a limited number of portraits be allowed to be taken after 

the granting of written permission by the parents; in these cases, the photographs must 

be destroyed after recovery in the presence of the family. To prevent the possibility of 

reproduction, negatives should always be destroyed. The physicians ought to keep the 

prints in special boxes and should not show them outside the asylum or pass them on for 

commercial ends, “without incurring a very heavy responsibility”.277  

 The moral objection was presented in a tone that fell only slightly short of 

claiming illegality. For Diamond, the problem of the privacy of his patients, or their right 

to their own image, had not posed itself. He showed his portraits at the exhibitions of the 

Photographic Society and granted Conolly the right to publish them as text illustrations 

in a medical journal. Nor do any of the other authors discussed here appear to have had 

any scruples about publishing such images, which are often even given with the patients’ 

first names, initials, or place of origin. Two reasons for the emphasis Legrand put on 

these matters may have been that, in French psychiatric circles, there was an acute 

awareness of medico-legal problems from an early stage. Furthermore, 

commercialisation had become an increasingly important issue between 1856 and 1863, 

and was a much more prominent phenomenon in Paris than in London, where legal 

quarrels in the 1840s had hampered the development of the photographic trade.  

 Given the application of the rules of production and use outlined by Legrand, 

“photography can, when applied to the study of mental illnesses, render science 

incontestable services, and we can only approve and encourage all attempts made in this 

direction.”278  Legrand thus reiterated Diamond’s plea for a use of photography in the 

study of mental illness in general and of particular cases, but while the latter further 

suggested the use of portraits in treatment, Legrand pointed to the legal and moral 

precariousness of photographs when they became public spectacles. His moral 

problematisation of reception remained singular, however, and appears to have had little 

importance for contemporary utilisations of portraits in psychiatry. 

 

 

                                                
277  Ibid. [sans encourir une très-lourde responsabilité]. 
278  Ibid. [la photographie, appliquée à l’étude des maladies mentales, peut rendre à la science 

d’incontestables services, et nous ne pouvons qu’approuver et encourager [...] toutes les études 
dirigées de ce côté]. 
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Early Photographic Attempts in Psychiatry 

 

Despite such emphatic practical and moral theorisation, the application of photography 

in psychiatry remained tentative, and tangential to the disciplinary discourse proper, 

while there was little or no reflection on possible technical or theoretical problems. An 

examination of four exemplary publications from the period in which Diamond and 

Legrand presented their accounts will provide a fuller picture of photography’s 

epistemological status at the time.279  The examples come from different national and 

institutional backgrounds and do not create a homogeneous plane of theorisation, but 

taken together they highlight the main parameters of photographic representation in 

psychiatry: most generally, photography was regarded as a transparent medium that 

was assumed to affirm visually what had been established through observation and 

textualisation (Morel). Portraits in particular were used for the physiognomic mapping of 

the sick body onto the face, a process in which photographs often functioned as intuitive 

rather than as objectifying media (Bucknill). In practical terms, portraits featured as 

illustrative accessories to case studies and were thus inserted into and made part of a 

complex visuo-social economy (Kieser). Even at that early point of the history of 

psychiatric photography, however, the medium was seen as a mere transitional stage in 

the development of representational means (Leidesdorf). 

 Benedict Auguste Morel (1809-73), superintendent of the Saint-Yon asylum near 

Rouen and soon to be regarded as one of the most eminent psychiatrists in Europe, 

published his seminal work on degeneration, Traité des dégénérescences physiques, 

intellectuelles et morales de l’espèce humaine, in 1857. The book was accompanied by an Atlas 

which contained, on twelve lithographic plates, 38 portraits representing individual cases 

of degeneracy that were discussed in the main text [ill.14].280  The lithographs, made 

only partly after photographs, were ordered thematically and commented on 

systematically and individually in an extensive 23-page introduction preceding the 

plates. In one section, Morel explained the classification of cretinism suggested by 

Baillarger, giving no hint of a reflection either on the status of such representations, on 

the difference between graphically or photographically derived images, or on the 

observable difference in the technical quality between the illustrations taken from 

Baillarger, and the others, like the finer graining of the lithographic surface or the 

stronger impression of relief through light-shadow effects. Morel took these images as 

unproblematic illustrations of his medical theories. In his comment about plate VIII, he 

wrote: 

                                                
279 These and other examples are mentioned in Gilman (1982) who provides a useful 

overview over the use of photography in nineteenth-century psychiatry. 
280 For Morel’s theory of degeneration in its contemporary context, cf Dowbiggin 

(1985). 
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The two degenerate beings represented in this table are the confirmation 
of the theoretical ideas I have formulated, on the one hand, about the 
production of degeneracies in their relationship with the predominance 
of a sickly temperament, and, on the other hand, about the formation of 
degenerate temperaments in their relation with the upset of nutrition.281  

 

The conflation of “representation” and “confirmation” is the theoretical model that Morel 

applies throughout his discussion of photographically derived illustrations. The images 

operate as transparent, inactive representations of the individuals who confirm Morel’s 

medical theory. 

 Other authors, however, exhibited a greater understanding of the conceptual 

complexity of the photographic semiosis in psychiatry. In 1858, John Charles Bucknill 

and Daniel Hack Tuke, both prominent members of the English reform movement for the 

improvement of psychiatric treatment, published their Manual of Psychological 

Medicine.282  The first half of this 600-page volume was written by Tuke and covered 

historical, statistical and other general aspects of forms of insanity and their treatment, 

while Bucknill’s second half provided the more strictly medical accounts of diagnosis, 

pathology, and treatment of insanity. The frontispiece to the volume showed seven small 

oval portrait lithographs, sub-titled “Types of Insanity, from photographs taken in the 

Devon County Lunatic Asylum”; the represented cases were individually discussed in an 

appendix [ill.15].283  At the beginning of each case history, Bucknill indicated the location 

of the respective portrait in the frontispiece, frequently adding the phrase “of the 

spectator” in paranthesis for greater precision.  

 Most generally, the images were described as “excellent representations”, 

“faithfully giving” the characteristic physiognomies. Bucknill did, however, also mention 

the problem that photography could not capture the face in motion: 

 
The muscles of the mouth and lips are relaxed, and were the patient to 
attempt to speak they would twitch and quiver; but even photography 
cannot represent motion, and the blank void of the features in repose is 
all that can be shown.284  

                                                
281 Morel (1857), p.15 [Les deux êtres dégénérés représentés dans ce tableau sont la 

confirmation des idées théoriques que j’ai émises, d’une part, sur la production des 
dégénéréscences dans leur rapport avec la prédominance d’un tempérament maladif, et de l’autre, 
sur la formation des tempéraments dégénérés dans leur relation avec le trouble du grand acte de la 
nutrition [...]]. 

282 The second, revised and enlarged edition came out in 1862. The sections I quote 
remained unaltered. 

283 The appendix contain three sets of case histories: first, “Cases illustrated by the 
Portraits in the Frontispiece”; secondly, “Some Cases illustrating Treatment”, and 
thirdly, “Some Cases illustrating Causation and Pathology”. These section titles point to 
a representational structure in which the portraits represent certain cases, while the cases 
represent the disciplinary triad of pathology, causation and treatment. 

284 Bucknill/Tuke (1858), p.531. This deficiency of the medium is highlighted again in 
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The “want of harmony” in the face was consistently described as “the most characteristic 

peculiarity of insane physiognomy”.285   

 In a section on “The Physiognomy of Insanity”, Bucknill considered the potential 

and the limitations of physiognomic observation for diagnostic purposes.286  He affirmed 

its general usefulness, and pointed out the conditions which were easily recognisable 

from the face and those which were indistinct. His overall judgement was that, as a 

means of an on-the-spot, quasi-intuitive assessment, physiognomics could be useful, 

although it might escape verbalisation and analytic exactitude: 

 
The vivid and changeful expressions of the eye are so subtle, that they 
will scarcely submit themselves to verbal description; but the steadfast 
gaze of pride, the languishing look of desire, the thwart glance of 
distrust, the glare of rage, characteristically express themselves in a 
manner which it is impossible to misapprehend.287  

 

The ‘moment of physiognomics’ envisaged by Bucknill was that of the first encounter 

between physician and patient. With experience, the former could judge his impression, 

 
and upon this ground alone he will, in numerous instances, be able to 
pronounce with accuracy, not only that the patient is insane, but the 
general form of insanity under which he labours. […] The information 
thus derived he must immediately turn to account, in the conduct of his 
interrogation and conversation.288  

 

By implication, photography could partly replace the actual encounter and, given the 

aforementioned technical limitations, transmit the patient’s physiognomy to the 

scrutinising gaze of the physician. The physiognomic assessment of the photographed 

face was conceived as an intuitive, pre-scientific mapping based on a surplus of emotive 

potential in photographs, compared with their limited potential for scientific analysis 

and accuracy. 

 Bucknill’s German colleague D. G. Kieser, a medical professor and 

superintendent of the psychiatric clinic in Jena (then Saxony), published his account of 

the pathology and therapy of mental diseases, Elemente der Psychiatrik, in 1855. He was 

                                                                                                                                
the next case: “This patient was intensely restless, a condition which, like the tremors of 
general paralysis, cannot be represented in a portrait. The physiognomical expression is 
characteristic of anxiety and fear” (ibid., p.532). The passage also indicates that, for 
Bucknill, the physiological evidence of the physiognomy of insanity is analoguous with 
the usual expressions of emotions, though their emotive content may not be identical (cf 
Browne’s discussion of Darwin in Bynum (1985), vol.I). 

285 Bucknill/Tuke (1858), p.290-1. 
286 Cf ibid., p.285-92. 
287 Ibid., p.290. 
288 Ibid., p.292. 
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less concerned with the problem of physiognomics, but gives a good example of the 

discursive integration of photographically based illustrations in the context of psychiatric 

case studies. Kieser’s text was appended by a series of 17 case histories, six of which were 

illustrated; these and other, graphically derived illustrations taken from Pinel and 

Morison, were placed at the back of the volume.289  

 Following the dominant somaticist theories, Kieser asserted a mutual impact of 

the body organs and the activity of the soul in the brain. Among the physical effects, 

physiognomy was not explicitly mentioned, and in a chapter on diagnosis, Kieser 

suggested various physiological and psychological particularities of mental illnesses, 

while physiognomy was referred to in passing and as a mere secondary phenomenon.290   

 In the appended case histories, references to the illustrations were scarce, and 

there were no theoretical elaborations on the visual representations. Nor was there an 

indication why these particular cases were illustrated: they do not show significant 

differences from the other cases. In two of the six illustrated case histories, no reference 

was made to the illustrations, in two others the reference was merely implicit in the form 

of a description of the characteristic posture of the patient which could also be discerned 

in the picture.  

 Such laxness in dealing with presented material suggests that Kieser saw the 

illustrations as visual transcriptions of his verbal elaborations which doubled the given 

evidence. In the opening sentence to the first case history, Kieser provides us with a clear 

indication of his unreflexive attitude towards photographic representations: 

 
The photograph gives the characteristic physiognomy of Christoph S. 
from H., at present 37 years old and an unmarried worker who suffers 
from religious melancholy and is here shown as he “raises his eye to the 
sky over the town of Jena and begs to God the Almighty”.291   

 

At best, the photograph - Kieser made no mention of the fact that the reader was looking 

at a lithograph after a photograph - simply ‘gave’ the characteristic physiognomic 

features. In this instance, however, the author added a narrative explanation of an 

attitude represented in the portrait (“raises ...”), which could otherwise not be 

                                                
289 The case histories are numbered, they give the diagnosed disease in Latin as the 

title, and have, in the subtitle, references to the respective paragraphs in the main text, 
and to the plates. No explanation is given as to the production of the photographs, but 
the fact that they were made by two local Jena photographers, D. & J. Schnauß (1853-4) 
and Carl Schenk (1855), suggests that the pictures were taken by professionals from 
outside, but at Kieser’s institution. 

290 Cf Kieser (1855), p.61-68, and p.143-209. 
291  Ibid., p.411 [Die Photographie giebt die charakteristische Physiognomie des an 

Melancholia religiosa leidenden, gegenwärtig 37 Jahre alten unverheiratheten Handarbeiters 
Christoph S... aus H..., wie er “über der Stadt Jena sein Auge zum Himmel richtet und Gott den 
Allmächtigen anfleht”]. 
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understood. The physiognomy seemed to be characteristic both of the individual case 

and of the condition of religious melancholy, a conflation which is even more obvious in 

another instance [ill.16]: 

 
Here one already recognised from the peculiar physiognomy (cf plate 
VIII.), from the outer habit, and from the whole behaviour of the 
diseased, that the type of illness was melancholia attonita.292  

 

The image was regarded as being representative of the individual as much as of the 

mental state and could thus function both as an illustration of the individual case, and as 

a diagnostic tool. Although Kieser did not elaborate on the criteria for his diagnosis, 

physiognomy was treated as a clear sign of certain states, of illness as well as of recovery. 

During a relapse in the case just mentioned, “his physiognomy again showed the 

characteristic image of melancholia attonita,” and after recovery, “the early state of the 

disease was hardly discernible in the blossoming, friendly, good-willed, well-fed face 

now shown.”293  The illness was inscribed on the facial matrix as a “characteristic 

image”, a concept which highlighted the physiognomy as an interface between the 

individual and the scientifically determined mental condition. 

 Kieser closed this case history with a passage which points us to the complex 

social economy in which portrait photographs of the type described would circulate, an 

economy which I hinted at earlier when discussing the text by Diamond, and the moral 

concerns voiced by Legrand. Kieser wrote: 

 
At the beginning of February 1855 [the patient] visited the cherished 
institution in grateful memory, being in the best physical and mental 
health and in the company of his wife, and took away the photograph 
made now as a souvenir for his family, a duplicate of which we 
communicate for comparison with the earlier one (plates VIII., IX.).294  

 

The visit of the recovered patient was an occasion deemed appropriate for having a 

portrait taken which, compared with earlier photographs, affirmed his restored sanity 

and strength. The images were presented as objects of study for the reader who was 

invited to examine the physiognomical effects of illness and treatment. At the same time, 

                                                
292 Ibid., p.424-5 [Hier erkannte man schon aus der eigenthümlichen Physiognomie (s. Tafel 

VIII.), dem äusseren Habitus, und dem ganzen Benehmen des Kranken die Form der Krankheit als 
Melancholia attonita]. 

293 Ibid., p.425 [(zeigte) seine Physiognomie (...) wieder das charakteristische Bild der 
Melancholia attonita], p.427 [(war) der frühere Krankheitszustand (...) in dem nun sich 
zeigenden blühenden, freundlich gutmüthigen, wohlgenährten Gesichte kaum wieder zu 
erkennen]. 

294  Ibid., p.427 [Anfangs Februar 1855 besuchte er in dankbarer Erinnerung und der besten 
körperlichen und geistigen Gesundheit sich erfreuend in Begleitung seiner Frau die ihm werth 
gewordene Anstalt, und nahm zum Andenken für seine Familie die jetzt gefertigte Photographie 
mit, deren Duplikat wir zum Vergleiche mit der früheren (Taf. VIII.) mittheilen (Taf. IX.)]. 
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the portraits were souvenirs, i.e. memory devices for the family into which the former 

patient had returned: they articulated both the earlier disruption of the family structure, 

and the reinstatement of the individual in his position. 

 All of the examples quoted here expose the fact that photography was used with 

little commitment and had only limited importance in the psychiatric texts of the period. 

Further evidence of this can be found in the work of Max Leidesdorf, an influential 

Viennese lecturer in psychiatry and superintendent of a private asylum. His Pathologie 

und Therapie der psychischen Krankheiten contained no illustrations or references to 

photography or physiognomy when it first came out in 1860. The revised edition of 1865, 

however, contained five engraved portraits in the appendix, illustrating the five main 

mental diseases dealt with in the analytical part of the text [ill.17]. Although in that text 

there are now occasional remarks about physiognomical aspects of mental illnesses, 

Leidesdorf makes no direct reference to the portraits or to the cases represented which he 

briefly described in the appendix. 

 In the previous chapter, we found that Gustav Fritsch was strongly concerned 

about the transposition of photographs into engravings for reproduction in his 

publications. Leidesdorf considered the same problem and wrote: “After these 

photographs, the steel cuts were executed with careful semblance and accuracy by Herr 

Hess in Nürnberg.” 295   Without being more explicit about photography as such, 

Leidesdorf indicated that “careful semblance and accuracy” were the necessary virtues of 

a qualitatively good transposition from photograph to engraving.296  Yet, in Leidesdorf’s 

understanding of scientific visualisations, photography was consigned to a merely 

transitional status on the way towards a more adequate form of representation in 

psychiatric teaching practice, i.e. the use of clinical patients for demonstration: 

 
Unfortunately, many lecturers and special professors of psychiatry are 
forced to show illustrations during their lectures, as they lack living 
educational material. - May numerous newly founded psychiatric clinics 
soon make this poor and humiliating ersatz device redundant!297  

 

Here is photography as seen by one of Europe’s most influential nineteenth-century 

                                                
295 Leidesdorf (1865), p.VI [Nach diesen Photographien wurden die Stahlstiche von Herrn 

Hess in Nürnberg mit sorgfältiger Treue und Genauigkeit ausgeführt.]. 
296 Ibid., p.IV. In another brief instance in the introduction, Leidesdorf showed 

further concern with the problem of visual representation in his scientific work. He 
expressed his gratitude to a colleague, Theodor Meynert, who had provided him with 
“beautiful preparations” and “lifelike drawings” for demonstration during lectures and 
as illustrations for publications [schöne Präparate ... naturgetreue Zeichnungen]. 

297 Ibid., p.VI [Leider sind viele Docenten und ausserordentliche Professoren der Psychiatrie 
in ihren Vorträgen auf das Vorzeigen von Abbildunegn angewiesen, indem sie eines lebendigen, 
belehrenden Materiales entbehren. - Möchten doch recht bald zahlreiche in’s Leben gerufene 
psychiatrische Kliniken diesen kümmerlichen, demüthigenden Nothbehelf entbehrlich machen!]. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 107 

clinical psychiatrists: ein kümmerlicher, demüthigender Nothbehelf. 

 The attitude was essentially connected to Leidesdorf’s siding with the notion of 

mental illness as a physiological disorder of the body tissues, rather than a psychological 

defect which would project itself transparently on the body surface. The new clinicians 

were aiming to study medical conditions on living specimens which, in turn, were 

regarded as the only appropriate teaching material. In this branch of psychiatric research, 

the relevance of photography was called into question from the very outset of its use in 

the discipline. 

 In other branches of nineteenth-century psychiatry, however, photography was 

considered to be a potentially relevant device, especially in cases where physiognomics 

formed part of the arsenal of research techniques. The assumption of photographic 

representational realism allowed for a transformation of the faces of particular patients 

into physiognomic matrices of mental illness, and for the relocation of these semiotic 

formations in the social economy articulated by photographic portraiture. The following 

section will offer an analysis of a text which elaborated on these themes more fully than 

any other text from the period around 1860. 

 

 
John Conolly’s The Physiognomy of Insanity 

 

Probably the most comprehensive nineteenth-century document relating to visual 

representation in psychiatry, and to photography in particular, is a 13-part series of 

illustrated essays by John Conolly, entitled The Physiognomy of Insanity and published in 

the fortnightly Medical Times and Gazette in London between January 1858 and February 

1859.298  As was hinted in the introduction to this chapter, John Conolly (1794 - 1866) was 

one of the most prominent British alienists of the first half of the nineteenth century and 

a passionate advocate of ‘non-restraint’ treatment in asylums.299  As Dörner has pointed 

                                                
298 Conolly (1858-59); the exact publication dates were: (N.S., vol.16, 1858) no. I: Jan. 2 

(p.2-4); no. II: Jan. 16 (p.56-8); no.III: Feb. 6 (p.134-6); no.IV: March 6 (p.238-41); no.V: 
March 27 (p.314-6); no.VI: April 17 (p.397-8); no.VII: May 15 (p.498-500); no.VIII: June 19 
(p.623-5); (N.S., vol.17, 1858) no. IX: July 24 (p.81-3); no. X: August 28 (p.210-2); no. XI: 
Oct. 9 (p.367-9); no. XII: Dec. 25 (p.651-3); (N.S., vol.18, 1859) no. XIII: Feb. 19 (p.183-6). 
(References will be given in the text by quoting (no.).(page).) The average length of the 
essays lies just above 3000 words, amounting to a total of around 42000 words. The 
essays are presented among the “Original Communications”, a regular section at the 
beginning of each issue. Conolly’s contributions, although not further highlighted or 
specially advertised, always come first in this section of several articles, and are the only 
texts which are illustrated by specially added lithographic plates; all other illustrations in 
the periodical are line engravings inserted in the text. In his essays, Conolly refers to the 
lithographic reproductions as “engravings”; in order to avoid confusion I will use the 
same term when discussing his text. 

299 For Conolly, cf Dörner (1969), p.124-31, and Scull in Bynum (1985), vol.I. 
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out, his career marks the end of the reform movement and the completion of the 

preparatory phase in British psychiatry. The practical experience he drew on for his 

writings had been gathered mainly in the 1830s and 1840s and was not yet affected by 

the shift towards a more strongly clinical and medical approach that contemporaries like 

Griesinger were already realising when Conolly was writing his Physiognomy. 

 In the series, Conolly dealt with a great variety of topics related to physiognomy, 

photography, the diagnosis and treatment of insanity, and its causes, which he mainly 

found in the living conditions of the working classes. The discursive ductus of Conolly’s 

style creates a richly textured source material with endless traces to be followed up, 

whether it is the status of phrenology in English science after the middle of the century, 

evolutionary theory and the relation between man and animals, the asylum reforms of 

the previous decades, or the political topography of insanity structured by class and 

gender, by religion and socio-geographical factors. The focus of the present analysis will 

lie on (a) Conolly’s theory of visual representation, and (b) its impact on concepts of 

subjectification. 

 Conolly’s main body of visual material is a selection of 16 lithographs made after 

portrait photographs of mental patients, twelve of which were taken by Hugh Welch 

Diamond, the other four provided by Dr. Hood, physician at Bethlehem Hospital, 

London (IX.82). There is no further information in the text on the actual production of the 

portraits, nor on the preparation of the lithographs or on their acquisition through 

Conolly.300  All of these images are single portraits, all but one are taken more or less 

frontally; eight of them are presented individually on one page, there are two pairs and 

one set of four portraits on a single page [ill.18, 19]. The final essay which deals with the 

history of asylum legislation and with the treatment of the insane, is illustrated by a print 

after Wilhelm von Kaulbach’s “The Mad House” (1835). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
300 The prints made after Diamond’s photographs are indicated as: “Drawn on Stone 

by W. Bagg. Printed by Hullmandel & Walton.” 
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Physiognomics as a Diagnostic Method 

 

As we saw earlier, the visuality of madness and the conditions and uses of its 

representation formed an important basis of psychiatric practices of the mid-nineteenth 

century. But even for Conolly, photography seemed to pose neither a systematic 

challenge, nor did it feature very prominently in his psychiatric theory outlined in 

various publications other than the Physiognomy. The essays come across as a ‘poetic’ 

experiment, testing what can be said about the visual and physiognomic aspects of 

insanity, and how far this approach can carry in terms of medical practice. The apparent 

lack of response from readers as well as from the psychiatric profession suggests that the 

success of the experiment was, at the time, regarded as limited.301 

 Conolly posits medical diagnosis as the key problem of his elaborations. The old 

question of deciphering “the external characters of various bodily diseases” (I.2) which 

had recently been studied by some scholars and dealt with in symptomatological 

treatises, may lead to a special attention to the face: 

 
How strongly the lineaments of disease are imprinted in the face is well 
known to every one who ever dwelt with interest on the aspect of a 
patient advanced in phthisis pulmonalis; where the bright eyes, the deep 
carving of the orbits and temples, the pearl facial colour, and the fatal 
bloom, combine to exclude every shadow of hope from the prognosis. 
(I.3) 

 

The problem poses itself differently in the case of insanity because the greater complexity 

of the expressions, coupled with a lack of previous scientific attention, have left the 

knowledge about the physiognomy of insanity more vague (I.3). Nevertheless, according 

to Conolly the face can give a clear set of indications as to a person’s present mental state. 

Its careful observation will therefore also make the further development of the illness 

detectable. The time dimension of this matrix of symptoms is further deepened by the 

accumulation of signs over a longer period of time. In the case of one patient, Conolly 

remarks, certain lines and ‘impressions’, “make the physiognomy indicative of past 

attacks of mania and melancholia, both of which have left their traces there” (VI.397).  

 In another instance, Conolly points out that the analysis of the face is only part of 

a total symptomatological analysis. The “student who is desirous of becoming 

acquainted with the modifications of face [sic] now generally seen in instances of mental 

disorder,” will also have to observe, “the wider impress of the malady on gesture, 

attitude, figure, and dress of the patients; all of which combine to complete the external 

characters of disordered mind” (IV.239). We should note that Conolly does not deal with 

                                                
301 Maudsley, for instance, in his lengthy obituary essay of 1866, passes over most of 

Conolly’s biography after 1843 and makes no mention of the Physiognomy, although he 
does mention other, “important” publications. 
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the problem of teaching physiognomic knowledge in any detail, while the question of 

studying physiognomies and the self-instruction of the student through observation form 

important threads in his argument. We will return to this point later; suffice to say here 

that the reading of faces and the reception of portrait photographs are conceptualised by 

Conolly as techniques which impinge on the perceiving individual’s self-conception. 

They often spark emotional responses (like hopelessness or surprise; see above), which 

effect a higher degree of self-awareness and constitute in the observer a particular 

relation with the self.  

 Conolly places his own analysis of faces in the physiognomic tradition. He 

reflects on the critique that has been put forward against Lavater’s theory and accepts 

that some of its more extreme assumptions were exaggerated: 

 
People with odd-shaped eyes looked askance at the disciples of Lavater; 
and people with long noses or chins disliked having conclusions drawn 
from them. It requires, however, no argument to prove how much the 
character of the face has a general relation to the habits, and prevailing 
sentiments and passions. (V.316) 

 

The assertiveness of this statement betrays a crucial problem of physiognomists, i.e. 

determining the actual rather than just notional relation between bodily features and 

character or mental condition. Conolly steers clear of this problem by emphasising the 

need for exact observation, rather than tackling the question of the interpretation of faces. 

In the account of one case history, he writes: 

 
A professed physiognomist, to which title I lay no claim, would say that 
in the face of this poor woman, a certain superiority of character was 
manifest, although subdued by disease. The long square jaw, the 
developed chin, the large nose, the compressed and long upper lip, 
would furnish a text for a pupil of Lavater; and a phrenologist would 
draw clear conclusions from the configuration of the head. There may be 
something of fancy, but there is much more of truth in both these 
sciences of observation, some acquaintance with which every one 
desirous to be an accurate observer ought to possess. (II.58) 
 

 In several instances, Conolly refers to the work of Charles Bell on the Anatomy of 

Expression (1806) as an account of the physiological basis of physiognomics.302  Yet, even 

here the link between a minute physiognomical description and its interpretation is 

never clearly formulated. Conolly calls it a “reflex” and an 

 

inexplicable agency, of which the result is an arrangement of muscles in 

the figure, and more intimately in the face, imparting a character of 

expression wherein we read the existence of emotions of pleasure or of 

pain. (X.210-1) 
                                                

302 Cf IV.239, VII.499, X.210. 
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The clearest description of the mechanism Conolly gives is that such reflexes are 

“apparently designed by the Creator for the expression of all human emotions and 

passions” (IV.238). 

 The two types of physiognomical elaborations we find in Conolly’s texts revolve 

around the two unconnected poles of description and interpretive speculation. He 

displayed a blindfold security in transcribing observations, and insisted on the general 

use and value of physiognomics which, in his view, permeated all social scientific 

endeavours. 303   Conolly’s commonsensical belief in the analytical power of 

physiognomics - the ambiguities of which he does not seem to have missed completely - 

provided the basis for his investigation of portrait photographs. 

 

 
Conolly’s Theory of Visual Representation 

 

Common sense, i.e. intuitive knowledge in the absence of critical reflection, also guided 

Conolly's opinions about the use of visual representations in psychiatry. In one of his 

general statements, he writes: 

 
The modern artist and the photographer are enabled to represent true 
pictures of what is effected by mental malady, and to facilitate the 
knowledge of its association with bodily ailment or disturbance, capable 
of relief. (III.135) 

 

The primary use he envisages for such images is the instruction of others: 

 
I used frequently to regret the want of the art or of the help of a painter, 
to enable me to convey to others by pictorial images the strange aspects 
and facial expressions of mental malady, which were often more forcible 
than any words that could have been employed. (I.3) 
 

Two important themes which are touched upon in these passages will help to outline 

Conolly’s conception of visual representation further: the relation between the manual 

arts and photography, and that between written and visual representations. 

                                                
303 Cf I.3, X.211-2. 
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 As regards the latter, Conolly poses a rather clear, qualitative distinction between 

words and images. The formulation that pictures convey particular features “often more 

forcibl[y] than any words that could have been employed”, is repeated in a later essay. 

The portraits by Diamond “appear to me to be singularly valuable, even in an artistic 

point of view; and they certainly teach the medical observer more forcibly than words” 

(VIII.624-5). With such claims for the epistemological superiority of visual over written 

representations, Conolly recurrently refers to the dynamic and emotive impact of images, 

whether it is the ‘forcefulness’ quoted above, or the ‘suggestion’ he refers to, again, with 

respect to Diamond’s photographs: 

 
The life-reflecting photographs of the insane, produced by Dr. Diamond, 
and copied to aid imperfect verbal description, cannot be viewed by 
those unfamiliar with faces and figures under the impression of 
desponding malady without feelings which become suggestive of many 
painful reflections. (III.134) 
 

 The epistemological differentiation appears less marked in Conolly’s 

juxtaposition and comparison of photography with graphic representations. When, in the 

introductory essay, he refers to Esquirol’s and Morison’s illustrated publications, the 

problems he sees in them are that there is not enough variation between the portraits, 

and that they lack verbal commentary informing the reader about the cases represented. 

 
Since that time, however, to which I am referring, short as the time is, the 
new and important discovery of the art of photography, the applications 
of which are so diversified and valuable, and by which, in the course of a 
few seconds, the form and the fabric of material things are copied and 
fixed with a fidelity scarcely attainable by graphic skill or by the 
painter’s art, has endowed the Physicians attached to asylums with the 
power I wished for; and some of them have so ably exercised it, as to 
produce copies of nature, possessing a truthfulness and preserving 
minutiae which could not easily be perpetuated by any of the old 
methods. (I.3) 
 

There are three different sets of indications supporting the hypothesis that Conolly did in 

fact assume a relative continuum between graphic and photographic images similar to 

the one we discovered in Gustav Fritsch’s texts of the 1870s, and that Conolly placed 

photographs on one epistemological plane with other visual representations. The same 

themes that characterised Fritsch’s elaborate ideas about photography are mapped out 

by Conolly over twelve years earlier, despite the latter’s apparent unfamiliarity with the 

details of photographic techniques. One is the recurrent insistence on the faithfulness of 

the lithographic copies presented with his essays; secondly, where this faithfulness is not 

achieved it is said to be due to correctable mistakes by the engraver rather than to an 

impossibility inherent in the transposition; and thirdly, there is a frequent reference to 

the limitations of photographic representations themselves, which can thus hardly be 

perceived as the ultimate guarantors of representational objectivity. 
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 Conolly begins the description of the second portrait as follows: 

 
At first sight the portrait seems only that of a plain face, almost vulgar. 
Examined more closely, it becomes affecting. It speaks not of 
despondency merely, but of some horrible vision that has arisen in the 
mind. The hands are not only joined, as in ordinary examples of 
profound melancholy, but clasped, almost convulsively, finger within 
finger, with a muscular energy the expression of which the engraver has 
most ably caught from the faithful photograph. By this wonderful art the 
muscles also of the right forearm are depicted as almost in immediate 
action; and the whole attitude of the patient shows the preponderating 
muscular strain existing on the same side of the body. (II.57) 

 

Photography, “this wonderful art”, makes the minute depiction possible in the first 

place, but this does not preclude an adequate reproduction by an engraver. In accordance 

with aesthetic theories we discussed earlier, Conolly equates the technical advantage of 

photography to the engraver’s ability or skill. Some features, he writes, are particularly 

difficult to represent as they are part of a sequence of movements. 

 
Yet we find that the precise art of the photographer and the exquisite 
skill of the engraver, do succeed in placing before us eloquent 
representations, and we become fascinated by their perusal. All the 
character, almost all the history of the individual, seems often to be 
legible in the features, in the attitude, in the dress, and in the general 
expression. (IX.81) 
 

There is no detectable distinction made between the two types of representation; 

although their technical modes differ - the “precise art” of photography and the 

“exquisite skill” of the engraver - their results are continuous with each other and can be 

placed side by side. 

 The instances in which this is not possible are due to a lack of expression, or even 

bland omissions, in the engraver’s work.304  Conolly acknowledges that such flaws pose 

a problem with regard to the strength of his own argument; yet all he can do is assert its 

truthfulness and suggest that in such cases the verbal description can function as a 

corrective for the faulty visual representation. Note how the following passage verges on 

the contradictory as regards the hierarchical order of words and images. 

 
The [portrait] accompanying the present paper is peculiarly of a 
character to excite the sympathy of any reflecting person who considers 
it. By some misfortune, a few of the most expressive points in the 
photograph are lost in the present Engraving; so that my description, 
written with the photograph before me, may seem exaggerated; whereas 
it is a faithful transcript from a faithful copy of the living man. (III.134) 

 

There is no explanation as to what the “misfortune” during the reproduction may have 

been, but Conolly is clearly not claiming the general impossibility of accurate 

                                                
304 For examples, cf I.4, XI.368. 
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transpositions from photographs to engravings. Instead, he does not seem to have had 

the authorial control over the reproduction process that Fritsch describes and claims to 

be the best guarantee for accuracy. Conolly is neither the author of the photographs nor 

did he have an influence on the preparation of the engravings, so he can only apologise 

for the instances in which inaccuracies appear and thus give a further indication of his 

belief that graphic reproductions can generally be ‘faithful copies’ of photographs. 

 

 
The Flaws of Photography 

 

Like many of his contemporaries, Conolly did not subscribe to the notion of photography 

being an objective, transparent mediator of reality, but was aware of its limitations and 

the problems that went with its scientific applications. One of these limitations was based 

on the intricacies of photographic techniques which had to be handled with knowledge 

and skill in order to produce useful images. Compared with Fritsch’s elaborations on this 

point, Conolly was extremely brief and vague, which is not surprising as he does not 

seem to have had any practical experience of taking photographs himself. In his reference 

to the successful, “well-executed” photographic representations, Conolly implicitly 

suggested that many other photographs would not reach a satisfying standard: 

 
There is so singular a fidelity in a well-executed photograph that the 
impression of very recent muscular agitation in the face seems to be 
caught by the process, which the engraver’s art can scarcely preserve. 
(I.3) 
 

 However, this ‘conveying of an impression’ points us to the more important 

restriction Conolly observes with regard to photographic portraits of mental patients: 

their physiognomy frequently changes and goes through different characteristic stages, 

and both these stages and the transformations between them are enlightening for the 

analysing physician. Conolly’s judgement of the photographs, then, is not always as 

positive as this: 

 
The photograph, taken when the state of melancholy was passing into 
that of excitement, retains something of the fixedness of attitude and 
expression in the first state; as in the arms held close to the body, and the 
position of the lower extremities, and in the downward tension of the 
cheek. (IV.238) 
 

The ‘correct’ impression of the mental state is conveyed by a describable set of poses and 

mimic expressions. The verbal account, the visual representation and the patient’s body 

are thus continuously folded onto each other as matrixal references. 

 At other times, Conolly describes photography as unable to grasp the dynamic 

nature of insane physiognomies: 
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When our observation, however, is limited to the face of a lunatic in the 
early stages of insanity, certain modifications of natural expression are 
usually observed; some of them so peculiar, and some so transient, as to 
defy photography and to make a verbal description of them difficult; 
others observable by every one who can observe at all. (VIII.623) 
 

For such dynamic phenomena, Conolly suggests that, where photography cannot 

achieve accuracy (“defy”), the verbal representation may still be able to succeed or get 

closer (“difficult”). 

 The reflections on such problems peak in a passage at the beginning of essay 

No.IX where Conolly seems openly to contradict himself with regard to depicting the 

passionately moving physiognomies of the insane. It is now only after the dynamic fit 

has ended and the physiognomy has stabilised that any kind of representation becomes 

possible. 

 
The difficulty of describing the various changes thus wrought in various 
faces is very great, and almost insurmountable. Neither painter not 
photographer can catch and fix the innumerable shadows passing over 
the human face, as rapid in succession, and as fleeting in their nature, as 
the thoughts evolved in the perhaps ever changing molecules of the 
brain. A writer cannot expect to be more minutely successful. In the 
image he labours to draw, life must generally still be wanting. There are 
fugitive impressions that will not be detained at the command of the 
pencil or the pen, or to subserve the most dextrous snatches of the sun-
aided photographer himself. Their course is as rapid as that of the 
invisible and imponderable influence which flies along the nerves to the 
obedient limbs. 
 These difficulties seem to be accumulated in cases where the 
mind is morbidly active; and for a faithful representation, the painter 
must await until the storm of the malady has partly subsided, or some of 
its effects have become to a certain degree permanent. Yet we find that 
the precise art of the photographer and the exquisite skill of the 
engraver, do succeed in placing before us eloquent representations, and 
we become fascinated by their perusal. (IX.81) 
 

Beside the stabilisation of the ‘tableau’ exhibited by the patient, it is the attitude of the 

observer which helps Conolly to negotiate this problem of representability. He defers the 

question of accuracy from the field of representation to that of subjective reception: 

eloquence and fascination, legibility and expression are the keys to successful 

photographic representation which is realised in the sympathising observer. 

 Conolly further asserts the difficulty of fixing the rapid mutations in patients’ 

faces in visual representation: 

 
But if caught by the ever advancing power of his [the painter’s] art, or 
fixed by the photographer, to be contemplated at leisure, - nay, when the 
seal of individual character or of rational character is set so undeniably 
that every one capable of observation interprets in the same way, - it still 
almost defies analysis. (X.211) 
 

Photography may facilitate leisurely contemplation and even interpretation of 
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physiognomies, but it cannot guarantee a sufficient basis for scientific analysis. The only 

answer to this is continuous clinical observation, a practice which photography can 

support but not replace. From such passages in Conolly’s text it becomes clear that 

photography was not assumed to be an unquestionable, objective medium, nor that it 

was epistemologically distinct from other forms of graphic representation. In Conolly’s 

conception of visual representation, there was no special ontology of photography. 

 

 
The Place of Photography in Conolly's Discourse 

 

What, then, is the particular place of the photographic images in Conolly’s discourse? 

Due to technical restrictions in the production of the Medical Times and Gazette, most of 

the lithographs are not placed adjacent to the text, but appear some pages further into the 

issues. The textual references to the illustrations follow a certain pattern which appears 

in variations, yet remains within an almost rhythmic structure: each essay is devoted to a 

certain mental state, like specific forms of melancholy, mania, etc., and the passages 

introducing the respective illustration always begin with an affirmation of the link 

between the portrait and the mental state under discussion. Then follows a detailed 

description of the impression given by the image, and of the physiognomic features. This 

account is blended into the case history, the phases of treatment, and of the further 

development and possible recovery of the patient, with further anchoring references to 

the portrait in places deemed appropriate. 

 Conolly frequently goes off on tangents, musing about all sorts of more or less 

related issues - the living conditions of the working classes, the benefits of non-restraint 

treatment in asylums, the consequences of age, or the gains to be had from observations 

of people and countryside during a railway journey to Scotland. However, the general 

pattern in which the physiognomical description forms the starting point and imaginary 

anchor of the account on mental illness remains in place throughout. The link is 

established and maintained in a dual way: first, the language of the description is 

tailored to confirm the achieved knowledge about a mental state, connecting the portrait 

to the psychiatric disciplinary knowledge through its verbal encoding; and secondly, the 

account of the patient’s mental development is folded back onto the reception of the 

visual representation (“All this seems to be expressed in the photograph” [I.4].). Text and 

image are used as evidential representations of each other. 

 This tautological, truth-generating system is epitomised in the references to 

photographic series of two and more images where the before-after effect is taken as 

proof of certain states, of change, and of the possible recovery of a patient. It is in these 

instances that Conolly, by referring to the length of time having passed between the two 
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sittings, seems to feel most certain about the accuracy and usefulness of the photographic 

portraits. 

 
The maniacal condition of this patient has been accompanied with such 
an increase of stoutness that subsequent photographs are scarcely to be 
recognised as being likenesses of the same patient. Her face has become 
broad; the angles of the mouth are a little drawn up, giving it an 
expression of merriment; her forehead is smooth, the hair is well 
arranged, and the eyes and eyebrows are significant of animated 
observation, whilst the whole attitude is perfectly free from constraint. 
(IV.238) 
 

The span between different images is, in Conolly’s text, conceptualised as pure 

discontinuity, leaving an imaginary space in which the mental illness and its 

transformations can unfold. The implicit representation of what cannot be seen turns out 

to be the most forceful depiction of insanity. Of a four-item series of photographs of one 

patient, Conolly writes in a passage we partly looked at before [ill.18]: 

 
These four portraits were, I believe, the first attempts of Dr. Diamond to 
delineate, by photography, the progressive changes in the countenance 
in mental disease. They appear to me to be singularly valuable, even in 
an artistic point of view; and they certainly teach the medical observer 
more forcibly than words. Repeated contemplation of them reveals 
several curious particularities which it is scarcely necessary to dwell 
upon. The disposition of the hair, dishevelled and starting away, as it 
were, from the head, in the first and second portrait; its quiet state in the 
third, and its neat arrangement in the fourth, illustrate observations 
already made. The somewhat wrinkled forehead, and the compressed 
eyebrows, in the first portrait, the uplifting of the frontal muscle and 
eyebrows in the second, may also be usefully compared by the medical 
student with the subsequent changes represented. (VIII.624-5) 
 

It is the mode of reception applied to a tautologically structured representational matrix 

that actually realises the photographic evidence: comparative observation creates the 

impression of the particularity and changes of mental states. Immediately connected to 

this effect of evidentiality is the process through which receptive modes afford 

mechanisms of subjectification. As we shall presently see, subjectivity is, like 

photographic truth, an effect of a tautological semiotic system. In the psychiatric 

application of portrait photography envisaged by Conolly, the images articulate a system 

in which both the observing physician and the self-investigating patient are part of the 

diagram of subjectification. 

 

 
The Productive Impact of Reception 

 

Turning to the physicians first, we find that Conolly frequently refers to reflections and 

emotions triggered in the observer through the reception of photographs. Unlike in 
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anthropology, there are very few practical hints for taking psychiatric photographs, and 

rather more elements of an hermeneutics of photography. This is coupled with a 

conception of the photograph as a meditative rather than a, positivistically speaking, 

strictly scientific device. 

 Hugh Welch Diamond, in the text on the application of photography discussed 

earlier, had claimed that photographs were a useful memory device for the practitioner: 

 
The portraits of the Insane who are received into Asylums for protection, 
give the eye so clear a representation of their case that on their re-
admission after temporary absence and cure - I have found the previous 
portrait of more value in calling to my mind the case and the treatment, 
than any verbal description I may have placed on record.305  
 

Conolly goes beyond this more practical appliction of memorising particular cases and 

draws a close connection between the use of photography and the observer’s memory as 

an interior, subjective function. Conolly introduces photographs as mnemonic devices 

which, as we shall see in a moment, have the three-fold function of realising disciplinary 

knowledge, forging the links with wider, especially social implications of psychiatric 

practice, and affirming the perceiver’s subject position in relation to such practices and to 

himself.306  

 First introducing Diamond’s photographs, Conolly writes in the opening essay: 

 
[His] proficiency has [...] enabled Dr. Diamond to enrich his portfolios 
with curious portraits of the insane, which are not only truthful as 
portraits, but revive in those familiar with insane patients the memory of 
many others whose various forms of mental peculiarity had made their 
characteristic stamp; thus furnishing representations highly interesting, 
generally singular and striking, sometimes amusing, sometimes, it must 
be said, awful, but always suggestive of useful thought. (I.3) 
 

The link between the disciplinary knowledge and the subjectivity of the physician is 

forged through the medium of memory and via the mnemonic device of photography. 

The physician’s subjective and professional identity seems to be constituted in the 

moment of emotional attachment to the photograph. Conolly writes:  

 
The readers of these reminiscences will, I trust, pardon my too evident 
inability to dissociate from the subject of physiognomical indications in 
the photographs, if they may be so called, left in the brain, and 
frequently recurring reflections on the circumstances which cause 
modern portraits of insane persons to form so strong a contrast with 
those collected merely by vision in the olden time, but which are fixed 
indelibly in the recesses of the mind; reposited where nothing in reality 

                                                
305 Cit Burrows/Schumacher (1979/1987), p.155-6. 
306 Again, although this mechanism would obviously also be effective for female 

observers, Conolly’s conceptualisation appears to be envisaged for male practitioners 
and might therefore be examined as a factor in the construction of notions of nineteenth-
century masculinity, rather than being brushed over by a pc reference to ‘him or her’. 
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seems quite to die, among the records of imperishable and mysterious 
memory. (IV.239)  
 

The mind is logged onto the photographic apparatus, and both work together to form the 

dispositif that generates the physician’s sense of self from the object of his study, and that 

connects it to the social conditions which may trigger the mental illness.  

 
The photographic portraits presented to the reader being chiefly of the 
poorest persons in society, naturally turn the thoughts towards the 
causes, forms and consequences of insanity among those who must work 
for their daily bread, or have none. (III.134) 
 

This is more than a token remark. Conolly goes to great length in describing the living 

conditions of the working class of his time as a direct cause for many cases of insanity, 

and continually emphasises the responsibility of medical men as well as of social 

scientists to press for the improvement of these conditions. 307   The physician is 

inextricably linked to the disciplinary and to the social tasks connected to his profession. 

The conveyor belt of this mechanism is, again, his emotional response to the 

photographic portrait. This response can easily surpass the level of scientific detachment 

and take on a deeply moving force: 

 
An affliction is portrayed in the face and attitude so profound, and so 
incapable of relief or consolation, as to communicate an unavoidable 
sadness even in those who know that the affliction is not the result of real 
calamity, but of a mere morbid condition of the nervous system, which 
terrible as it appears, and terrible as it really is to the patient, is generally 
only temporary. (XI.367) 
 

The utilisation of photographs implies a more or less conscious choice for the intense 

emotions and the mechanisms of self-realisation which they induce. We can 

conceptualise the use of photographs suggested by Conolly, their contemplation and 

analysis, as a self-technique. By means of this technique, the physician is connected to the 

disciplinary body of knowledge of psychiatry, to its institutions, and to his own past and 

present practice within these institutions. The connection is constituted by a mode of self-

reference through the realisation of and reflexion on the contents of the physician’s 

memory and emotions. 

 This complex mechanism of subjectification, which here produces subject and 

professional identities, has to be learned and practised in order to be fully operational. It 

should, according to Conolly, therefore be part of the training and everyday business of 

the asylum physician. We already referred to a passage where Conolly suggests the 

benefits of “repeated contemplation” of photographs (VIII.625). He also describes this 

technique as lying at the root of the psychiatric practice itself: 

 
                                                

307 Cf II.57-8, IV.238, VI.397, XII.652. 
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It is the recollection of such contrasts, every now and then revealed to the 
Physician in practice of this special description, which helps to sustain 
him when first appearances are full of discouragement, and sometimes 
even revolting. He has seen them before, and seen them recede under the 
influence of medical and moral treatment, followed with discretion, and 
dictated and animated by the feelings of kindness which may be truly 
said to be generally characteristic of men engaged in the Medical 
Profession. 
 In the great movement that has taken place within the last 
quarter of a century in relation to the management of the insane, nothing 
has been more remarkable than the general anxiety of Medical men of all 
ranks to encourage every effort to produce amelioration. Their general 
character, indeed, confers honour on the Profession to which they 
belong. In the great social questions now occupying so many considerate 
minds and benevolent hearts, their services in the collection of facts, and 
suggesting improvements, are equally conspicuous. (V.315-6) 
 

Conolly integrates the micro-practice of medical observation into the macro-tasks of 

medical and asylum reform, and the general humanistic tasks of the medical profession. 

 The social effects of such modes of subjectification were closely linked to the 

specific historical functions of psychiatry as a social technology. The physician’s 

subjectification resulted in a highly personalised professional identity resting on a 

commitment to compassion and sensitivity. Especially in the English context, psychiatry 

was often still shunned by the medical profession proper, so that, for psychiatrists, a 

strong professional sense of self was an important element of disciplinary authority and 

social reputation. The type of subjectivity thus constituted was at the same time highly 

individualised, and communal. The main focus of self-reference was the interior faculty 

of memory, and the content of memory was construed as a disciplinary, collective 

professional knowledge, articulated by personal experience. The physician, therefore, 

had a relation to the self which was ordered by the knowledge structures of the human 

scientific discipline. These structures were internalised and constituted an interior 

subjectivity. 

 The question arises as to why such an efficient mechanism was not further 

elaborated upon and exploited by Conolly, or taken up by other psychiatric writers. A 

possible answer is provided by the strong critique that British psychiatrists like Henry 

Maudsley, Charles Mercier, Daniel Hack Tuke, Thomas Clouston, or William Bevan 

Lewis developed against what was called ‘morbid introspection’.308 “Excessive self-

consciousness”, “morbid egoism”, “overrating one’s own importance” were seen as 

important causes for mental illness, instigating the individual to stray from its 

obligations towards its social environment, and weakening its will and sense of 

responsibility. As Michael J. Clark writes, not self-awareness, but its prophylactic 

prevention was the psychiatrists’ task: 

 
It was [...] of the utmost importance that all right-thinking people should 

                                                
308 For the following, cf Clark in Bynum (1988), vol.III, p.71-101. 
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conscientiously eschew introspection and self-absorption, and instead 
cultivate healthy, outgoing pursuits and interests, and the special duty of 
‘psychological physicians’ was to diffuse and inculcate these doctrines 
and habits, if the dangers attendant upon mental imbalance were to be 
avoided, and health, morals, and sanity to be preserved.309  
 

This doctrine was clearly not relevant to Conolly when he was writing his suggestions on 

psychiatric photography. As we found in the discussion of concepts of normalised 

individuality in the introduction, the association of subjectivism, introversion, ill health, 

idleness, egoism and unsociability on the one hand, and of objectivism, extroversion, 

physical and mental health, physical exercise, hard work, altruism and sociability on the 

other hand, was directly related to the rise of positivism and its subjugation of the role of 

the individual in the scientific process. Conolly’s emphasis, then, on the significance of 

the subject of science, reveals his unfashionably pre-positivist epistemological position. 

 

 
The Self-Discovery of the Patient 

 

The other main players of the psychiatric domain, i.e. the mental patients, were, in 

Conolly’s conception, tied into processes of subjectification analogous to those just 

described in relation to the physicians. Generally speaking, the patients were seen as 

subjects whose deviance from the norm was to be corrected through their reinsertion into 

an order of social usefulness and productivity. The main agent in this process was the 

reconstitution of a sense of self which was articulated by the reception of portrait 

photographs through the patient.  

 Portraiture may have been seized by Conolly as such a crucial tool because he 

saw it as being able to grasp both the personal, interior, and the social, or in this case, 

medical, exterior image of a patient. In a passage quoted earlier he asserted that the 

portrait could “undeniably set […] the seal of individual character or of rational 

character” (X.211). This seal could be put to further use. In his paper of 1856, Hugh 

Welch Diamond had suggested that portrait photographs might be employed in the 

treatment of insanity because they could draw patients’ attention to their real selves. A 

similar proposal, though neither stated as clearly nor developed systematically, is put 

forward in the Physiognomy of Insanity by Conolly who suggests the presentation of 

photographs as a technique to encourage self-observation in the patients. 

 In Conolly’s series of case histories, there are several instances where the mental 

illness - mostly melancholy - is accompanied or caused by a deficient relation to the self. 

It can, as in the case of religious melancholy, take the form of self-accusations (I.4), or, as 

in suicidal melancholy, that of general expressions of guilt and depression, leading to a 

                                                
309  Ibid., p.75. 
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wish for self-destruction (II.57-8). The opposite of such self-negating attitudes can also be 

pathological: Conolly mentions another case of religious melancholy where self-fixation 

is an important symptom (XI.369). And with regard to the phenomenon of ageing in 

cases of chronic mania and melancholy, and of senile dementia, Conolly points out how 

the conscious awareness of the loss of strength in body and mind, and the growing 

inability to govern oneself, can lead to feelings of sinfulness and self-deficiency (VI.398; 

VII.498-9). 

 The treatment that Conolly suggests in all such cases aims at achieving a greater 

equilibrium in the relation to the self: the melancholic patient is encouraged to take his or 

her mind off the depressing thoughts, belief in self-worth is reasserted, attention to and 

support for others is encouraged, and for older patients, modes of consolation are sought 

which, while accepting the impossibility of a full self-care, give the impression of at least 

some degree of self-government. 

 Such reconstitution and balancing of the sense of self through subjectifying 

modes of treatment lies at the heart of the method of non-restraint for which Conolly 

campaigned zealously. The physician’s sympathetic involvement in the examination, 

diagnosis and treatment, is crucial for the success of the method, and for his own sense of 

self: 

 
It is part of the new system to examine the newly admitted case 
minutely; both as respects the mind and the body. The previous life is 
passionately considered; the defective education, the privations, the 
scanty nourishment, the misfortunes; and all the influences which, long 
acting on the body and the mind, have produced exasperation, or terror, 
or despair, are not forgotten. And these considerations furnish 
indications of treatment, by following which the modern guardians of 
the insane have been enabled to increase the number of cures, and to 
diminish the number of deaths. 
 All the attention alluded to, acting variously but continually, and 
combined with inexhaustible patience, communicate, at length, 
confidence, and even hope, to the poorest and unhappiest people in good 
asylums. In some the change may be but slightly indicated; by a smile 
perhaps, or by an offered hand: but stronger indications will follow; 
industry will be resumed; and the most torturing features of the malady 
will disappear. (III.135) 
 

Recovery through subjectification is, quite significantly, construed as a dual process of 

the reconstitution of a confident sense of self, and of communicative and productive 

activities. A smile, an offered hand, industriousness are significant indicators of the 

recovering subject. 

 In the structure of the subjectifying apparatus suggested by Conolly, patients’ 

class position and their gender are two significant parameters. The exemplary cases 

come, in their greatest number, from the lower social strata, and Conolly tirelessly points 

out the impact that the miserable living conditions of the working class have on mental 

health. At the same time, the degree of self-awareness, the rapport with the self, is greater 
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among those of the insane who come from the higher, “educated” classes. Conolly writes 

that,  

 
there are few among the insane, especially of the more educated classes, who 
have not an inward and painful sense of their position, and few or none 
who always forget that, for them, all the sweet uses of the world are lost. 
(VI.398)310  
 

And, we can add, they are ‘lost to the world’ as citizens and workers.  

 Another defender of the non-restraint treatment, Wilhelm Griesinger, who had 

been ‘converted’ to it during a visit to Conolly’s institution, elaborated on the wider 

economic aspects of introducing the new method: 

 
All this, and especially the most vital factor: a good attending personnel, 
needs resources, and the question of non-restraint and free treatment is 
therefore first of all a money question. But any money spent on it is well 
spent, as the realisation of such conditions will make more patients able to 
work, producers thus, and more of them can be discharged (recovered or 
improved).311  
 

The reconstitution of the working-class patients through non-restraint treatment first 

turns them into a productive asset to the institution, before releasing them and achieving 

the dual benefit of decreasing the sum of public money that has to be spent on them, and 

putting them back to regular work. 

 Conolly’s examples further suggest that the precarious self-relation of the insane 

is more problematic in the case of female patients. Women feature more often among the 

cases in which a crisis of subjectivity is involved. The male patients Conolly mentions in 

this context exhibit different degrees of weakness in their ability to govern themselves 

and to fulfill their social duties, whereas women are reported to experience the 

disruption of an interface with the self in the form of self-accusation, self-negation, and 

the drive towards self-destruction. Similarly, for men, the restoration of a positive sense 

of self as the aim of treatment is geared at reconstituting a satisfying self-image, while the 

female patient is restored to a functioning relation to others, manifested by her assistance 

to the needy in the asylum. The coupling of sense of self and productivity as indicators of 

recovery has an obvious gender stratification. 

 The same can be observed with regard to the direct impact of portrait 

photographs on the mental patients. Discussing the portrait of a female patient 

diagnosed as a religious maniac, Conolly goes on a tangent, considering the effects of 

                                                
310 [emphasis added; AB]. 
311 Griesinger (1872), vol.1, p.327 [Dies Alles, besonders aber das Allernothwendigste, ein 

gutes Wartepersonal erfordert Mittel, and die Frage des Non-Restraint und der freien 
Behandlung ist deshalb vor Allem eine Geldfrage. Aber jedes hierauf verwendete Geld ist wohl 
angewendet, indem bei Herstellung solcher Verhältnisse mehr Kranke arbeitsfähig, also 
Producenten, und mehr Kranke entlassungsfähig (genesen oder gebessert) werden]. 
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photographs [ill.19]. One function is that of a plain pastime distraction: 

 
In fact, the taking of portraits has become one of the pleasures of which 
the patients cheerfully partake in our lunatic asylums; and helps, in 
combination with the various other alleviations studied by humane 
superintendents, to diversify and cheer the days passed in necessary 
seclusion from the busier, but scarcely happier world, without. (IX.83) 
 

 A second effect pointed out by Conolly reminds us of the comments given on the 

serialisation of patients’ portraits. Using a technical aspect of the photographic process as 

an indicator for the progressing recovery, the fact that a photograph has been taken at all 

is already seen as a positive sign with regard to a patient who would otherwise have 

moved continuously and with great force: 

 
How much her appearance changed, can only be understood when an 
opportunity is given for comparing her face and general appearance after 
her recovery with the figure and features now represented. Even when 
this portrait was taken, some slight return to calmness had begun to be 
perceptible, so that she could be persuaded to sit still for a short period. 
(IX.82) 
 

 Yet, Conolly points out that the photograph can be more than a pleasurable 

pastime and a welcome document for the time after recovery. Like Diamond, he believes 

that portraits can aid in treatment by providing the patient with a truthful self-image. 

The mechanism is, however, only rehearsed in relation to female patients. Conolly 

writes: 

 
One incidental effect of these artistical amusements is to draw the 
attention of the patients themselves to their own costume, and 
sometimes also to their general appearance, as to face and figure; and 
this direction of their notice may lead to salutary results. (IX.83) 
 

The most pertinent point of self-reference in this set-up is dress which, in the asylum and 

even more so in the situation of photographic portrayal, is a highly manipulable feature 

of the social semiosis, a fact which once more points us to the tautological features of this 

representational matrix. In Conolly’s account, dress can be considered a prime indicator 

of mental states, whether disturbed or recomposed.312  The female self-perception is 

predominantly that of an internalised outside observer, and it is via this axis of an 

internalised exterior, of anchoring the social environment in the individual through the 

production and reception of the photographic portrait, that progress towards regaining 

sanity and a complete sense of self is made. Whereas the subjectivity conceptualised for 

physicians could be characterised as interior, the determining factors of the patients’ 

subjectivity qualify it as exterior.313  

                                                
312 Cf VIII.624; XI.369. 
313 Similarly, Sartre, in Being and Nothingness (1943), has described the mechanism of 
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 The passages from Diamond and Conolly suggest that a photo-therapeutic 

method could have been developed if the pieces had been put together. Curiously, the 

four instances where the idea is mentioned in the literature all date from the 1850s.314  In 

each of these cases, the portrait is assumed to trigger a critical self-perception which 

leads to the insight into the temporary inadequacy of the outer appearance, the latter 

being construed as a reflection of the mental state. Moreover, Kieser and Brushfield link 

the experience of portrait perception to the patients’ places within their families, drawing 

a clear connection between the patients, the social environment into which they are 

supposed to return, and the psychiatric institution which retains the visual proofs of its 

therapeutic successes. The photographs are thus placed at the intersection between the 

individual, its social position, and the psychiatric disciplinary apparatus, linked through 

the perceptive agency of the self-realising subject. 

 The theme of the therapeutic value of portrait photography seems, however, to 

have disappeared completely from nineteenth-century psychiatric discourse after 

Conolly’s reference to it, which lends further evidence to our hypothesis of the 

marginality of photography in such scientific contexts. Furthermore, the dangers 

associated with ‘morbid introspection’ especially by British psychiatrists may also have 

prevented the systematic use of photographic portraiture. M. J. Clark has pointed out 

that, as was noted earlier, psychiatric theorists grew increasingly aware of the problem of 

‘subjectivism’ in the second half of the nineteenth century.315  Whatever smacked of self-

indulgence on the part of patients or physicians became less and less acceptable. Henry 

Maudsley, who had shown great reservations about Conolly’s position in his obituary 

essay of 1866, rejected therapies which might be designed to heighten a patient’s sense of 

self: “What such patients need to learn is, not [...] indulgence [...] but [...] forgetfulness of 

their feelings, not [...] observation but [...] renunciation of self, not introspection but 

useful action.”316   

 This notion of the normalised modern individual was only partly opposed to 

Conolly’s idea of a reconstituted, self-aware subject, because the latter’s recovery was to 

lead to social usefulness and an absorption into the fulfilment of external tasks. The way, 

however, in which Conolly conceived the reception of photographs by both physicians 

and patients as closely linked to processes of subjectification and the ensuing concepts of 

self and identity was rather removed from Maudsley’s idea of a self-less and socially 

adapted individual. Both the moments of seeing oneself, and the constitution of a sense 
                                                                                                                                
internalising the Other’s look and “being turned into an object of the other’s vision for 
oneself as well”, as a crucial moment of disruption of “our corporeal self-consciousness”; 
cf Jay (1993), p.289-90. 

314 Kieser (1855), Diamond (1856), Brushfield (1857) (cf Gilman (1976), p.9), and 
Conolly (1858). 

315  Clark in Bynum (1988), vol.III, p.83. 
316  Maudsley (1870), p.84-5, cit ibid., p.91. 
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of self through the sympathetic contemplation of another, were fruitful, autopoetic 

moments which were scorned by Maudsley. In closer vicinity to Conolly we find 

Legrand du Saulle who had warned of the possibility of a recovered patient finding a 

photograph of his past, ill self in the shop window of a picture dealer: the impact of the 

reception of portraits and their comparison with memorised images might drive the 

individual both ways, towards a centred, stabilised sense of self, or away from it.  

 

 
The Shift to Dynamic Psychiatry and the Problem of Scientific Visual Regimes 

 

The introduction described how, following an argument by Daston and Galison, the late-

nineteenth century saw a shift from a more strongly authorial conception of scientific 

objectivity to one that relied on mechanical apparatuses, and on the judgement and the 

active involvement of the readers of scientific texts. In the human scientific discourses 

under investigation here, the rupture can be located more precisely around the mid-

1870s when, as we shall presently see, authors increasingly relied on the validation of 

argumentations and results by their audiences. At the heart of this shift towards 

positivism lay two separate, yet related developments, one of a more political, the other 

of a more scientific nature: first, the growing need for an applicability of scientific 

research in governmental and administrative contexts increase the demand for a 

presentation of bare results which could be used according to the demands of the reader; 

and secondly, the paradigmatic shift towards positivism meant that, to acquire a status of 

objectivity, the study of Man had to be based on exact methods of evaluation of 

phenomena and data, which excluded the subjective intervention of the scientist. 

Statistics, systematic experimentation and clinical observation were central to such new 

methods which found applications in anthropology (Broca, Topinard), in medicine 

(Bernard), as well as in criminology (Lombroso), criminalistics (Bertillon), and psychiatry 

(Meynert, Kraepelin). 

 Psychiatrists sought to base the classification of mental diseases on statistical 

methods. Theodor Meynert, pathologist and leading psychiatrist at the psychiatric clinic 

in Vienna, proposed in 1873 to systematise both the weighing of human brains and a 

combined analysis of pathological-anatomical and psychic symptoms in order to place 

the “method for a natural classification of mental illnesses on a statistical basis.”317  A 

decade later, Emil Kraepelin would present his textbook on psychiatry with a large 

apparatus of graphic illustrations, statistical tables and diagrams, some of them 

                                                
317  Meynert (1873), cit Schulz (1977), p.166 [... die Methode für eine natürliche 

Eintheilung der Geisteskrankheiten auf eine statistische Basis zu stellen]. 
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summarising the results of extended psychological experiments.318  

 But these methodological innovations were not the only driving force in 

engineering the epistemological shift. Another was the reemergence of what has been 

called ‘dynamic psychiatry’ from the late 1870s onwards.319  Based on the assumption of 

a primacy of the psyche over the body, dynamic psychiatry had its first heyday in the 

second half of the eighteenth century when magnetisers and hypnotisers, working 

outside the official medical discipline, sought to treat the pathogenesis of the 

unconscious. With the emergence of psychiatry in the nineteenth century, the physio-

somatic paradigm overruled the moral-psychic hypothesis, stating that mental illness 

was a brain illness.  

 Around 1880, that bias was slowly reversed. The works of Liébault in Nancy and 

Charcot at the Salpêtrière in Paris had a seminal effect towards a new appreciation of 

hypnosis and the problem of the unconscious, and it is here that the final split between 

psychiatry proper and dynamic psychiatry, or psychology, emerged. 320   Charcot’s 

hypnotic practice entailed a new reliance on words, on language, and on narration, 

which changed psychiatric practice, especially with regard to the interaction between 

patient and physician, and thus with regard to the targetting of the patient’s mind during 

therapy.321  

 This had some crucial ramifications in the visual regime of psychiatry. The 

emphasis on verbal interaction in psychic treatment stood against the physio-somatic 

treatment in psychiatry which was, to a large extent, guided by sight. At the same time, 

the element of narrativity in dynamic psychiatry led to the systematic serialisation of 

photographic representations as we find them in the periodical, Nouvelle Iconographie de la 

Salpêtrière, while the typical psychiatric portrait photograph had been an individual, 

static image, more or less transparently revealing the mental condition which was 

elaborated upon in a verbal description. Narrative and temporality were two crucial 

innovations in the psychiatric discourse of the 1880s. They had a technological analogy in 

the improvement of photographic cameras, lenses and emulsions which allowed for 

more flexibility, speed, and greater quantities in photographic production. The practice 

of Albert Londe, head of the photographic service at the Salpêtrière, epitomises this 

improvement. His photographic series of hysterics visually articulated the elements of 

multiplicity, of temporality, and of narrativity, which were so dominant in Charcot’s 

analyses. 

 The non-authorial gaze of the camera thus became representative of a key 

paradox of modern psychological practices. Londe developed a number of cameras 
                                                

318 Cf Kraepelin (1883/1887). 
319 Cf Ellenberger (1970). 
320 For the crucially innovative role of Sigmund Freud, cf Gay (1988), p.122. 
321 Cf Forrester in Bynum (1985), vol.I. 
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which had more than one lens and with which it became possible for him to record 

movement in a proto-cinematographic way.322 One important change introduced by 

chronophotographic techniques was that they implied a splitting of the points of view by 

taking a series of photographs through different lenses, from different positions, in a 

discontinuous time sequence. While the monocular camera assumed an undisrupted 

position of the perceiving subject, whether photographer or beholder, and of the gaze, 

the chronophotograph dispersed the gaze and decentred the position of the perceiving 

subject. 

 This observation of a technical, representational device used in psychiatry, seems 

to oppose the claim by commentators like J. Forrester or J. Goldstein that psychiatric 

practices of the later nineteenth century sought an ever growing emphasis on the 

authorial power of the physician. The solution both to this apparent paradox of the 

decentring of and concentration on the physician, and to the unexplained question of the 

general reluctance of psychiatrists to use photography, can be gleaned from the shifts in 

the visual regime of psychiatry, and in the economy of individuals articulated by this 

regime. In the previous chapter I argued that the authorial position of the photographer-

anthropologist and the evidentiality of the visual representation hinged on the former’s 

authoritative on-site presence, and on his virtual absence from the representation. The 

visual regime of psychiatry, less inclined to accept the technical mediation, was 

characterised by a similar fort-da played by the psychiatrist. On the one hand, Charcot 

insisted on the centrality of the authorial gaze which was not replaced by Londe’s 

photographic practice, but complemented and multiplied. For Charcot, the clinician’s 

gaze and his authorial narrative maintained the central position in the disciplinary 

matrix of power of representation. On the other hand, the positivist shift in the human 

sciences led to other, less authorial models to overcome the epistemological problems of 

late nineteenth-century psychiatry. They hailed the arrival of a new actor on the 

disciplinary tableau, the reader of psychiatric textbooks, who had so far been left out of 

the picture by writers in the field.  All at once, the readers would have to corroborate the 

scientific evidence through an engaged reception and thus secure the objectivity of the 

argument, providing a screen behind which the authorial scientist could disappear. 

 

 
Photography in Psychiatric Publications, the Second Phase, or: The Subjectification of 
Readers 

 

In the reflections on portrait photography and its reception formulated by John Conolly, 

                                                
322 Cf Cartwright (1992) for the relation between chronophotography, early cinematic 

experiments and physiology. 
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the authorial position of the physician and the apparently unproblematic nature of 

reception remained unchallenged. The self-constitution that was engineered by the 

receptive process unfolded in an unhindered manner. Such an unproblematised attitude 

towards reception had its historical place in the middle of the century, while later there 

was a conspicuous shift towards a more critical awareness of the role of reception in the 

scientific process, a shift which implied the deferral of interpretive authority from the 

physician to, in the case of the kind of texts under discussion, the reader and the observer 

of illustrations. This trend is observable across a number of contemporary psychiatric 

publications. Yet, we should keep in mind that, although the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century saw an upsurge in the overall production of photographs, there was 

nothing like an ‘explosive growth’ of such images used in the psychiatric discourse of the 

period. Publications of mental patients’ portraits remained scant, and it seems impossible 

to speak about a photographic plane or formation within that discourse.323  

 With the exception of Albert Londe’s work at the Salpêtrière, the practical 

situation regarding psychiatric photography had only marginally changed from the third 

quarter of the century. The described epistemological shift, however, meant that 

photographs were no longer considered as transparently mediating devices for the 

physiognomic mapping of faces. As we shall see in the following three examples, there 

was a strong wish to exploit the assumed evidential force that the photograph exerted on 

the reader, in order to enhance the thrust of the scientific argument. 

 An innovation of crucial importance had been the introduction of direct printing 

techniques for photographs, bringing photographic prints rather than engravings after 

photographs into psychiatric publications. The technological shift was marked, if we can 

trust the self-advertisement, by the second edition of the handbook by Henri Dagonet, 

medical professor in Strasbourg and superintendent at the local asylum of Sainte-Anne 

[ill.20].324  First published in 1862, the reedition of 1876 under the title Nouveau Traité 

élémentaire et pratique des maladies mentales, carried the following note in the preface: 

 
Another novelty is constituted by the addition of photographs 
representing the principal types of insanity: the reader should be able 
better to determine his own diagnosis when he has learned to familiarise 
himself with these characteristic physiognomies. We have been fortunate 
enough […] to give on eight plates comprising 33 figures, the ensemble 
of the main forms and varieties of mental illness; we are also fortunate to 
find, in the photoglyptic process, a medium which permits the fixation of 
photographs and their presentation to the reader under more durable 
conditions than was previously possible […]. We hope that this attempt 
will reunite the cause of scholars and practitioners.325  

                                                
323 For the notion of the discursive formation, cf Foucault (1969/1972). 
324 For a biographical sketch cf Esman (1984); cf also Gilman (1982), p.177-8. 
325  Dagonet (1876), p.IV [Ce qui constitue aussi une nouveauté, c’est l’addition des 

photographies représentant les principaux types d’aliénés: le lecteur sera mieux à même de fixer 
son diagnostic, lorsqu’il aura appris à se familiariser avec ces physiognomies si caractéristiques. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 130 

 

Among Dagonet’s elaborations, there are no critical reflections on the epistemological 

value or status of the photographic representations, neither in the introduction, nor in 

those passages in the main text which refer to the illustrations. The advantages of the 

photoglyptic reproduction are not described in terms of accuracy or faithfulness, but as 

its general ability to “fix” photographs, and to present them “durably”. 

 Rather remarkable are, on the other hand, Dagonet’s references to the impact of 

photographic illustrations on the reader: by giving him the chance to get familiar with 

the characteristic physiognomies of the types of the insane, the reader should be taught 

to diagnose typical cases. The didactic function envisaged for photography by Conolly is 

here put to practical use. Conolly had presented the illustrations to The Physiognomy of 

Insanity as illustrations of particular cases, the use of photographs in psychiatric training 

was one of the suggestions he made. Two decades later, and in the French environment 

in which Dagonet was writing, the publication of psychiatric textbooks for teaching 

purposes had gained momentum and made diagnostic training a requirement of such 

publications. 

 Yet, as the quoted passage indicates, Dagonet’s interest went even further: an 

important reason for employing the visual material is the bridging of the divide between 

theoretically oriented savants and more practically minded praticiens. This attempt at 

bringing more unity to the discipline of psychiatry and thus, we may assume, enhancing 

its power within the socio-political formation, is realised by the visual, i.e. photographic-

receptive, implication of the readers with the material presented in the book. Dagonet 

seems to suggest the possibility of linking the reader closer to the text, and of drawing 

readers from different sectors of the discipline closer together, through the visual 

medium.326  

 An even more explicit attempt at enhancing the force of his argument by forging 

a link between the reader and the text through photographs was Auguste Voisin’s 

                                                                                                                                
Nous avons été assez heureux pour […] donner en huit planches, comprenant 33 figures, 
l’ensemble des principales formes et variétés de l’aliénation mentale; nous avons eu également la 
bonne fortune de trouver, dans les procédés de la photoglyptie, un moyen qui permet de fixer la 
photographie, et de la présenter au lecteur dans des conditions de durée qu’on n’avait pas encore 
pu réaliser […]. Nous espérons que cette tentative réunira les suffrages des savants et des 
praticiens]. 

326 By the time of the third edition of the Traité in 1894, this enthusiasm seems to have 
subsided, despite the fact that further technical innovation had now made it possible to 
integrate the photographs directly into the text instead of adding them on separate plates 
to the different chapters. Dagonet now writes in the preface: “A la description des diverses 
formes d’aliénation, nous avons joint des photographies représentant un certain nombre de types 
d’aliénés. La physionomie reproduit souvent avec fidélité les émotions qui agitent l’esprit: ces 
portraits serviront à rendre plus saisissante et plus claire la description des manifestations 
extérieures des vésanies”  (Dagonet (1894), p.VII). The verbal description takes the pride of 
place in this conception of representation, while the photographs enhance the 
representational effect by adding perceptual information. 
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handbook, Leçons cliniques sur les maladies mentales et sur les maladies nerveuses, published 

in Paris in 1883. Voisin, who was physician at the Salpêtrière, enriched the publication by 

three plates with a total of 13 portrait photographs as illustrations in the appendix.327  

 Among them was a set of photographs of four hashish smokers brought back 

from an asylum in Cairo by a colleague called Villard. The images “retrace the most 

common types of these insane, and [are] here put before your eyes.”328  The most 

important source of evidence for Voisin’s account of these cases are the written 

observations noted down by Villard on site, while the photographs are not used by 

Voisin to add anything to the verbal descriptions. However, he seems keen to assert the 

truthfulness of the verbal account by providing visual confirmation. As elsewhere in his 

text, Voisin gives clear indications of where to find the respective illustrations, placing a 

footnote on the page (“Voyez les photographies à la fin du volume.”), and special references 

(“figure 1”, etc.) at the end of descriptive paragraphs, repeatedly urging the reader to 

check the evidence.329  Furthermore, where the photographs show particular stages in 

the development of a certain condition, Voisin tries to explain precisely which stage is 

being represented: 

 
Compared with the other patients before our eyes, he seems to be in the 
intermediate stage which separates the acute excitation brought about by 
the hashish from the deep prostration into which those are plunged who 
have abused that substance for a prolonged period of time. - It is for this 
reason that his photograph appeared interesting to us  (figure 1).330  
 

Otherwise, the implicit assumption seems to be that each of the photographs on the plate 

show the general habit of a patient which may only be interrupted for brief periods; in 

these cases, no direct reference is made to the illustrations in the text. In relation to a 

second set of photographs, showing women suffering from Folie lypemanique, Voisin 

suggests no particular interpretations of the images, but indicates at particular points in 

the narrative that a photograph represents a specific stage, a practice which is 

particularly pronounced in cases where several portraits of the same patient are given 

and in instances which are related to the recovery of the patients and the success of 

treatment.331  Voisin thus uses the illustrations as support for the text, deploying the 

                                                
327  One of these plates had already been used in an earlier version of the Leçons 

(1876), but it was only now that a more systematic integration of the photographs in the 
work was realised. 

328 Voisin (1883), p. 283 [… photographies qui retracent les types les plus achevés de ces 
aliénés, et que je vous ferai passer sous les yeux]. 

329 Cf ibid., especially p. 283. 
330 Ibid. [Comparé avec les autres malades que nous avons sous les yeux, il nous paraît être 

dans la période intermédiaire qui sépare l’excitation aigue produite par le hachisch, de la 
prostration profonde dans laquelle sont plongés ceux qui ont fait un abus prolongé de cette 
substance. - C’est à ce titre que sa photographie nous a paru intéressante (figure 1)]. 

331  Cf ibid., p.716, 720, 766. 
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references as strategically placed markers which indicate the points at which the 

collaboration of the reader is needed to complete the argument. 

 The degree to which the discursive strategy of a visual-perceptual involvement 

of the reader and observer to enhance the strength of the argument hinges on the 

assumption of the ‘eloquence’ of the photographs, becomes clear in the two-volume work 

of Jules Gabriel François Baillarger, Recherches sur les maladies mentales (1890). For the 

largest part, it is without illustrations; the final section of the second volume, however, 

which deals with Baillarger’s special field of research, cretinism, is enriched by extensive 

statistical material, especially on the geographical distribution of cretinism, and by a set 

of twelve plates, some of which show reproductions of photographs, while others are of 

engravings made after photographs.332  The text makes no distinction between the 

different media of engraving and photography: all illustrations are referred to as planches. 

The images are explained in a separate section where they are linked to the earlier 

systematic analysis, and exploited as further sources of evidence for the classification 

which Baillarger seeks to establish as a means of distinguishing between cases of 

cretinism, of arrested development, and of endemic idiocy. The author claims that the 

types, rather than the plates, form the key source of understanding this distinction. The 

mediating représentation by the plates is not further problematised. The indicators for the 

correctness of the suggested classificatory semiotic are not readable from the surface, but 

are visible in the depth of the visual representation.333  

 Having guided the observer along the crucial line of distinctive features, nothing 

further needs to be said, everything is now visible. 

 
There is no need to insist in order to bring out the difference which exists 
between these cases and cretinism. It is enough to compare plates III. and 
IV. with plates I. and II. to convince oneself that it was necessary to 
establish a line of demarcation between these two orders of facts.334  
 

It is the observer’s receptive and comparative work that confirms and realises the 

evidence for the suggested classificatory system. Baillarger lays out the markers which 

are to be picked up and turned into true signs through engaged perception. While the 

epistemological status of the photographic representation itself remains unquestioned, 

the will to convince drives the author to draw together photograph and reader as closely 

as possible. Such new discursive techniques were a response to the need for adapting to 

an altered epistemological matrix in which the constitution of truth claims could no 

                                                
332   Cf ill.14. 
333  Cf Baillarger (1890), p.751 [On peut constater dans la planche III. (fig.1) qu’une fille de 

treize ans a l’apparence d’une enfant de trois ou quatre ans]. 
334  Ibid. [Il n’est pas besoin d’insister pour faire ressortir la différence qui existe entre ces cas 

et le crétinisme. Il suffit de comparer les planches III. et IV. avec planches I. et II., pour se 
convaincre qu’il était nécessaire d’établir une ligne de démarcation entre ces deux ordres de faits]. 
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longer be founded on the originating position of the scientist. 

 The subjectifying mechanism connected to the reception of photographs in 

psychiatric discourses, which in the past had implicated the authorial physician, was 

now shifted to the audience of scientific texts. The mode of subjectification envisaged for 

the readers of such texts was not comprehensive, but concentrated on the reader as a 

subject of a certain receptive practice. If we could qualify the patient’s subjectivity 

articulated in psychiatric discourses as decentred or exterior, and the physician’s 

subjectivity as centred or interior, we might call the subjectivity envisaged for these 

readers an interactive subjectivity, characterised by the practical linking of external and 

internal capacities in the reception process. 

 

 
Sommer’s Critique - Beyond the Psychiatric Portrait 

 

The modernisation of psychiatric research techniques and the parallel reassessment of 

the position of photography in such contexts at the end of the nineteenth century 

exposed the changes in the epistemological matrix most sharply. The subversion of the 

precarious visual regime of psychiatry by dynamic psychiatry had its counterpart in the 

methodological, especially experimental innovations spurred by the work of Kraepelin 

and others who effectively changed the face of psychiatry. 

 With regard to psychiatric photography we can observe, in the last decade of the 

nineteenth century, the ironic coincidence of a greater systematisation, clarification and 

facilitation of photographic techniques and methods, and a gradual rejection of 

photography as a means of psychiatric practice, a coincidence which decisively 

confirmed the medium’s marginality. Even Albert Londe, who in his books had perhaps 

done most to provide scientific photography with a coherent theoretical and 

methodological background, worked out solutions for stereoscopic, chronophotographic 

and cinematographic representations which would supersede static photography and 

relegate it to the position of an intermediate developmental step. 

 The same movement can be traced with respect to the German psychopathologist 

Robert Sommer who started his career at the university of Würzburg and, in the late 

1890s, became superintendent of the asylum in Giessen. Under the influence of 

Kraepelin’s work, Sommer turned into a fervent enthusiast of experimental psychology 

and psychotechnical apparatuses. His quest for exact methods led him briefly to take up 

photography, but then to reject it as being a tool of merely secondary importance. His 

critique provides an appropriate example for concluding the investigation of nineteenth-

century psychiatric photography in that it points us, once more, to its dilemma of being 

seen as technically insufficient while, at the same time, lacking a semiotic context that 
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would allow for a non-tautological decoding of images.335  

 In 1899, Sommer published a book on psychopathological methods of 

investigation, Lehrbuch der psychopathologischen Untersuchungsmethoden. Its four main 

parts cover the representation of optical and acoustic, and the analysis of motoric and 

psychic, phenomena. Significantly, the sections on the representation of optical and 

acoustic phenomena cover 18 and 14 pages respectively, while the other two, analytic 

chapters are 118 and 235 pages long. Sommer was an inventive character who designed 

all sorts of new psycho-experimental apparatuses, but into optical methods he put very 

little energy.  

 The respective part of his book begins with a critique of verbal descriptions 

which entail quite a number of possible faults that limit their usefulness. Of the optical 

methods, Sommer briefly mentions drawing as an important historical step requiring a 

level of skill rarely found, so that practitioners will rather turn to the handier 

photography. From the outset, Sommer leaves no doubt about the position of 

photography with regard to an adequate visual representation in psychopathology: “The 

application of photography is just one further step on this way [of] the optical 

representation of visible phenomena.”336  Photography is seen as seriously limited by the 

technical and practical difficulties of producing clear portraits of patients in natural 

poses.  

 Stereoscopy has meant a marked progress in the attempt “to grasp the world of 

spatial, physiognomic phenomena three-dimensionally […]. A portrait seen spatially is 

incomparable with a plane one. In the planar image, all details of the relative size and 

position are almost completely lost.”337  Of one patient, there are two stereoscopic 

portraits on cards which are added to Sommer’s book in an envelope stuck to the inside 

back cover. They come in a standard format and can be viewed through stereoscopes, 

which were widely available at the time. The two portraits show different stages in the 

development of the patient, one taken at the height, the other towards the end of the 

illness. 

 
As a two-dimensional image it shows a perspectival distortion, if seen 
stereoscopically, however, the characteristic of the facial expression is 
highlighted especially from this position of the observer, which gives a 

                                                
335 Gilman (1982), p.189-90, has first pointed to Sommer’s critique of photography. 
336 Sommer (1899), p.5-6 [Die Verwendung der Photographie ist nur ein weiterer Schritt 

auf diesem Weg (…) der optischen Darstellung sichtbarer Erscheinungen]. While Leidesdorf 
had, in 1865, claimed that photography was a substitute for clinical observation (cf 
above), Sommer was concerned with the improvement of visual representational 
methods. 

337 Ibid., p.7 [(…) die im Raum aus gedehnte Welt physiognomischer Erscheinungen 
dreidimensional zu fassen (…). Ein plastisch gesehenes Portrait ist mit einem flächenhaften gar 
nicht zu vergleichen. Bei dem Flächenbilde gehen alle Feinheiten der relativen Grösse und Lage 
fast ganz verloren]. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 135 

clear impression of the strongly drawn-up area around the mouth. In any 
case, the two pictures offer optical proof for the correctness of the 
description given in the case history.338  
 

Sommer seems to see in photography no more than a device providing optical proofs 

and characteristic impressions of psychopathological states which are more accurately 

assessed through other means and methods. In order to determine morphological 

abnormalities, photography can function as a device from which the necessary 

measurements can be taken. In a more phenomenological way, stereoscopic photographs 

make it possible to evaluate further dimensions and size relations. However, even these 

attempts to use the stereoscopic portrait as a “scientific tool of psychopathology” fail to 

produce much more than the familiar illustrative transparence which has to be turned 

into scientific evidence by the observer. The affirmation of evidentiality is again based on 

tautology: 

 
Easily discernible on the stereoscopic portrait are the very complicated, 
abnormal form of the ear, the prominence of the zygomatic arches, the 
strong vault of the arcus super-cillares, the underdeveloped lower jaw, etc. 
Similarly clear is the abnormal posture, caused by the kyphoscoliosis. 
The image proves to what a  high degree the stereoscopic method is 
useful for the study of morphological abnormalities.339  
 

 The suggestion that Sommer makes at the end of the section on photography for 

a further development of photographic representations significantly follows the temporal 

disruption of the photographic dispositif that interested Albert Londe: the production of 

image sequen-ces, not only of regular photographs, but of stereoscopic photographs. 

 
The principle of ‘serial photograpy’ which has been developed by 
Edison, Anschütz, Lumière and others, has to be adopted for 
psychopathology if a large number of peculiar phenomena of movement 
in the mentally ill are to be made graspable for scientific treatment. The 
beautiful words, through which we have deluded ourselves about the 
indescribability of many phenomena, have to be replaced by an exact 
analysis, possibly including the three-dimensional representation of the 
individual moments.340  

                                                
338 Ibid., p.10 [Als Flächenbild zeigt letztere eine starke perspectivische Verziehung, bei 

stereoskopischer Betrachtung tritt jedoch das Characteristische des Gesichtsausdruckes gerade bei 
dieser Stellung des Beobachters, welche einen deutlichen Einblick in die stark verzogene 
Mundpartie gewährt, sehr gut hervor. Jedenfalls bieten die beiden Bilder einen optischen Beweis 
für die Richtigkeit der in der Krankengeschichte gegebenen Beschreibungen]. 

339  Ibid., p.11 [ Auf dem Stereoskop-Portrait ist die sehr complicierte Ohrform, die 
Prominenz der Jochbögen, die starke Wölbung des Arcus supercillares, die geringe Entwicklung 
des Unterkiefers, u.s.f. sehr leicht erkennbar. Ebenso klar tritt die durch Kypho-skoliose bedingte 
abnorme Haltung hervor. Das Bild beweist, wie sehr die stereoskopische Methode zum Studium 
der morphologischen Abnormitäten brauchbar ist]. 

340 Ibid. [Das Prinzip der “Reihenphotographie”, welches von Edison, Anschütz, Lumière 
und anderen ausgebildet ist, muss in die Psychopathologie übertragen werden, wenn eine Menge 
merkwürdiger Bewegungserscheinungen bei Geisteskranken für die wissenschaftliche Behandlung 
greifbar gemacht werden sollen. An Stelle der schönen Worten, mit welchen wir uns über die 
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Yet Sommer is clearly not convinced enough by such visual representations to devise the 

kind of methods he will work out in great detail in later parts of the book. He neither 

elaborates on the ‘grasp’ that scientific treatment might get on the optical phenomena, 

nor does he suggest actual methods for the analysis of such photographic sequences. 

Once more, the technical fascination with photography is much greater than the ability to 

devise applications for its practical use.  

 

 
Psychiatric Photography and Its Subjects 

 

Recapitulating the analysis presented in this section, we can observe the gradual 

dislocation of both the portrayed individual and of the privileged observer from the old 

binary set-up of subject and object. The notion of the portrait itself was challenged by the 

serialisation of images which laid an emphasis less on a given, predetermined static 

condition, and more on a continuum of changing mental and physical states. The 

temporal discontinuity of the photographic act in Londe’s chronophotography and the 

multiplicity of viewpoints in the multi-lens cameras further added to the disruption of 

fixed image - observer relationships. Sommer’s chrono-stereoscopic photography 

problematised the very standpoint of the observer, making the visual evidence 

dependent on the position represented by the camera eye.341  

 The examination of the place of photography in nineteenth-century psychiatric 

discourse has produced some important insights. Not only was photography rather 

marginal within the range of disciplinary practices, it was also not conceptualised in 

systematic or critical ways for most of the time. Although visualisation was seen as a 

significant contribution to the respective arguments’ evidential strength, visual 

representational techniques were not exploited beyond the commonsensical use that 

could be made of them, i.e. as illustrations of verbally elaborated facts. 

 The degree to which even an author like Sommer drew on an experiential register 

to describe the evidence provided by portrait photographs points us to a theme that will 

be explored more fully in the following two chapters, i.e. the way in which attempts to 

use photography in an objective, scientific, or deindividualised and systematic way, 

continuously slid into highly subjective receptive modes in which - in a way reminiscent 

of some phenomenological theories - the individual visual experience is posited as the 

origin of objective insights and truths.  

 We have been able to detect a significant shift in the types of subjectifying 

                                                                                                                                
Unbeschreiblichkeit vieler Erscheinungen hinweggetäuscht haben, muss eine exacte Analyse 
womöglich mit dreidimensionaler Nachbildung der einzelnen Momente treten]. 

341 Cf ibid., p.9. 
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mechanisms which were organised in psychiatric texts of the period under investigation. 

The patient as subject was conceptualised by certain mid-nineteenth century 

psychiatrists through the parameters of asylum administration, scientific study and 

diagnosis, and through the installation of a sense of self, the latter showing clear 

indications of class and gender stratification. The patient was thus inscribed into a map 

of governmental, scientific-disciplinary, and self-related subjectivities. The subjectifying 

force was mainly located outside the patient, it resided in the institutional structures and 

in the photographic double presented to the patient as a real self-image. 

 The subjectification of the physician was engineered through the reception of 

portrait photographs in the form of a purposeful self-technique; the activation of the 

memory, the institutional links forged by teaching practices, and the emotions sparked 

by reflection about the portraits, they all position the physician in relation to himself and 

in relation to the scientific discipline. Here, subjectification was an interior process, 

articulated by the coupling of look and memory. 

 As part of a larger epistemological shift in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century, the problematisation of the reception of scientific data led to a deferral of 

interpretive authority, in psychiatric texts, towards the reader. This entailed the forging 

of a closer link between text and reader, integrating the latter in more direct ways into 

the scientific discourse. The reader was thus called up and defined as a subject of that 

formation, a status which was achieved through an interactive engagement with the text 

and photographic images. 

 These different types of subjectivity point to the complexity of the effects 

afforded by the dispositif photographique in the psychiatric context. It constituted a 

subjectifying machine that articulated crucial aspects of the visual economy of 

individuals on the plane of signification of psychiatry. The diagram of this visual 

economy was formed by the various modes and techniques of reception employed with 

regard to photographic portraits. 
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Chapter 4: Criminal Anthropology: A Semiology of Indexicality 

 
 

 
The First Exhibition of Criminal Anthropology 

 

Visitors to the Palazzo delle Belle Arti in Rome in the autumn of 1885 became the witnesses 

of a most unusual spectacle. On display in one hall was a huge array of objects including 

well over three hundred skulls and anatomical casts, probably several thousand portrait 

photographs and drawings of epileptics and delinquents, insane and born criminals, and 

maps, graphs and publications summing up the results of research in the new scientific 

discipline of criminal anthropology.342  The exhibition was displayed for only one week 

next to the assembly hall in which some 130 European criminologists, anthropologists, 

psychiatrists, jurists, and physicians had convened for the first international Congress of 

Criminal Anthropology between 16 and 20 November. The sight of the place must have 

been dizzying. Forty-three exhibitors, most of them Italian, some French, German, 

Hungarian and Russian, showed their personal collections which characterised their 

individual achievements in the field. Laid out on tables and shelves were series of skulls, 

demonstrating the typical features of epileptics, street robbers, or suicidels, and 

individual specimens of special cases: megalocephalics, prostitutes, murderers; brains 

conserved in alcohol or, after a special method invented by Giacomini, in gelatine, which 

allowed the fine slicing of the brain for microscopic examination; plaster casts of heads, 

skulls, faces, ears, and no less than five completely conserved heads, two of nihilists, two 

of delinquents, and that of the infamous bandit Giona La Gala, which was there in the 

exhibition of the Genoa penitentiary, complete with his brain, tattoos, and gall bladder 

stones found during the autopsy.  

 Maps, diagrams and other graphic displays hung on the walls, illustrating the 

geographical distribution of various sorts of crimes, the rapport of growing suicide and 

insanity rates with the rise of crime, or the influence of variations in temperature and 

grain prices on Italian criminality. Clay and wax figures made by prisoners and mental 

patients, examples of their writings and drawings, an album with copies of two thousand 

                                                
342  The nature of many exhibits made the show, which was not aimed at the general 

public, inappropriate for women and children, who were therefore prevented from 
entering, while “les gens studieux ou même les simples observateurs y fussent admis avec plus 
de libéralité” (Mayor (1885), p.810). My description is based on the catalogue in Actes 
(1886), p.501-12, put together from notes of the Italian criminal anthropologists Sergi, 
Lombroso, and Mayor, and on Severi (1885). In many cases, the catalogue makes 
reference to the publications in which specific exhibits are dealt with, and to the relevant 
sections in the Actes. The referential network thus built up formed an important 
constitutive factor of the young science. 
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tattoos, all illustrating aspects of criminal or insane creativity. And in many of the 

individual collections, second only to skulls, were portraits of criminals, drawings as well 

as photographs.  

 In the exhibition catalogue published in the congress proceedings, some exhibits 

are meticulously counted, while others come in lump sums: body parts mostly come in 

rather precise numbers, while anything graphic, whether drawings, manuscripts, or 

maps, is referred to summarily. Portrait photographs, however, which appear to have 

been the only photographs on show, are mentioned in indistinct quantities more often 

than any other class of objects. This makes it impossible to assess the actual number of 

photographs exhibited in Rome that year, but it does indicate that the medium was 

widely accessible to criminal anthropologists, and that it had the status of a universal, yet 

rather imprecise investigative tool.343  

 Let us pause for a moment and see what the main protagonists of the Italian and 

French schools of criminal anthropology, Cesare Lombroso, Enrico Ferri, and Alexandre 

Lacassagne, contributed to the displays.  

 Lombroso (1836 - 1908), the acclaimed “father of criminal anthropology” and the 

central figure of many international debates throughout the final quarter of the 

nineteenth century, brought the largest single collection [ill.21]. There were seventy 

skulls of Italian delinquents, another thirty of epileptics, and the only complete skeleton 

in the whole exhibition, that of a thief. Further anatomical evidence of criminality was 

provided by two plaster casts of delinquents heads, and a set of specimens of conserved 

skin with tattoos. There were three hundred photographs of epileptics and, collected in 

an album, another three hundred photographs of German criminals [ill.22]. Of twenty-

four Italian and foreign criminals, Lombroso showed life-size portrait drawings, 

complete with biographies. Among the results of criminal creativity in Lombroso’s 

collection were a jug with graphic scratchings made by Cavaglia, a suicidal murderer 

and thief. Furthermore, there were graphological samples from delinquents, and two 

hundred manuscripts and graphics by mental patients and, finally, some graphic tables 

and publications as proof of Lombroso’s own scientific endeavours. The display as a 

whole, however, offered evidence of Lombroso’s belief that criminality could primarily 

be identified in the criminals’ bodies (skulls, skeleton, physiognomy) [ill.23] and their 

products (drawings, graphological specimens, tattoos), and showed that the results of 

sociological research were regarded as important but secondary to the criminal 

anthropologist’s attention. 

                                                
343 Severi (1885), p.661, in his account of the exhibition, gives the following figures: 

ca. 300 skulls, more than 60 brains, ca. 500 photographs, 2300 tattoos. His assessment of 
the number of photographs appears too low in the light of the official catalogue; 
especially the figure given for Lombroso’s collection (ca. 300) is much lower than that 
given in the catalogue in the Actes (ca. 600). 
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 Enrico Ferri (1856 - 1929), who started off as Lombroso’s assistant and was soon 

to make crucial amendments to his mentor’s criminological theories, put together an 

exhibition that was representative of his own work as a researcher, rather than of 

criminal anthropological phenomena. On display were copies of six of Ferri’s books on 

criminological and penological subjects, a single cast skull of an assassin who had 

committed suicide, and a collection of material on homicides, a topic on which Ferri 

would publish a large two-volume study accompanied by an atlas ten years later.344  

That collection included: three hundred drawn portraits of Italian delinquents; the results 

of anthropometric research on 1700 normals, insane and delinquents compiled on 322 

graphic tables; fifty statistical diagrams on criminality in France between 1826 and 1884; 

twenty-six maps indicating the distribution of violent crimes and their motives in Italy, 

France and in England; and numerous statistical observations on criminality in the major 

European states. We can see how Ferri’s presentation balances the material relating 

directly to the criminals (portraits, anthropometric data) with visualisations of statistical 

research (graphs, diagrams, maps), an observation which, as we will see later, correlates 

with Ferri’s intermediate position between the biological and the sociological 

criminological schools. 

 The third major contestant in the criminological battles of the Congress in Rome 

was Alexandre Lacassagne, professor of legal medicine in Lyons, future editor of the 

French Archives de l’anthropologie criminelle (AAC), and most fervent opponent of 

Lombroso’s theory of the ‘born criminal’. Whereas Lombroso sought to prove the 

biological basis of criminality, Lacassagne insisted on the primacy of its social and 

environmental causes. In his part of the exhibition, he showed twenty-six large maps 

about criminal statistics in France, and a collection of tattoos, two thousand of which 

were brought together in a unique album that Lacassagne had prepared for a publication 

of 1881. Both sets of exhibits were designed to show how crimes and the behaviour of 

criminals were dependent on their social environment. This was demonstrated through 

the socio-geographical linking of crime rates and poverty, and the presentation of 

subcultural tattoo iconographies, which for Lacassagne were not signs of biological 

degeneracy, but part of the socio-cultural environment of many offenders. 

 These displays provide us with a first impression of the contested visual field of 

criminal anthropology. Based on a comparison of the Italian and French schools’ 

conceptions of the semiotic and visual regimes of criminal anthropology, this chapter 

will explore the question of what constituted material evidence of criminality, and will 

seek to unravel the function of visual representations, and portrait photographs in 

particular, in criminal anthropological discourses. Despite the apparent scarcity of 

references to photography in these discourses, it is possible to characterise the status of 

                                                
344 Ferri (1895); cf also below. 
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photographs in the semiotic regime of criminal anthropology rather precisely. 345  

Compared with the previous chapters, however, we have to adjust the angle of 

investigation: in anthropology, the problem of photographic signification was primarily 

described as a question of producing accurate visual transcriptions of physiognomic and 

anthropometric data. In contrast, psychiatrists had focused on finding valid strategies of 

decoding portraits as symptomatological matrices. In the criminal anthropological 

context, there are no references to the production, and only few to the reception of 

photographs. Instead, they are treated as transparent media in which meaning always 

already inheres and merely has to be extracted as comprehensively as possible. This 

makes it necessary to ask the question of the semiotics of visual evidence in a more 

general way. 

 

 
An Anthropology of Crime 

 

The scientific and disciplinary background of criminal anthropology was largely made 

up of the triangle between anthropology, psychiatry, and ethnology which has already 

been drawn up in the preceding chapters.346  The Italian criminal anthropologists saw 

themselves most closely connected to Quatrefage and Broca’s classical anthropology: 

 
If anthropology in general is, following the definition of Quatrefage, the 
natural history of Man, like zoology is the natural history of animals, 
then criminal anthropology is nothing else but the study of a human 
variety, a particular type: it is the natural history of the criminal Man, just 
as psychiatric anthropology is the natural history of the insane Man.347  
 

Like anthropology itself, criminal anthropology was a hybrid of several disciplines, 

combining current scientific approaches in physical anthropology and medicine, 

psychiatry, sociology, penology, etc.348  The balance between these approaches that was 

struck by the different criminological schools hinged on the way in which the object of 

                                                
345 Cf Sekula (1986), p.40,  for a brief and rather exaggerated evaluation of the role of 

photography in criminal anthropology. 
346 Cf Taladriz in Actes (1890), on “Criminality in its relation to Ethnography”, who 

uses examples from Spain “where crime differs greatly in different parts of the 
peninsula” (Ellis (1890), p.315); similarly Steinmetz in Actes (1901).  On the relation 
between anthropology and criminal anthropology, cf Topinard (1886) and (1889). The 
studies by Smith (1981) and Harris (1989) deal with the corollary between psychiatry and 
criminal justice. 

347  Ferri (1881/1905), p.48 [L’anthropologie générale étant, selon la définition de 
Quatrefage, l’histoire naturelle de l’homme, comme la zoologie est l’histoire naturelle des 
animaux, l’anthropologie criminelle n’est pas autre chose que l’étude d’une variété humaine, d’un 
type particulier: elle est donc l’histoire naturelle de l’homme criminel, de même que 
l’anthropologie psychiatrique est l’histoire naturelle de l’homme aliéné]. 

348 Cf for the following Harris (1989). 
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study was defined, i.e. where the key problem of criminality was located. If crime was a 

result of biological or psychic malfunctions in the individual, then the study of crime had 

to be a physiologically based psychiatry or an anthropology. Yet, if crime was seen as a 

social phenomenon and a result of societal and other environmental circumstances, then 

criminology had to be a sociology. Herein lay the key division between the Italian and 

the French schools of criminal anthropology which had wide-ranging ramifications 

especially regarding the assessment of individual responsibility and the social strategies 

necessary to control crime. 

 The answers that individual scholars gave to these questions were partly due to 

the institutional environments from which they launched their criminological 

investigations, their original training, and the practical requirements of their specific 

endeavours. Thus Lombroso, who was an alienist concerned with the biological 

determinacy of criminal behaviour and for whom practical consequences of his research 

were secondary, pursued criminal anthropology as a pure science in search of the ‘born 

criminal’. Ferri, on the other hand, had a background in penal theory and was a lawyer. 

For him the question of the treatment of criminal offenders and of the response of society 

to criminal behaviour lay at the root of his interest in the discipline. Unlike Lombroso, 

Ferri was looking for practical answers to the question whether criminals could be held 

morally responsible for their deeds, or whether they were biologically determined to 

commit crimes, which would make them not responsible, but a permanent danger to 

society. The French, sociologically oriented school of criminal anthropology sought to 

affirm its scientific credibility by devising social policies that would fight what they saw 

as the environmental causes of crime. 

 Criminal anthropological research thus sought to suggest social policies and to 

influence judicial practices, both in the court room and in the new penal codes that were 

being drawn up in most European countries in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

The decision between sociology and anthropology translated into the question of 

whether society’s reaction to crime should be seen as punishment which could change 

and improve the criminal, or as mere social defence against a natural danger. In practical 

terms, this could mean either complete and indefinite segregation of offenders, attempts 

at their moral and behavioral improvement in prisons and reformatories, or forced 

psychiatric treatment. Criminal anthropology sought to establish a positive scientific 

foundation for these decisions. Within the span of only three decades, from 1876 to 1906, 

we can observe the theoretical conception of the criminal type, the build-up of an 

analytical apparatus based on earlier anthropological structures of knowledge formation, 

the adaptation of a whole set of representational modes appropriate to the new object, 

and the decline of the hypothetical paradigm when its protagonists joined the French 

criminological mainstream. 
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 With the rise of notions of heredity, degeneracy and neuropathological 

automatism in the medical and human sciences after the mid-nineteenth century, a new 

disciplinary space was opened up between legal and medical practices. Criminal 

anthropology strove to fill that space, providing the theoretical and practical application 

of new medico-anthropological theories to what was seen as the growing problem of 

crime. For an assessment of that process it is important to keep in mind that criminal 

anthropology itself remained an interdiscipline pursued by dilettantes from other sciences 

who, for a while, rehearsed the position of experts in this new area. 

 The notion of degeneracy, firmly introduced to European scientific debates 

through Auguste Morel’s seminal study of 1856, became one of the key, and blanket 

concepts of Lombrosian criminal anthropology. The ‘born criminal’ was seen as a 

degenerate human form, the result of biological malfunctions inherited from previous 

generations and, through the agency of atavism, from primitive life forms like animals 

and Man in a savage state.349  Furthermore, crime and insanity were seen as closely 

allied phenomena. The scientific broth in which it developed contained the writings of 

the psychologist and philosopher Théodule Ribot who, himself strongly influenced by 

Herbert Spencer’s Principles of Psychology which he translated into French, published a 

series of monographs on psychological illnesses of consciousness.350  Rather than as 

metaphysical essentials, Ribot construed consciousness, memory, will and personality as 

neurophysiological effects which could be disturbed through any neuropathological 

irregularity. A healthy development allowed for their complete acquisition, making the 

individual a functioning member of society, while a disrupted development, whether by 

accident or through degeneration, would lead to diminished mental functions and the 

possibility of anti-social behaviour.  

 Epilepsy was regarded as an important case in point: during an epileptic fit, the 

individual was uncontrolled by the psycho-social implements regulating normal 

behaviour, and it was this motif which was enthusiastically taken up by criminal 

anthropologists as a model for the biological basis of criminal behaviour. Lombroso went 

so far as to proclaim epilepsy as the universal cause of criminality. In a presentation to 

the first Congress of Criminal Anthropology in Rome in 1885, he argued for the basic 

identity of epilepsy and folie morale, a concept used by Henry Maudsley and others to 

describe a mental condition that disrupted the sense of moral responsibility in the 

individual. As an illustration, Lombroso juxtaposed his text in the congress proceedings 

with plates containing photographic portraits of 56 male and female epileptics, a 

juxtaposition which remains uncommented on. It exposes a characteristic trait of 

Lombroso’s discourse, i.e. the assumption of the transparency of any piece of ‘material’ 

                                                
349 Cf Pick (1989), p.109-52. 
350 Ribot (1881), (1884), (1885); cf Harris (1989), p.39-42. 
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evidence brought to bear on the argument.351  

 Indications of inborn criminality were sought in every corner of the human body. 

Ophthalmological research of the mid-century had first suggested that the visual fields of 

individuals varied in terms of their sizes, shapes, and the precise areas of sharp vision. 

From this observation, criminal anthropologists developed the hypothesis that the visual 

fields of criminals were distinct from those of normal individuals. The first extensive 

study on the Anomalie del campo visivo nei psicopatici was published by Raffaele Ottolenghi 

in 1890.352  The results of this research were tentative and, in the end, did not help to 

strengthen the hypothesis of inborn criminality. The subject of the visual field vanished 

from the criminological tableau in the late 1890s. Ironically, the study of the assumed 

limitations of the visual field of criminals encapsulated many of the themes crucial to 

criminal anthropology and lends itself as a perfect metaphor for the structural limitations 

of the discipline - reason enough to take a brief side-glance. 

 The case of a young offender presented by Lombroso shows the strategic use that 

he tried to make of the new field of study.353  The affirmation of criminal anthropological 

evidence essentially worked cumulatively, each newly found aspect of abnormality being 

added to the list of characteristics. A biographical sketch posited the criminal history of 

the individual and, in this case, of her father as well, making the fact that the individual 

has committed crimes the starting point of the investigation. Then Lombroso added a 

number of anthropometric and physiological data, including remarks on the 

physiognomy, directing the attention to the body of the individual identified as criminal. 

The visual field had been tested according to the “méthode Landolt”354 and represented in 

a graph showing its outline on a pair of target-like circular charts. It was now 

characterised through a description of the charts and through a comparison of data of the 

visual sensibility to the degrees of refinement of the other senses.  

 The evaluation of the test results was primarily based on the verbalisation of the 

graphic representations. The visualisation of the visual field in the form of a graph is thus 

                                                
351 Lombroso in Actes (1886), p.231-77;  cf also Villa (1985), p.180-4. 
352 Aubert (Archiv für Ophth., 1857, pt.III, p.40) had done the groundbreaking research 

on the limitations of the visual field, and devised the first “périmètre” to mesure them (cf 
Galezowski (1883), p.10-1). The subject was quickly taken up by other criminal 
anthropologists like Parisotti (1891) in the examination of neuropaths and psychopaths, 
and de Sanctis (1892), who studied the visual field of degenerates. Pauline Tarnowsky 
(1893) applied it to female criminals and prostitutes, and Cesare Lombroso (1876/1896) 
summarised the criminal anthropological research on the visual field. There is also 
evidence of a distribution of the topic beyond criminal anthropology; cf Pinney in E. 
Edwards (1992), p.80, for an 1894 disclaimer that the Andamanese who were regarded as 
a particularly vicious and ‘criminal’ tribe had visual faculties superior to those of 
Europeans. The secondary literature on criminal anthropology has, as far as I can see, so 
far ignored the topic. 

353Lombroso/Ferrero (1896), p.325-7. 
         354 Hans Landolt (1831-1910) did chemical research, as well as devising methods of 
scientific visualisation. 
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the condition for its scientific rationalisation. In his assessment of the particular case, 

Lombroso identifies a whole series of features which traverse the entire criminal body 

and its representations, whether they are photographic, craniometric, histological, or, as 

in this case, graphic transcriptions of optical tests, and turns it into a homogeneous 

tableau of inherent criminality. As with other sections of this tableau, the visual field of 

criminals is characterised by asymmetry, irregularity, limitation, disorder, and 

‘peripheric tendencies’. 

 The variations of these characteristics in different individuals finally allow the 

classification of degrees of criminality of different types: the visual fields of male born 

criminals are less abnormal than those of female born criminals, while those of 

prostitutes are the most deformed; criminal children are less affected than epileptic 

children, which, according to Lombroso, “demonstrates at an early age the equivalence 

of epilepsy and criminality.”355   

 The study of visual fields represents on of the attempts by the Italian criminal 

anthropologists to extrapolate the whole complex of inborn criminality from the bodily 

details of individuals. It thus also lends itself as a useful metaphor for the self-imposed 

restrictions of the ‘visual field’ of the discipline. It was the self-set task of Lombroso’s 

Positive School to distinguish all the possible anatomical, physiological and 

psychological signs of criminality, and thus to make bodies legible with the ultimate aim 

of a preventive identification of born criminals, i.e. before they had a chance actually to 

commit a crime. Of the earlier methods of reading the body surface for signs of deviance 

and individual particularity, phrenology was seen as an exaggerated but basically correct 

attempt at positing a rapport between organic functions and psychological and 

behavioral phenomena.356  Physiognomics, on the other hand, represented a more 

flexible approach and could be used to formulate elements of the criminal semiology 

which formed the heart of Lombroso’s analytical apparatus. The idea was to surpass the 

traditional, Lavaterian physiognomic interpretation through a more scientific and 

analytic study of the outer appearance of the criminal. To achieve this, Lombroso drew 

up a list of twenty-two characteristic physiognomic anomalies for men, twenty for 

women, including “large jaw bone”, “fixed”, “disturbed”, and “asymmetrical eyes”, 

“large ears”, “thin lips”, “thick” and “black hair”, “feminine” and “virile 

physiognomies” in men and women respectively, and the unisex “facial asymmetry”.357  

As Lombroso frequently demonstrated, these physiognomic signifiers of criminality 

                                                
355 Lombroso (1876/1896), vol.II, p.86; Lombroso insisted that there was a negative 

relation between criminality and hysteria (cf Lombroso/Ferrero (1896), p.327). 
356 Cf Ferri (1895), p.212. 
357 Lombroso (1876/1887), pl.XXXI. For an example of the crucial importance of facial 

asymmetry, cf Tarnowsky (1889) (cit Lomas (1993), p.433, who discusses it in the context 
of Picasso’s Desmoiselles d’Avignon). 
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could, supposedly, be read from any photographic representation and would, collected 

on a chart, give important evidence of the criminal potential of the sitters. By devising a 

structured semiotic tableau, Lombroso tried to turn physiognomic hermeneutics into an 

exact scientific method. 

 The semiotic regime of criminal anthropology was based on the notion that signs 

of criminality had an immediate and material relation with their referent - whether 

skulls, anthropometric measurements, photographs or clay figures, they are natural signs, 

traces, indices.358  For a more precise characterisation of this semiotic conception, we can 

refer to the distinction, suggested by the American philosopher Charles S. Peirce, 

between the symbol that designates by convention, the icon that designates by (visual) 

resemblance between sign and referent, and the index which designates through material 

contiguity.359  Lombroso ignored this analytical distinction and treated both symbols and 

icons as though they were indices. He saw only natural signs, whether he was studying 

the anatomy and surfaces of bodies, the language, the gestures, the products of prisoners, 

or the portraits of convicted criminals. ‘Criminality’ became the complex anthropological 

phenomenon that all these indices signified as necessary symptoms. In a tautological 

loop, the semiological evidence of criminality penetrated everything that came into 

material contact with criminal individuals who, in turn, were identifiable on the basis of 

this catalogue of indicators of criminality. 

 Although Lombroso’s semiotic appears extreme, it emerged at a time when the 

search for indices permeated a variety of human and medical sciences as part of what 

Carlo Ginzburg has described as the shift towards a “conjectural paradigm” (paradigma 

indiziario).360  The increasing epistemological importance of medicine from the late-

eighteenth century onwards served widely to promote the use of the “model of medical 

semiotics or symptomatology - the discipline which permits diagnosis, though the disease 

cannot be directly observed, on the basis of superficial symptoms or signs, often 

irrelevant to the eye of the layman. […] Towards the end of the 19th century (more 

precisely, in the decade 1870-80), this ‘semiotic’ approach, a paradigm or model based on 

the interpretation of clues, had become increasingly influential in the field of human 
                                                

358 The following discussion takes its departure from remarks in Villa (1985), p.270-
82, who also traces the background of Lombroso’s semiotic in Paolo Marzolo’s (1811-
1868) historical linguistics (cf p.91-104). For an introduction to Peirce’s notion of indexical 
signs, cf Sebeok (1991), p.129-43. 

359 For example, the word “tree” is a symbol of the material object ‘tree’, the painting 
of a tree is an icon of that tree, and  smoke is an index of fire. 

360  Cf Ginzburg (1979/1980); for applications of the paradigm by Galton and 
Bertillon, cf chapter II.4, below. Ginzburg emphasises the similarity of the methods of 
Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock Holmes, with those of the prehistoric hunters; at the very 
moment of crystallisation of the conjectural paradigm, Alphonse Bertillon (1893), p.VII, 
wrote: “L’anthropologie n’est pas autre chose, par définition, que l’histoire naturelle de l’homme. 
Est-ce que de tous les temps les chasseurs ne se sont pas piqués de connaissances en histoire 
naturelle et inversement, les naturalistes ne sont-ils pas d’instinct un peu chasseurs?” 
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sciences.”361  The model was of particular importance in those disciplines which did not 

easily submit to the Galileian rules for exact sciences based on repeatable experiments. 

Like history, archaeology, or physical astronomy, criminal anthropology was “above all 

concerned with the qualitative, the individual case or situation or document in itself, 

which meant there was always an element of chance in [its] results.”362  The conjectural 

paradigm promised a valid way of affirming scientific results on the basis of an analysis 

of signs as indices. “When causes cannot be repeated, there is no alternative but to infer 

them from their effects.”363  Lombroso radicalised the conjectural paradigm in the sense 

that he assumed the indexical validity of all signs, suppressing the possiblity of chance 

and the existence of unrelated signs on the criminological tableau. That included visual 

representations: the Italian School tended to conflate iconic and indexical signs, reading 

images of criminals as signs that were materially connected to their referents and thus 

physically connected to the criminogeneous machine of the body.  

 Photography lent itself as a perfect medium of such animistic mimeticism.364  In 

one powerful, ontologically oriented branch of photographic criticism that has persisted 

since the early days of the medium and has recently been spelled out in detail, 

photographs are assumed to be, essentially, indexical signs.365  At the heart of this 

phenomenologically oriented inquiry of the dispositif photographique is the notion of the 

trace mediated by light. The photograph is perceived as a luminous imprint that transcends 

time and reveals its essence to the perceiving consciousness. Through the process of 

phenomenological reduction, access is found to the substance, the primary level of 

meaning that, in photography, is immediately revealed in the brief moment when the 

light-sensitive surface is exposed to the rays emanating from the object. The moment 

when the referent reveals itself to the photograph immediately and in uncoded form is 

one of absolute presence which can be recalled in the moment of reception. As in all 

phenomenological experience, however, it is the presence of an absence, an instance in 

which time, space, and difference are transcended. This conception implies an elevation 

of the perceiving subject who, devoid of all contradictions of lived experience, is the 

prime engineer of the phenomenological presentation through the agency of his or her 

intention. 

 Such a conception of indexicality is echoed in the preface to Lombroso’s 
                                                

361 Ginzburg (1979/1980), p.12. 
362 Ibid., p.15. 
363 Ibid., p.23. 
364 For the corollary between mimesis and animism, cf Taussig (1993); cf esp. p.99, 

where the relation between animism and fetishism under capitalism is spelled out. 
365 Cf Dubois (1990) for the most extensive elaboration of this assumption which is 

also advocated in Roland Barthes’ influential texts on photography; cf Snyder (1984), and 
Pinney (1992) for critical, ‘constructivist’ evaluations. The parentage of Husserlian 
phenomenology to this notion of photography is rarely acknowledged and has so far not 
been explored in any depth. 
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publication of 1890, Palimsesti di carcere, and its German edition of 1899. In this volume, 

Lombroso collected inscriptions and drawings made by prison inmates on the walls, the 

furniture and other objects in their cells. These inscriptions are seen as “means which 

reveal the heart of the criminal with unquestionable authenticity” and “elucidate his 

psychological nature;” they are the speech and writing in which “the interior of the 

prison is expressed.”366 Hans Kurella, Lombroso’s German acolyte and translator, adds 

that these sources serve to construct the main traits of the criminal’s personality, and 

that,  

 
in this collection, the innermost part of the criminal soul steps before us 
spontaneously and without the virtuoso pose with which criminals prefer 
to present themselves during public hearings.367  
 

In criminality as well as in photography the material sign is read as the index of a past 

presence and of the spatio-temporal contiguity that supposedly existed between sign and 

referent at some point as the nucleus that generates its meaning. 

 These are some preliminary attempts at characterising the semiotic regime of 

Lombrosian criminal anthropology. Its convergences with the visual regime, especially 

with respect to photography, will be explored more fully in the course of the chapter. We 

will find that, for an understanding of Lombroso’s strategies, it is vital to see how he 

conflated the indexicalities of crime and photography. In a ground-breaking study about 

the scientific and historical background of Lombroso’s work, Renzo Villa describes how 

Lombroso’s semiotics of indexicality is based on convention and how it is subject to the 

social and historical change it denies its object of criminality. Villa circumscribes the 

ideological function of this semiotic formation: 

 
We should define his entire work with the Foucaultian term of the 
ideological dispositif, precisely in the sense of a mechanism that is 
proposed and partly used within the more general process of social 
control, which is not necessarily manifested in the specific agency, for 
instance, of law courts.368  
 

Yet, as we saw in the previous chapter, the use of portrait photography frequently 

expanded the effects of the dispositif  beyond the mechanics of social control. The 

combination of the empathetic medium of the portrait with a semiotic structure in which 

the realisation of indexicality hinged on the experience of reception, meant that the 
                                                

366 Lombroso (1890), cit after German ed. (1899), p.III-IV. 
367 Kurella in Lombroso (1890/1899), p.VII [In dieser Sammlung aber tritt uns das 

Innerste der Verbrecherseele spontan und ohne jede Pose des Viruosen entgegen, in der sich 
Verbrecher in öffentlicher Verhandlung so gern gefallen]. 

368 Villa (1985), p.270 [l’opera complessiva si potrebbe definire con il termine foucaultiano di 
dispositivo di tipo ideologico, nel senso appunto di un meccanismo che viene proposto e in parte 
usato all’interno di processi più generali di controllo sociale, i quali non passano necessariamente 
attraverso le agenzie specifiche, quali la magistratura]. 
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objectifying, scientific thrust of discourses drawing on photographs was grounded in the 

perceiving individual’s visual experience as the origin of insight and truth.  

 

 
The French and Italian Criminological Schools 

 

Only Lombroso’s endeavours - and those of his closest followers - can probably be called 

criminal anthropology proper, while many especially of his French colleagues were 

pursuing criminal sociology, or criminology. They studied crime and criminals not 

primarily in an anthropological perspective, but looked at its social or environmental 

causes, only sometimes acknowledging biological factors as partly significant.369  An 

important source for this ‘French’ position was the social scientist and statistician 

Adolphe Quételet (1796-1874) who, in his Sur l’homme (1835), had dealt with the influence 

that various factors had on the occurrence of crime. Quételet discovered the causes for 

crime in sociological facts rather than in biological conformations and made no attempt 

at suggesting a determination to criminality in any one social group. Through extensive 

statistical research, he found the incidence of crime to be linked to: age, sex, the seasons, 

climate, profession, education, poverty, and alcohol. 370   This legacy of French 

criminology rooted it, more firmly than the Italians, in the positivist camp of the modern 

human sciences.  

 Without wanting to go into the debates between the French and Italian schools of 

criminology in too much detail, let us briefly examine the main lines of disagreement.371  

We will then investigate the French exhibits at the 1885 Congress in Rome, analyse some 

of the reviews of the exhibition in French journals, and look at the discussion of 

photography during the Congress. This will help us to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the role of photography in criminal anthropology, and will serve as 

further evidence for characterising the visual regime advocated by Lombroso. 

 The Congress of 1885 was designed to achieve three main goals. The first was to 

place the study of criminal anthropology firmly on the map of the nineteenth-century 

human sciences, providing a necessary contribution to the understanding of criminality. 

The meeting was therefore organised in direct competition with the International 

Penitentiary Society which held its congress in Rome that same year. The Society tended 

towards an interpretation of crime as an act of free will for which the offender was fully 

                                                
369 The distinction I make between the Italian and French schools is heuristic in the 

sense that it neglects many of the heterogeneities within, and the overlaps between the 
two schools. The paradigmatic differences described refer to the dominant positions in 
the respective traditions. 

370 Cf Quételet (1835; repr. 1991), p.421-90, cf esp the conclusions on p.484-90. 
371 Cf Nye (1976), Darmon (1989), for full accounts of differences and debates. 
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responsible, a position which the criminal anthropologists sought to challenge on 

positive scientific ground.372  

 A second, more practical goal was the attempt to influence the discussion on the 

new Italian penal code from a criminal anthropological perspective. A whole session of 

the Congress was devoted to this question, and it resulted in a crucial discussion about 

the applicability of scientific research. The issue was deemed to be of great importance, 

and it once more became a point of disagreement between the two camps. While the 

Italians voted for independence and the disinterested purity of research, the French 

criminological discourse paid great attention to the immediate socio-political impact of 

criminal anthropological findings. Italian and French criminologists shared the concern 

for practical improvements of the legal and the penitentiary systems, yet they clearly 

disagreed about the results of their respective work. Lacassagne claimed that Lombroso’s 

doctrine would be counter-productive in that it would prevent positive social and legal 

reform, and increase the segregation of the supposedly ‘criminal’ section of the 

population. Only by suggesting to politicians and jurists scope for betterment of the 

individual could the situation of criminals be improved.373  

 The third goal of the Congress, then, was the establishment of the Italian 

organisers’ approach to criminal anthropology as normative. Not only were most of the 

participants and speakers Italian, but the sessions had been carefully planned to 

highlight biological over sociological arguments. An important factor in this contest, and 

a site of contestation, was the exhibition set up next door to the assembly hall. The 

presentation of skulls and other anatomical specimens clearly dominated the show, and 

the Italian commentator Severi saw  

 
this temporary scientific museum […] as a conspicuous proof that the 
researchers of the positive penal school are not satisfied by empty 
reasoning, but that the theories of its followers have for a solid base well 
demonstrated facts which result from long and numerous 
observations.374  

 

 The aim of future congresses and exhibitions must, in Severi’s eyes, be the confirmation 

and further consolidation of the new science. In his summary account of the exhibits, the 

dominance of the Italian contingent was more than obvious.  

                                                
372 Cf Nye (1976), p.338; the relatively weaker political position of the criminal 

anthropologists in 1885 was indicated by the fact that they had to accommodate the date 
of their own meeting to the International Penitentiary Congress in order not to lose 
participants (cf Severi (1885), p.663). 

373 Actes (1886), p.165-6. 
374 Severi (1885), p.662 [Questo museo scientifico provvisorio [...]  fu una prova luminosa di 

più che i  seguaci della scuola penale positiva non si accontentano di vuoti ragionamenti, ma che le 
teorie da loro professate hanno per solida base fatti ben dimostrati e che emersero da lunghe e 
numerose osservazioni]. 
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 The parts of the exhibition provided by the French criminologists demonstrated 

their own theoretical preoccupations: Lacassagne’s statistical maps and the collection of 

tattoos have already been mentioned; the medico-legist Socquet exhibited four graphic 

tables showing different aspects of French crime statistics, and a number of 

corresponding maps; finally Léonce Manouvrier (1850 - 1927), a physician and 

collaborator of Topinard’s at the School of Anthropology in Paris, brought to Rome the 

representation of a new graphic process to determine the volume of skulls.375  His work 

precisely marks the departure of the French school from the Italian criminal 

anthropologists: researching the same type of material, Topinard and Manouvrier found 

no evidence of the anatomical and physiological indicators of criminality that were 

central to Lombroso’s hypotheses. And to affirm this contention visually, there were no 

bones, no brains, and no photographs in the French section of the exhibition. 

 That same year, Topinard renewed his attack on the notion of the ‘born criminal’, 

a critique partly based on a critical evaluation of the photographic illustrations that 

Lombroso had published in his chef d’œuvre’s French edition of 1887, L’Homme criminel.  

Topinard maintained that Lombroso presented nothing but impressions of clothes, hair, 

skin, and the redundant affirmation that ‘this is a criminal’. The abyss that separates the 

photograph of a ragged prisoner and of a well-dressed studio visitor is a result of those 

different locations, not an essential difference between the two sitters: 

 
At the Préfecture de Police, in the bureau for anthropometric description, I 
have seen photographs of the same subject taken at different times which 
make you doubt whether it is the same person. […] Without the filth, the 
disorderliness, the fatigue and often the misery imprinted on the figure, 
the head of a rogue generally resembles the head of an honest man, or 
one reputed as such by the law.376  
 

Topinard’s positivist materialism could discover nothing in either the skulls or the 

portraits of criminals that suggested their biological specificity and determination to 

commit crimes. For Lombroso, that determination was, as we saw earlier, primary, and 

its realisation tainted all considerations of the material evidence related to crime.  

 It is important to note, however, that the difference between the French and the 

Italian schools was one of degree rather than of absolute positions. While the Italians 

                                                
375 The mechanism was described to the Congress by Magitot; cf Actes (1886), p.115, 

146-7. 
376 Topinard (1887), cit Darmon (1989), p.94-5 [J’ai vu à la préfecture de police, au bureau 

des signalements anthropométriques, des photographies du même sujet obtenues à différentes 
époques, laissant douter que ce soit la même personne. […] Sauf la saleté, le débraillé, la fatigue et 
souvent la misère empreinte sur la figure, la tête d’un coquin ressemble en général à la tête d’un 
honnête homme, ou réputé tel par la loi]. In an attempt to reverse the established 
terminology, Topinard also criticised the designation of Lombroso’s research as criminal 
anthropology, disclaiming that this pursuit had anything to do with anthropology proper, 
and that it would more appropriately be termed “criminology” (cf ibid.). 
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increasingly acknowledged the social causes of crime - in the 1890s, even Lombroso 

insisted on a mere 40% of all offenders being ‘born criminals’ -, the French accepted some 

degree of physiological determinism, even if on a mainly anecdotal level.377  The French 

emphasis on the theory of degeneration enabled the criminologists to consider the 

stigmata of the individual criminal in a way similar to the Italians, yet as phenomena that 

were rooted in a certain social milieu, rather than in the individual bodies. 

 The basic conflict between French and Italian criminologists focused on a series 

of issues. As was suggested earlier, the strategies of visual representation used to 

articulate the evidentiality of criminal anthropological research were key to their 

disagreement. The codification of the visual as a positive source of knowledge was, in 

exemplary form, rehearsed by the Parisian psychiatrist Auguste Motet who presented a 

report about the exhibition during the closing session of the Congress. Motet was careful 

to pay tribute to every section as impartially as possible, emphasising the show’s general 

importance for and instructiveness to the study of crime. Moreover, Motet made no 

dogmatic distinction between biological and sociological explanations, describing the 

Italian exhibits on the first four and a half pages of the printed version in a tone which is 

as full of praise as that used to describe the mainly French section. 

 His bias, however, does shine through on a rhetorical level. In both parts of the 

report, Motet uses the formula rien n’est plus intéressant que, in the first case to describe 

the skulls in Lombroso’s presentation, and in the second referring to Bodio’s tinted 

geographical maps of crime distribution in Italy. The first passage shows how 

Lombroso’s crime indicators present themselves as pure evidence to the engaged 

observer: 

 
I do not know anything more interesting than these hundred skulls, 70 of 
which are from non-insane criminals who have died in prisons, while 30 
are of epileptic criminals. You will find all the cranial malformations, all 
the exaggerations, all the diminutions of volume. Carefully consider 
these enormous scaphocephalies, these oxycephalies; look at this 
skeleton of a criminal, solid structure for a vigorous muscular system, 
and compare to this forceful animality this miniscule head, container of a 
brain that had no command over acts other than those guided by 
instincts.378   
 

                                                
377  Lacassagne, for instance, expressed the view that, in vicious children, the 

development of the ears was often extraordinarily quick and ended suddenly and 
prematurely (cf Actes (1886), p.211). 

378 Motet (1886), p.89 [Je ne sais rien de plus intéressant que cette centaine de crânes, dont 
70 appartiennent à des criminels non aliénés, morts dans les prisons, et 30 à des épileptiques 
criminels. Vous y trouverez toutes les malformations crâniennes, toutes les exagérations, toutes 
les diminutions de volume. Considérez bien ces énormes scaphocéphalies, ces oxycéphalies; 
regardez ce squelette de criminel, attache solide d’un système musculaire vigoureux, et comparez à 
cette animalité puissante cette tête minuscule, enveloppe d’un cerveau qui n’a dû commander que 
des actes en rapport avec les instincts]. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 153 

The affirmation of a materially based, pure visibility of criminality which can be found 

through consideration, observation, and comparison, is traceable throughout Motet’s rather 

breathless account of the Italian exhibits. The evidence they convey reveals itself 

unhindered to the committed observer. 

 Motet marks the end of his discussion of the Italian section with a distinct 

rhetorical break: 

 
Gentlemen, we now stand in front of works of a different order, no less 
important and, for those to whom they are due, testifying to that analytic 
spirit which bit by bit leads up to rigorous syntheses.379  
 

The scientific register of visibility is now replaced by that of analysis and synthesis. The 

graphic material presented by the French criminologists, especially the maps, has an 

internal narrative structure which lends it much more easily to a scientific 

discursivisation than the factual objects mentioned earlier, for which enumeration 

appears the most appropriate rhetorical form: 

 
Twenty maps establish the frequency of criminality by regions; these 
maps which are not limited merely to indicating by different colours the 
proportion of offences and crimes, show you the different forms in which 
evolution has retarded or advanced; everywhere the main idea of the 
works of Lacassagne, i.e. the influence of the social environment, 
emerges with a striking clarity.380  
 

While Motet introduced Lombroso as the initiator of criminal anthropology, he maintains 

that Lacassagne’s work will lead “to the urgently desired solution to the great social 

problems whose difficult study you have here undertaken.”381 It is clear from his 

wording that it is Lacassagne’s approach which points to the future of criminological 

research. 

 The material described by Motet in the French section of his report is much more 

homogeneous, lending further strength to his subtle argument in favour of the 

sociological approach. Bodio, he writes, has done for Italy, what Lacassagne has done for 

France: 

 
The coloured maps represent, by regions, crimes against persons, against 

                                                
379 Ibid., p.94 [Nous voici maintenant, Messieurs, en présence de travaux d’un autre ordre, 

non moins importants et témoignant, de la part de ceux à qui vous les devez, cet esprit d’analyse 
conduisant peu à peu à des synthèses rigoureuses]. 

380 Ibid. [Vingt cartes établissent la fréquence de la criminalité par régions; ces tableaux qui 
ne se bornent pas seulement à indiquer par des teintes la proportion des délits et des crimes, vous 
montrent les différentes formes sous lesquelles l’évolution est retardée ou avancée; partout se 
dégage avec une netteté saisissante l’idée maîtresse des travaux de Lacassagne, l’influence du 
milieu social]. 

381 Ibid. [à la solution ardemment désirée des grands problèmes sociaux dont vous avez ici 
entrepris la difficile étude]. 
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property, and obstructions of public order. Nothing is more interesting 
than these maps which allows us to understand at first glance the general 
and local conditions of the evolution of criminality. They confirm 
Lacassagne’s findings by also showing the influence of the social 
environment.382  
 

Again, while the material presented by Lombroso was said to provide knowledge about 

criminality in the form of visible facts (the exaggeration of features in the portraits 

“revealing at first glance the anatomical dispositions which are so characteristic of a 

skeleton with abnormal features and which correspond to definitely classified types”383 

), the analytically derived exhibits of the sociological school give insight and help to 

understand. Despite the necessary acknowledgement of the quantitative superiority of the 

Italian contingent, Motet thus manages rhetorically to affirm what he saw as the scientific 

superiority of French criminological research. 

 

 
Roukavichnikoff’s Photographs of Young Offenders 

 

With respect to the exhibited photographs it is important to point out that neither of the 

reviews makes any significant reference to them beyond noticing their presence and, 

occasionally, making a token remark about their significance.384 An exception to this 

formed the photographs of young offenders presented to the Congress by the Russian 

Roukavichnikoff.385  These photographs and Roukavichnikoff’s observations triggered a 

short discussion about an experimental application of photography for physiognomic 

analyses, and were featured in two of the exhibition reviews. The discussion, in which 

the photographs were treated as sources for an objective study of physiognomies, 

exposes, above all, the lack of critical reflection on photographic representation in 

criminal anthropology. 

 The exhibition catalogue mentions an “album of portraits of young delinquents 

photographed at their entrance into the Roukavichnikoff asylum and at their departure 
                                                

382 Ibid., p.94-5 [Les cartes teintées représentent, par régions, les crimes contre les personnes, 
contre les propriétés, les délits compromettant l’ordre public. Rien n’est plus intéressant que ces 
cartes qui permettent de saisir à première vue les conditions générales et locales de l’évolution de 
la criminalité. Elles confirment les données de Lacassagne en montrant, elles aussi, l’influence du 
milieu social]. 

383  Ibid., p.89 [révélant, au premier coup d’œil les dispositions anatomiques si 
caractéristiques d’un squelette aux saillies anormales, répondant à des types définitivement 
classés]. 

384  Motet (1886) calls Fiordispini’s photographs “plus intéressantes” (p.90), the 
collections of Angelucci, Tamburini and Scarenzio are also mentioned, while two of the 
photographs of insane criminals in Virgilio’s presentation are briefly described (p.93). 
Severi mentions the photographs in the collections of Laschi, Tamburini, Fiordispini, 
Buonomo and Bianchi, Angelucci and Virgilio, and remarks “si ammirava pure una 
collezione di fotografie” in the section on Lombroso (cf Severi (1885)). 

385 The spelling of the name varies; I use the version of the Actes (1886). 
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from the same asylum; - illustrated by the exhibitor during the Congress (cf p. 209) and 

examined by an ad hoc commission (cf p.303).”386  Roukavichnikoff was the director of an 

urban reformatory asylum which had been founded in Moscow in 1864 by his late 

brother. The asylum accepted young offenders up to the age of sixteen, and released 

them when they were eighteen, after which they were kept under discrete observation 

and some guidance from the asylum directorate. The sets of around 61 photographs 

which Roukavichnikoff put before the Congress were described by him in a brief 

address.387  He had noticed, from the first to the second images, “an amelioration of the 

physiognomy that is, if not constant, at least frequent.” This improvement was not only 

due to the fact that, in the second set, the youngsters were washed and combed: “No, 

their features have, in most cases, lost their menace, haggardness, and timidity, and have 

taken on an expression that appears to us more gentle, calmer, more normal, more 

honest.” And the improved physiognomy was “often, if not always” accompanied by an 

“improvement of conduct”. The inner and outer changes, Roukavichnikoff claimed, are 

symmetrical. Blending the approaches of Lavaterian physiognomics and the Darwinian 

study of the expression of emotions, Roukavichnikoff considered the photographed faces 

as indicators both of the current psycho-physical states of the sitters, and as matrices 

within a more general social semiotics of facial features. 

 He was, however, careful not to draw any conclusions from such simple 

observations, but submitted the album to the scrutiny of the Congress: “You have them 

under your eyes and you can, almost as well as on the living persons, control our 

observations.” In this little passage we find the only reference which Roukavichnikoff 

made to the representational status of photographs: in them, the young detainees can be 

seen ‘almost as well as in life’. 

 The Congress took up Roukavichnikoff’s suggestion and nominated a small 

commission to investigate the album and to report back later. The discussion that 

immediately followed his address, the only one in which photographs were mentioned 

during the first Congress, mainly brought up suggestions for complementing the 

portraits with certain data, and for a more systematic approach to taking the 

                                                
386 Actes (1886), p.508. 
387 The following quotations are all from ibid., p.210 [une amélioration sinon constante, 

du moins fréquente, de la physionomie … Non: leurs traits ont, chez la plupart, perdu ce qu’ils 
avaient de menaçant, de hagard, de farouche, pour prendre une expression qui nous paraît plus 
douce, plus reposée, plus normale, plus honnête. … Vous l’avez sous vos yeux et vous pouvez, 
presque aussi bien que sur le vif, contrôler nos observations]. Plate 1 in Ellis (1901), facing p.20, 
(cf explanation app. A, p.377), shows four photographs of young criminals which Ellis 
obtained when visiting the Roukavichnikoff asylum in 1897, “this admirable reformatory 
(conducted on industrial lines, somewhat resembling those of the Elmira Reformatory)”. 
For a parallel example, cf the photographs taken at Dr. Barnardos orphanages in Britain 
around the same time (cf exh. cat. Dr. Barnardo (1974)). 
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photographs.388  Roukavichnikoff thanked the assembly for their attention and the 

advice given. It is unclear, however, whether he pursued his photographic project, as 

there are no references to it in the later literature. His intervention was nonetheless noted 

with interest. Severi, in his account of the exhibition, calls the photographs 

importantissima and wrote that, in the portraits, “one can see the change that has also 

affected the physiognomy, alongside the education and modification of the character.”389  

While Severi, embracing another source of material evidence, suggested that the 

photographs formed an unquestionably useful observational device for determining the 

character improvements of the young detainees, Mayor’s more extensive review closely 

followed the congress proceedings and stressed the suggestions for perfecting the 

process.390  

 The wider implications of Roukavichnikoff’s portraits remained unclear, 

however, and the assumed usefulness of such physiognomic comparisons based on 

photography was not mined in a more systematic way. Some years after the Congress, 

the German criminologist Adolf Bär mentioned the photographs in the context of his 

discussion of the “physiognomy of the criminal”. Bär had written an extensive study, Der 

Verbrecher in anthropologischer Beziehung (1893), in which he presented and critically 

evaluated the criminal anthropological research of the past two decades. His aim was a 

strong and well-argued refutation of the Italian school in favour of a sociological 

approach to crime. The chapter on physiognomy therefore presented the received 

opinions on the legibility of faces, warned of the habit of reading certain characteristics 

into them, and concluded that there was no evidence of a specific “physiognomy of 

criminals”. Their imperfect, ugly or repulsive features could be found in members of all 

social classes: 

 
Not infrequently, one finds the same physiognomies in persons of the 
higher or the highest strata, in persons whose honour and morality is 
beyond any doubt but who, if they were put into prisoners’ clothes and 
placed among the inmates of a prison, would not differ one iota from the 
most vicious crooks and the most common criminals in their vicinity.391  

                                                
388 Tamburini and Lacassagne asked for the documentation of the nutrition, the 

modifications of body stature, weight, height, etc. Moleschott suggested a periodical 
publication of such physiologically and anthropologically interesting figures, preferably 
not only in Russian, but also in French. Ferri requested that each portrait should be 
accompanied by notes on the moral and intellectual conditions of the youngsters. He also 
remarked that photographs should be taken in uniform, profile and en face positions, as 
was practised by Bertillon in the Paris Prefécture. Lacassagne added that the images 
should be of the same size, and that the carton might have a corresponding measuring 
device. 

389 Severi (1885), p.658 [… si vede così il cangiamento che ha subito anche la fisonomia  (sic) 
coll’educazione e modificazione del carattere]. 

390 Mayor (1885), p.807-8; Mayor was also the editor of the proceedings. 
391 Bär (1893), p.211 [Man findet dieselben Physiognomien nicht selten bei Personen der 

besseren und besten Stände, bei Personen, deren Ehrenhaftigkeit und Gesittung über allem 
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Bär used the example of Roukavichnikoff’s photographs to argue that the physiognomy 

changed during an individual’s stay in prison. He quoted from Roukavichnikoff’s 

address to the Congress and affirmed the latter’s observations through reference to his 

own experiences. The improvement and regularity of nutrition and hygiene, Bär 

maintained, often had a positive impact on the facial expression.392  

 Bär claimed that the physiognomic changes recorded in the photographs were 

proof of physical, not necessarily moral improvement, and that they undermined the 

hypothesis of particular ‘criminal’ features. As in two other cases in which Bär made 

reference to photographs, he consciously used them as evidence against Lombroso’s 

theory. In this case, it was the merely mechanical change of facial features under altered 

living conditions, while in another instance it was the immense variability of the faces of 

criminals, that served to undermine the notion of a criminal physiognomy.393  

 Bär did, however, advocate the notion of a ‘class physiognomy’ which could be 

assessed from composite photographs and which revealed the particularly low social 

status of criminals.394  In a variant of the racio-cultural paradigm, criminals were not 

singled out as a group apart, but ascribed a very low position on the social ladder. The 

formation of this hierarchy was, according to Bär, inscribed both in the professions of 

individuals, and in their facial features. Their physiognomies were seen as features 

analogous to social stratification. 

 It is rather ironic that neither of the contemporary commentators seems to have 

taken notice of the fact that, as is reported in an appendix to the congress proceedings, 

the appointed commission found no regular relation between physiognomic and moral 

development in Roukavichnikoff’s collection. Comparing the photographs with each 

other, determining whether they showed an improvement or aggravation of the 

physiognomy, and contrasting them with Roukavichnikoff’s information about the 

conduct and moral development of the youngsters, the commission ascertained that 

some were both morally and physiognomically improved, while in others improvement 

of one aspect went with an aggravation or stagnation of the other. “In conclusion, the 

                                                                                                                                
Zweifel erhaben ist, die aber in Sträflingskleider und mitten unterdie Insassen einer Strafanstalt 
gesteckt, sich in nichts von den abgefeimtesten Schurken und gemeinsten Verbrechern 
unterscheiden würden]. 

392 Ibid., p.208; Bär refers to Henry Joly: Le Crime. Étude sociale. Paris, 1888, p.302, for 
further examples. 

393 Bär concludes that some criminals show a particular physiognomy when mental 
illness is involved. While the physiognomic analysis can thus have a “diagnostic and 
prognostic significance” in psychiatry, it has none “for the diagnosis of delinquency in 
the sane criminal” (ibid., p.212). 

394 Cf ibid., p.334. Bär refers to a lecture given by a Prof. Bowditch from Boston who 
claimed that the demonstrable variety between composite portraits of different social 
classes represented variations within a single, socially stratified race (cf also Bowditch 
(1894)). 
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relationship between physiognomic amelioration and moral amelioration is not 

constant.”395  

 The report thus undermined not only Severi’s assumption that photographic 

portraiture could support the study of criminality, but also Bär’s critique that the 

photographs attested to the physiognomic malleability and therefore to the non-existence 

of an inborn criminal physiognomy. The crucial question of how the portraits could be 

read, what the code of physiognomic evidence might be, was not addressed by any of the 

authors. Instead, even the final report treated the photographs as unquestionable and 

accurate representations of the individuals portrayed. It is unclear yet likely that the 

commission used a physiognomic semiology similar to the one quoted earlier from 

Lombroso’s L’Uomo delinquente. Despite such semiological uncertainties, the photographs 

functioned as transparent mediators which supposedly presented the ‘individual itself’ 

to the scrutiny of the investigators.   

 

 
The Second Exhibition, Paris 1889: Contest and Visualisation 

 

At the second Congress of Criminal Anthropology, held in Paris in 1889, the balance of 

the debate was tilted towards French criminological paradigms, a trend that would 

continue when the third Congress in Brussels (1892) was boycotted by the Italian scholars 

and there was no accompanying exhibition.396  The conflict between the French and 

Italian schools had, during the four years since the Rome Congress, become more 

marked, its contours had been clarified, and their representatives met in Paris, well 

equipped with statements and research results. The main disagreement was pinpointed 

by what has been described as the ‘duel’ between Lombroso and Manouvrier. It shows 

the two men at the centre of an ideologically charged rhetorical battle in which they 

occupied positions which are rather close to each other, yet decidedly distinct. 

Manouvrier led the French attack on the Lombrosian doctrines, acknowledging the need 

for anthropological investigations, but forcefully rejecting the notion of the born criminal. 

He emphasised the predominance of the environmental causes of crime which he 

compared to a musician playing the ‘instrument’ of the human individual: 

 
That does not prevent the anatomical features, like the features of an 
instrument, from having their consequences. The preceding therefore 
does not prevent the study of anatomical features in all humans, whether 

                                                
395 Actes (1886), p.304 [En conclusion, le rapport entre l’amélioration physionomique et 

l’amélioration morale n’est pas constant]. 
396 Cf Rivista Sperimentale (vol.XVIII, 1892, p.466) for a note on the reasons for the 

Italian abstention. 
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criminal or not, from being of the highest importance.397   
 

 In his powerfully argued response, Lombroso was equally conciliatory, in his 

case about the need to consider the social causes of crime, and equally firm about his 

fundamental belief in the rootedness of criminality in the biological make-up of the 

individual. Certainly, he says, there is a social aetiology of crime: 

 
But it is not necessary to write in order to illustrate known facts. One 
doesn’t produce books to prove that the sun shines on us. I am a 
psychiatrist, and it is by accident that I have studied criminal 
anthropology. The anatomical factor appeared to me to be less well 
known, and that is why I have devoted so much time to it.398  
 

However, what here sounds like a heuristic and idiosyncratic choice has its basis in a 

well-grounded criminological conviction. Lombroso adds: “It is not the opportunity that 

makes the thief, it is the opportunity which makes the individual predisposed to steal 

commit a theft.”399  This statement was followed by a long defence speech of Lombroso’s 

notion of atavism, of his methods and of the scientific validity of the results of the 

criminal anthropological research done by his followers. 

 In the rhetorical tit-for-tat of the debate, the next intervention came from Gabriel 

Tarde (1834 - 1904), a social philosopher who was one of the most important allies of the 

French criminologists. Like the two speakers before him, Tarde was careful to negotiate 

the two opposing paradigms without leaving any doubt about the side he was on. Thus, 

he flatly rejected the idea that anatomical features might incontestibly reveal the 

criminal: 

 
But that cannot prevent us from affirming that there exist organic and 
physiological predispositions for crime. With criminal anthropology it is 
a bit - excuse the comparison - like with graphology. None of the 
characters supposedly discovered by the graphologists as significant of 
this or that inclination of the soul has the content which they attribute to 
it, and nevertheless each style of handwriting has its physiognomy which 
rarely fools an experienced graphologist. Now, the physiognomy, 

                                                
397 Actes (1890), p.194 [Cela n’empêche pas les caractères anatomiques d’avoir, comme les 

caractères d’un instrument, leurs conséquences. La critique précédente n’empêche donc pas l’étude 
des caractères anatomiques chez tous les hommes, criminels ou non, d’avoir la plus haute 
importance]. 

398 Ibid., p.195 [Mais pour illustrer des faites connus il n’est pas besoin d’écrire. On ne fait 
pas des livres pour démontrer que le soleil nous illumine. Je suis un psychologue aliéniste, et c’est 
accidentellement que j’ai étudié l’anthropologie criminelle. Le facteur anatomique m’a paru moins 
connu, et c’est pour cela que je lui ai consacré plus de temps]. 

399 Ibid. [Ce n’est pas l’occasion qui fait le larron, c’est l’occasion qui fait que l’individu 
prédisposé à voler commet un vol]. At the Brussels Congress, Dalifol added another simile 
for describing the social determination of crime. He related the example of a child who 
helped him in the house and who stole things from him out of habit, not out of need, and 
gave them back later: “Ce sont de véritables machines qu’a produites l’habitude; tel un 
phonographe d’Edison répète la même phrase, alors que la feuille d’étain sur laquelle elle est gravée 
se déroule à nouveau” (Actes (1893), p.415). 
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whether of handwriting or of a face, is nothing but the result of traits. No 
feature has an absolute value, but their ensemble can have its particular 
meaning. For the rest, I insist on the preponderance of the social actions 
which impinge on crime.400  
 

Beside the remarkable fact that Tarde affirmed the existence of “organic and 

physiological predispositions for crime”, demonstrating once more that the sociological 

and biological paradigms were not mutually exclusive in the conceptions of many 

theorists, we should note that he uses the example of graphology to illustrate his 

understanding of the semiotics of criminology. For Tarde, individual signs had no fixed 

meaning if regarded on their own, but an ensemble of signs could have common 

significance when seen in the physiognomic context of writing and faces.  

 This conception was markedly different from Lombroso’s semiotics which was 

based on the assumption of a direct, indexical relation between sign and referent, and an 

absolute value of each signifier. For Lombroso, whose collection of indices of criminality 

also included graphological specimens, each of the classified indicators of criminality 

could act as evidence, and the accumulation of such indicators revealed the degree of 

criminality in the individual exhibiting them.401  For Tarde, the physiognomic analysis 

necessarily had to be followed by a synthesis in which face and image were reconstituted 

as a structured whole in order to become meaningful. Lombroso construed the face as a 

semiotic tableau in which each individual trait signified independently. This implied that 

he assumed neither a special nor a minor status for visual representations, or for 

photographs in particular. Instead, he considered visually mediated signs as part of a 

continuous semiotic matrix of criminality. 

 Unlike in Rome, where the extensive exhibition adjoining the Congress was set 

up next door to the assembly hall and thus had a great presence during the proceedings, 

the exhibition in Paris was considerably smaller and geographically removed from the 

congress venue, and it seems to have had a much less prominent status in the context of 

the event. It was presented in the Palais des Arts libéraux under the title Anthropologie 

judiciaire et criminelle as part 9 of the section Sciences anthropologiques et éthnographiques in 

                                                
400 Actes (1890), p.199-200 [Mais cela ne peut nous empêcher d’affirmer qu’il existe des 

prédispositions organiques et physiologiques au crime. Il en est un peu - pardon la comparaison - 
de l’anthropologie criminelle comme de la graphologie. Aucun des caractères soi-disant découverts 
par les graphologues comme significatifs de tel ou tel penchant de l’âme n’a la portée qu’ils lui 
attribuent, et cependant chaque écriture à sa physionomie, qui trompe rarement un graphologue 
exercé. Or, la physionomie, soit d’une écriture, soit d’un visage, n’est qu’une résultante des traits. 
Aucun trait n’a une valeur absolue, mais leur ensemble peut avoir sa signification. Du reste, je 
tiens pour la prépondérance des actions sociales qui poussent au crime]. 

401 In another instance, Lombroso  insisted on the existence of physical, especially 
physiognomical, anomalies in criminal types; if the latter were missing, there would be 
other, equally important, physical markers,“la gynécomastie, le mancinisme, l’inégalité de la 
pression des deux côtés, l’orteil plus court” (cf Garofalo in Actes (1901), p.218). 
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the Exposition universelle that was held in Paris that year.402  

 While the Rome exhibition had been a contingent assemblage of individual 

collections, the exhibition in Paris seems to have been put together with the aim of 

presenting the general public with a concise yet eloquent record of the new discipline of 

criminal anthropology.403  The smaller size was most striking with regard to the number 

of skulls: in Rome, there had been over three hundred, a figure that was down to little 

more than a tenth in Paris. There were no conserved heads, less than twenty-five plaster-

casts of heads, brains and skulls, only one album with drawings by an epileptic, three 

sets of photographs, and four instead of some fifty publications. 

 The greater degree of systematisation achieved by the Italian school over the 

previous years was hardly demonstrated by Lombroso himself, who had brought a 

collection of skulls, the drawing of a tattooed criminal, and a copy of the second French 

edition of his L’Uomo delinquente. Rather, it was Lorenzo Tenchini (1852 - 1906), Professor 

at the University of Parma and an expert on the brains and skulls of criminals, who had 

the most striking exhibit: this was twelve groups of objects, showing the heads of 

                                                
402 The Congress was originally supposed to be complemented by an exhibition 

comparable to that in Rome. The organisers of the Exposition, however, did not allocate a 
separate exhibition space to the criminal anthropologists so that they had to beg for a 
niche in the general anthropology exhibition, which forced the reduced size of the show 
(cf Actes (1890), p.XII-XIII). The response of the audience seems to have been 
disappointing. In an introduction to the brief catalogue printed in the congress 
proceedings, Manouvrier apologetically explains that, at an event like the Exposition 
universelle, visitors did not normally take more than a very short time to look at 
individual exhibits, but that the large number of people who would at least have 
received a vague idea of the criminal anthropological research made up for the lack of 
depth and careful attention. Moreover, many professionals, judges and jurists would 
have learned about the existence of the new discipline, encountering what they may have 
seen as a desideratum until then: “Que chacun des anthropologistes exposants considère ce 
résultat, et il ne regrettera ni son temps ni sa peine” (ibid., p.446). The minor status of the 
exhibition is also confirmed by the fact that Havelock Ellis, in a ten-page report on the 
Congress, does not mention it with a single word (cf Ellis (1890), Appendix B, p.307-16). 
The Exposition universelle was an important reason for the initial decision to hold the 
Congress of Criminal Anthropology in Paris that year (cf AAC , vol.I, 1886, p.87; cf also 
AAC, vol.II, 1887, p.594 for further remarks on the preparations). The distractions offered 
by the “capital of the nineteenth century” - “centre de perdition pour les travailleurs et les 
congrès” -, however, became a reason for the rejection of Paris as host of the fifth 
Congress (1901), in favour of Amsterdam (AAC, vol.IV, 1896, p.546; cf Kaluszynski 
(1989), p.62-3, n.1). For a general account of the 1889 Exposition, cf the summary and 
references by Joy H. Hall in Findling (1990), p.108-16. 

403 The exhibits were, however, shown in the context of their original collections. 
Only the exhibition of 1906, in the Museo di Psichiatria e Criminologia in Turin, which was 
based on the museum’s collection itself and which otherwise drew strongly on 
institutional rather than on private collections, presented the material thematically 
ordered. The official catalogue of the Exposition  claimed that the criminal 
anthropological exhibition was “exclusivement italienne” (cf Exposition Universelle, Paris, 
Catalogue génerale officiel, ...(1889), p.66). The published proceedings of the Congress, 
however, also list contributions from Alphonse Bertillon, Th. Chudzinski, Francis Galton, 
L. Manouvrier, Paul Topinard, and Auguste Voisin. The reason for this incongruence is 
unclear. 
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criminals in three pieces, the skull, the brain conserved in gelatine, and the face 

meticulously reproduced in wax [ill.24]. The objects were further divided into three sub-

groups, representing thieves, crooks, and murderers. The aim of this collection was, as 

the catalogue maintains, to show the main types and principal anomalies of the skull in 

criminals, and to demonstrate Tenchini’s extremely exact procedure of facial 

representation in wax which could show hair and beard as well as surface conformation. 

Craniological, brain-physiological and physiognomic evidence were considered as 

equally significant for ascertaining the biological basis of criminality.404  

 As in Rome, the photographs in the exhibition seem to have been only portraits. 

They appeared in the collections of Fiordispini (“photographs showing the prognatism 

among insane murderers and assassins”)405, alongside composite portraits by Galton,406  

and mug-shots by Bertillon. His work had, by 1889, achieved a high reputation and was 

constantly referred to by criminal anthropologists as a superior example of accurate and 

useful visual representations. The criminological sub-section of the anthropology section 

of the Exposition was called Anthropologie judiciaire et criminelle, which, on the one hand, 

indicates that Bertillon’s work was regarded as anthropologically relevant. On the other 

hand, it must be seen as a strategic decision on the part of the French organisers to 

include examples of a distinctly practical application of photography in the exhibition in 

order to suggets the social usefulness of criminal anthropology. This would pose a 

challenge to the Italian approach to criminal anthropology as a pure science, and raise 

the stakes in the criminologists’ appeal for public acknowledgement in France. 

 

 
Lombroso and Composite Photography 

 

Turning from the exhibition to the 1889 Congress itself, we find that Galton’s composite 

photography had a particularly prominent place in Lombroso’s discourses that year. The 

composite portraits were invented, as was shown earlier, to demonstrate the existence of 

certain human types, whether familial, racial, professional, or criminal. They lent 

themselves ideally to the Lombrosian project and were a welcome addition to the 

semiotic arsenal at his disposal.407   

 In his short opening address to the Congress, designed to summarise recent 

                                                
404 Cf Actes   (1890), p.447. 
405 Ibid., p.446 [photographies montrant le prognathisme chez des aliénés meurtriers et des 

assassins]. 
406 Galton did not, however, attend the Congress; there were no British participants 

in Rome or Paris. 
407 Cf the discussion of Galton in the introduction, above; Lombroso (1876/1889), 

p.180,  also referred to Arthur Batut’s adaptation of composite photography (1887), 
which popularised the process in France. 
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criminal anthropological research, Lombroso mentioned a series of research areas 

explored by his colleagues over the past years, and discussed two themes in greater 

detail: the relationship between criminality and epilepsy, and the cranial specificity of 

criminal types. With regard to the latter, he pointed to a series of recent experiments he 

had undertaken with skulls from his collection [ill.25]: 

 
Utilising Galtonian photographic studies, I have found among the skulls 
of eighteen convicts two types which resemble each other marvellously 
and which present, with an evident exaggeration, the characteristics of 
the criminal and, one might well say, of the savage: very pronounced 
frontal sinuses, rather voluminous cheek bones and jaws, very large and 
elongated eye-sockets, asymmetry of the face, round nostrils, lemurian 
appendage of the jaws. The other skulls of crooks and of thieves have 
given me a less precise type; the asymmetry, the size of the eye-sockets, 
the projection of the cheek bones, however, are on the whole quite clear, 
though less marked. The anomalies are even less evident in the 
photograph made of the eighteen skulls.408  
 

Composite photography of skulls provided Lombroso with what he saw as an inductive 

method for determining the cranial specificities of two types of criminals. These types 

were directly derived from the degrees of clarity with which the indicators of criminality 

appeared in the images. In the case of murderers and other full-blown criminals, the 

precision of the composite was proof of a concentration in their skulls of criminal 

characteristics, while the lesser degree of accuracy in the images of crooks and thieves 

points to a lower degree of criminality. Lombroso asserted that there was a direct 

relationship between cranial features and criminality, articulated by the distinctness of 

visual definition in the composite photographs. 

 Like Galton, Lombroso adopted the notion that these “visual statistics” were an 

equally objective means as numerical statistics. He went beyond the example set by 

Galton in that he scanned the composites, on the basis of his list of physiognomic 

anomalies, for indicators of criminality, where Galton’s reading of the images was 

limited to the tautological assertion of generic typicality. Galton remained strongly 

dependent on physiognomic intuition and subjective experience, while Lombroso could 

rediscover the objectified markers of criminality which he had earlier found in 

craniological research. 

 Two days into the Paris Congress, in the exchange with Manouvrier and Tarde 

                                                
408 Actes (1890), p.26 [Avec les études de photographies galtoniennes, j’ai trouvé dans dix-

huit crânes de condamnés deux types qui se ressemblent merveilleusement et qui présentent, avec 
une exagération évidente, les caractères du criminel et, on pourrait bien dire, de l’homme sauvage: 
sinus frontaux très apparents, zygomes et mâchoires très volumineuses, orbites très grands et très 
éloignés, asymétrie du visage, type phéléiforme de l’ouverture nasale, appendice lémurien des 
mâchoires. Les autres crânes d’escrocs et de voleurs m’ont donné un type moins précis; mais 
l’asymétrie, la largeur des orbites, la saillie de zygomes y sont toutefois très nettes, quoique moins 
marquées. Les anomalies sont encore moins évidentes dans la photographie obtenue avec ces dix-
huit crânes]. 
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quoted earlier, Lombroso went to some lengths to defend the validity of his statistical 

research, referring to the great number of skulls he had measured, the numerical data of 

which were all published in L’Uomo delinquente. He affirmed that “it is, indeed, to these 

figures that I have given the greatest importance.”409  To add further proof, Lombroso 

again referred to his Galtonian experiments: 

 
Furthermore, in order to be safe from all reproaches, I have, in recent 
years, applied Galtonian photography to the study of the criminal type, 
and the irrepoachable testimony of the sun has responded to me much 
better than that of men; one can, then, see here that there really are 
criminal types which are divided into sub-groups: CROOKS, THIEVES, 
AND MURDERERS, in the latter of which all the features accumulate, 
while in the others they are less developed.410  
 

The positivist conviction that statistical results become more objective through an 

extension of serialised samples was, in the Lombrosian semiotic, reformulated to suggest 

that the accumulation of visual indicators in a portrait was directly proportional to the 

degree of criminality in the sitter. 

 The validity of these visual statistics was further enhanced by the fact that they 

were photographically fixed by the ‘unquestionable mediation of the sun’. As in the 

ontological conception of photography quoted earlier, the notion of indexicality was 

articulated by light which functioned as an irreducible agent of presence. Here, the 

photographed faces are evidence of a future and present, individual and collective 

criminality. For the criminological construct of the type, the artificiality of the composite 

portraits was apt in that they were immediately indexical not of any one individual, but 

of the ideal uomo delinquente.411  For Galton, the photographically represented type was a 

theoretical construct that had a merely virtual existence and functioned as an ideal to 

which a eugenically conscious society should aspire. In contrast, Lombroso saw the 

composite portraits as proof of the actual existence of the criminal type of which 

individual ‘born criminals’ were the living manifestations. 

 

 
                                                

409 Ibid., p.198 [c’est bien à ces chiffres que je donnais le plus d’importance]. 
410 Ibid. [Pour me mettre, d’ailleurs, à l’abri de tous les reproches, dans ces dernières années, 

j’ai appliqué la photographie galtonienne à l’étude du type criminel, et le témoignage irréprochable 
du soleil m’a répondu bien mieux que celui des hommes; on y voit alors que vraiment il y a des 
types criminels se subdivisant en sous-genres: ESCROCS, VOLEURS ET MEURTRIERS, dans 
le dernier desquels tous les caractères s’accumulent, tandis que dans les autres ils sont moins 
développés]; cf Lombroso (1876/1889), vol.1, p.180 for similar formulations. 

411 In his discussion of Galton’s composite photographs, Phéline has pointed out that 
it is the fact that these images are synthetic, representing an impersonal figure, that 
makes them fit to be visualisations of typological postulations: “Ici, la photographie est, 
avec une subtilité remarquable, conviée à illustrer la plus improbable mais aussi la plus 
fondamentale des thèses lombrosiennes: non plus le crime mais la prédestination même de 
l’homme délinquant” (cf Phéline (1985), p.66). 
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Cuylits’ and Dalifol’s Critique of Photography and Lombrosian Semiotics 

 

The front-line of the struggle around representation in nineteenth-century criminal 

anthropology ran between biologico-anatomical and sociologico-statistical 

representations of crime, between a truth about criminality spoken by the individual 

body, and a truth spoken by social formations. Immediately related to this struggle was 

the controversy over the treatment of criminal offenders, as to whether they should be 

dealt with as biologically determined and incorrectible, and therefore best isolated 

indefinitely from society, or whether crime was a social problem that had to be tackled 

partly through an improvement of the social environments generating crimes, and partly 

through a moral betterment of those victims of that situation who had become 

delinquent. 

 Photography played no more than a minor role in these debates, providing 

neither valid evidence for the sociological, nor independently useful data for the 

biological school. Two interventions at the Congresses in Paris (1889) and Brussels (1892), 

however, formulated the critique of the sociological school both against Lombroso’s 

conception of the criminal semiotic, and of his use of photography as a means of exact 

science.412  

 At the Congress in Brussels of 1892, the delegate from the Belgian Société de 

médecine mentale and chief physician at the Maison de Santé at Evere, Cuylits, insisted that 

crime was either caused socially or related to social causes, like famine. In his paper, 

entitled L’Origine morbide des caractères connus chez les criminels-nés, Cuylits rejected the 

notion of the ‘born criminal’ and questioned the existence of physical characteristics 

indicating criminality.413   As an ironic comment aimed against Lombroso, Cuylits 

circulated a photograph among his audience, “produced in support of his thesis”: 

 
I put a photograph at the disposition of the members of the Congress 
(the irreproachable testimony of the sun, M. Lombroso said, has 
responded to me much better than that of men), the photograph of a man 
in whom we find combined, as well as one could hope for, all the so-

                                                
412 Another instance is passed over during the 1889 Congress: at the end of a 

discussion of political crimes, Magitot put an album of photographs of female 
Communards before the assembly and requested to be allowed to publish biographical 
notes on some of these women in the appendix of the congress proceedings: “Ces 
photographies représentent la plupart des types de dégénérescence physique et morale: tantôt ce 
sont les caractères de la virilité, tantôt ceux de l’infériorité physique, de la bestialité. D’autres 
montrent manifestement les signes de l’hystérie, de l’exaltation, du fanatisme” (Actes (1890), 
p.239). Although the request was granted, an apologetic note was printed in the 
appendix: “La loi d’amnistie promulguée en 1879, oppose en effet une interdiction absolue à la 
reproduction des portraits ou notices biographiques des individus qui ont pris part à l’insurrection 
de 1871” (p.450). Most probably, the reasons for this interdiction lay not so much in the 
wish to defend the personality rights of Communards, but in the desire to suppress the 
worshipping of popular heroes and heroines (cf Rouillé (1989), p.485). 

413 Cf Actes (1893), p.240-4. 
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called criminal stigmata; moreover, like many people of his profession, 
he gets drunk: his moral balance sheet is intact, he has never commited 
the smallest offence.414   
 

Cuylits insists that even if there were grounds for an ontology of crime, it would not be 

deducible from external or material signs: 

 
It thus seems proven to me that the born criminal does not exist and that, 
if one concedes its existence, it is indisputable that it is even less revealed 
by a material or tangible sign.415  
 

The photographic portraits serve to affirm his claim for the necessity of decoupling 

physical appearance and criminal behaviour in a dual way: 

 
I wanted to prove that there are many criminals who don’t have any 
physical stigmata, while others, who are riddled with those stigmata, 
have never committed either crime or offence.416  
 

 Thus striking at the heart of the Lombrosian semiotic regime, Cuylits left the 

representational status of the photograph unchallenged. This status came under scrutiny 

by another critic of Lombroso’s, Dalifol, at the Congress in Paris. Dalifol was the director 

of a penitentiary colony in Loze (Cher) where portrait photographs were shown to the 

personnel when certain children were reinterned in order to find out whether they had 

been there before, possibly under another name. However, what Dalifol discovered was 

that the identificational device revealed striking physiognomic similarities between the 

portraits and various inmates of the colony.417  These similarities were si positives that 

Dalifol tried to investigate whether there was any regular basis to the observation he had 

made - not knowing that he was entering the scientific field of anthropology, or that the 

method he was going to use had been deployed by others as well: 

 

                                                
414 Ibid., p.242 [produit à l’appui de sa thèse … Je tiens à la disposition des membres du 

Congrès une photographie (le témoignage irréprochable du Soleil, disait M. Lombroso, m’a 
répondu bien mieux que celui des hommes), la photographie d’un homme chez qui se trouvent 
réunis, comme à plaisir, tous les stigmates dits criminels; de plus, comme beaucoup de gens de son 
métier, il s’alcoolise: son bilan moral est intact, il n’a jamais commis le moindre délit]; for the 
quotation from Lombroso, cf Actes (1890), p.198 (also cited above). 

415 Ibid. [Il me semble donc acquis qu’il n’existe pas de criminel-né et que, si l’on concède son 
existence, il est indiscutable que tout au moins pas un signe matériel ou tangible ne le révèle]. 

416 Ibid., p.252 [J’ai voulu prouver qu’il y a beaucoup de criminels qui n’ont aucun stigmate 
physique, tandis que d’autres, criblés de ces stigmates, n’ont jamais commis ni crime ni délit].  
Another member of the congress, Léo Warnots, assistant surgeon of the Hôpital Saint-Jean 
in Brussels, publically claimed he recognised the sitter in the portrait circulated by 
Cuylits as a professional criminal whom he had treated (cf Actes (1893), p.252, and p. 331 
for Cuylits response a few days later). The abstaining Italians considered the incident 
with glee; cf Gurrieri, reporting on the results of the Brussels Congress, in Rivista 
Sperimentale, Vol. XVIII,1892, p.775-80, esp. p.777. 

417 Actes (1890), p.308. 
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For a start, I made use of photography. The comparison of children’s 
photographs seemed to give me some results. I then tried to combine on 
one plate the traits of children with resemblances.418  
 

Yet, Dalifol’s Galtonian experiments turned out to have rather disappointing results. 

 
Beside the difficulty of taking all the heads in an identically resembling 
position, I knew that photography gives nothing exact, that it does not 
respect lines, and that when it resembles reality, it is not through the 
value of the planes.419  
 

This was a radical critique of the representational mode of composite photography which 

failed to produce sufficiently accurate images, and of photographic portraiture in 

general, as its relation with reality was one of incomplete resemblance. The spatial depth 

of the physiognomic matrix of the face was, in the photograph, reduced to an 

insufficient, two-dimensional plane.  

 In another critical thrust, Dalifol picked up on the line of argument pursued by 

Cuylits and now challenged Lombroso’s conflation of exterior signs and a 

predetermination for criminality. Reiterating his critique at the Congress in Brussels in 

1892, Dalifol showed two portraits of the same girl to the assembly, representing a young 

thief, once in rags, and once in orderly clothes, affirming that in the second image, “she is 

not really the same any more.” The conclusions Dalifol drew from this observation were 

far-reaching: 

 

One can conclude from all the preceding [arguments] that it is impossible 

to distinguish vicious children from physical signs. If one could, there 

would effectively be born criminals, which there aren’t; all these children 

are therefore modifiable, corrigible.420  

This argument was the inverse of Lombroso’s conclusion of the existence of criminal 

types from the legibility of the body: Dalifol claimed that the illegibility of physical signs 

is a proof for the general correctibility of juvenile delinquents. As a means of evidence, 

the photographs here gained a similarly pivotal, yet negatively defined position in the 

criminological discourse, a move which was possible only by twisting the logic of 

Dalifol’s own critique of photographic representation which he had earlier put forward. 

                                                
418 Ibid., p.309 [Je me servis d’abord de la photographie. La comparaison de photographies 

d’enfants parut me donner quelques résultats. Je cherchai ensuite à réunir sur un même cliché le 
traits d’enfants se ressemblant]. 

419 Ibid. [Outre la difficulté de prendre dans une position identiquement semblable toutes les 
têtes, je savais que la photographie ne donne rien d’exact, ne respecte pas des lignes, et que, si elle 
semble la réalité, ce n’est pas par la valeur des plans]. 

420 Actes (1893), p.415 [De tout ce qui précède, il résulte qu’il est impossible de distinguer à 
des signes physiques les enfants vicieux. Si on le pouvait, en effet, il y aurait des criminels-nés, ce 
qui n’est pas; tous ces enfants sont donc amendables, corrigibles]. 
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 Dalifol was another example of a phenomenon we have already observed in the 

earlier chapters: scientists who took up photography themselves were much more aware 

of the problems posed by the technical process, and more critical of the representational 

value of the medium. Considering the sources relating to Lombroso’s work, and the 

degree of collaborative and delegated work in his laboratory, it is unlikely that he 

actually went into the darkroom himself to expose the photographs of skulls he was 

using, which may explain why, unlike Dalifol, he was fully convinced of the truthfulness 

of his Galtonian experiments. 

 Despite his disappointments, Dalifol did not abandon photography completely, 

but sought to complement it by a more exact, controlling device which he was going to 

call a capacimètre and to which we will turn presently. His critique of the notion of the 

‘born criminal’ and his remarks about the discipline of criminal anthropology arose from 

his investigation of the paradigms of the Italian as well as the French schools. He also 

recounts that 

 
My general director, the State Councillor Herbette, said that he would 
not want one of his directors to believe that there were men born as 
criminals. He wanted, at any price, that the children we are talking about 
should be improved.421  
 

This remark throws an interesting light on the general homogeneity with which French 

criminologists rejected the notion of the ‘born criminal’: the reference to Herbette 

indicates that the French doctrine was backed by an institutional power and political 

interests which called dependent practitioners to order.  

 Dalifol seemed to touch on the same sensitive area when he programmatically 

declared his rejection of the Lombrosian criminal semiology on institutional and 

scientific grounds: 

 
As a director of young convicts, I therefore do not believe in children 
born as criminals; as an anthropologist, I do not believe it either, and 
allow me to quote here an example which proves to us how much one 
must defy the indices and signs through which one believes one 
recognises criminals.422  
 

He then extended the critique of visualisation in criminal anthropology, pointing to the 

unreliability of reception, very much in the vein that led other nineteenth-century 

scientists to turn to photography as a means of objectifying their observation: 
                                                

421 Actes (1890), p.310 [Mon directeur général, M. le Conseiller d’Etat Herbette, dit qu’il ne 
voudrait pas qu’un de ses directeurs pût croire qu’il y ait des hommes nés criminels. Il veut qu’à 
tout prix, ces enfants dont nous parlons, soient régénérés]. 

422 Ibid. [Comme directeur de jeunes détenus, je ne crois donc pas aux enfants nés criminels; 
comme anthropologiste, je n’y crois pas non plus, et permettez-moi de citer ici un example qui 
nous prouve combien il faut se défier des indices et des signes auxquels on croit reconnaître les 
criminels]. 
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If, as I have tried to demonstrate throughout, photography gives us 
nothing but uncertain results, our eye cannot do anything but provide us 
with ones that are even more coarse and more imperfect. We do not all 
see in the same way, and moreover, it must be noted that we are inclined 
to see how we want to see and that often, even if in good faith, we end 
up deceiving ourselves.423  
 

This critique brings us full circle as regards the role of photography in the human 

sciences: the problems posed by unaided human vision supposedly having been 

overcome by the introduction of photography, scientists like Lombroso rather innocently 

thought to be able to use it as a transparent medium of their observations. The critique 

formulated by Cuylits and Dalifol went to challenge both the validity of those 

observations, and the utility of the medium. In the final section of this chapter, we will 

explore some of the repercussions of these competing positions on the notions about 

(criminal) individuals, and how they were articulated in the visual economy of the 

modern individual.  

 

 
The Modern Individual in Criminal Anthropology 

 

Like many of his positivist contemporaries, Dalifol reverted to methods of 

anthropometric computation in order to prevent the inaccuracies of human or 

mechanical vision. He suggested the use of an apparatus he had invented, the 

capacimètre, a device which could measure the capacities manifest in the shape of the 

skull.424  The advantages of the capacimètre were its supposed objective and positive 

anthropometric certainty, and the possibility of taking measurements from the living 

body, rather than from the skulls of deceased convicts, turning it into a prognostic 

instrument. The difference between Dalifol’s own approach and that of the Italian school 

was as tentative as that between Lombroso’s belief in physically manifest signs of inborn 

criminality and Manouvrier’s significant “caractères anatomiques”, or Tarde’s 

“prédispositions organiques et physiologiques au crime”. Dalifol did not explain the concept of 

capacity in sufficient detail, but it seems that his assumption of craniological evidence of 

the capacity for committing criminal acts occupied an intermediate position between, on 

the one hand, the phrenologists who believed in the precise localisation of certain brain 

functions and their replication on the surface of the skull, and on the other hand, Broca’s 

                                                
423 Ibid., p.311 [Si la photographie, comme j’ai essayé de le démontrer tout à l’heure, ne nous 

donne que des résultats incertains, notre œil ne peut encore que nous en fournir de plus grossiers 
et de plus imparfaits. Nous ne voyons pas tous de la même façon, de plus, il est à remarquer que 
nous sommes portés à voir comme nous le désirons et que souvent, tout en étant de bonne foi, 
nous arrivons à nous tromper nous-mêmes]. 

424 Cf ibid., p.312. 
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concept of craniometry which extrapolated racial lineages and mental predispositions 

from a more strongly quantitative examination of cranial size and shape.  

 What is crucial about such anthropometrically based conceptions of the criminal 

is that criminal acts are seen as virtual products of anatomical facts: the physically 

defined individual has a potential to commit crimes, but there is no necessity, and he or 

she will only be called a criminal as a result of a conviction. French criminologists thus 

insisted on a clear separation of the anatomical and social criminogeneous formation 

from the individual: the machine that produces crime is defined both by physical and by 

environmental parameters, and the individual is merely a further function in the 

mechanical apparatus. Lombroso, by contrast, saw the criminal individual itself as the 

criminogeneous machine, whose body and activities had to be manipulated through 

social and penal policies in order to prevent them from fulfilling their destination. 

 These conceptions translated, as was argued earlier, into distinctly different 

regimes of visualisation, epitomised by anthropometric tables and maps showing the 

regional distribution of crime on the one side, and by skulls and portraits and tattoos on 

the other. The first Congress of Criminal Anthropology in 1885 had taken place at the 

height of the Lombrosian school’s success. In the ten years since the first publication of 

L’Uomo delinquente it had established a strong institutional and theoretical position in 

international debates which, with the formation of French resistance, went into decline. 

The growing dominance in the 1890s of the French paradigm meant that there were no 

exhibitions at the Congresses in Brussels (1892), Geneva (1896), or Amsterdam (1901), 

demonstrating the sociological reliance on statistical material and the new emphasis on 

juridical and penological arguments. In 1896, Lombroso published the 5th edition of his 

chef d’œuvre,  L’Uomo delinquente, in three large volumes, accompanied by a massive 

Atlante in which he put the whole visual arsenal of criminal anthropology on display. 

And in 1898 Lombroso’s own anthropological collection was made accessible in Turin as 

the newly opened Museo di psichiatria e criminologia.  The two latter compilations illustrate 

both the Herculean task which Lombroso had set for himself and the displaced nature of 

this pursuit in relation to the contemporaneously dominant debate in criminology. 

 L’Uomo delinquente was probably the most important single publication by a 

nineteenth-century criminologist. It was also the founding text of the Italian school of 

criminal anthropology and, in its subsequent editions, an indicator of the state of the 

disciplinary debate. We can thus observe how, while the body of material and research 

reports grew exponentially over the years, the chapters devoted to the refutation of 

critique also got longer, just as the sections in which Lombroso retreated from earlier, 

more extreme biologistic positions became more numerous. 

 The visual material presented in text illustrations and on lithographic and 

heliographic plates became richer and more varied from one edition to the next. In the 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 171 

fifth Italian edition of 1896, the illustrative and statistical material that had, until then, 

been included in the text volume, was now collected in a separate atlas which was to 

“offer the reader a means of grasping and controlling by himself the truth of our 

assertions.”425 As in some of the cases we examined at the end of the previous chapter, 

the delegation of interpretative authority to the reader was an attempt to enhance the 

validity of the argument and to generate a conviction in the reader which a 

straightforwardly authorial argument might not be able to elicit. Yet, as Lombroso 

added, the material was authorially anchored by explications which he provided in order 

to make the correct reading inadvertible.  

 Beside the clutter of material we have already seen at the Congress exhibitions, 

Lombroso added analyses of photographic portraits which illustrate his method. The 

second part of the first volume of L’Uomo delinquente is dedicated to the “pathological 

anatomy and anthropology of crime”, in which the first five chapters deal with 

specificities of skull, brain, skeleton and muscles, followed by a chapter on the 

“anthropometry and physiognomy of 6608 delinquents”. Fifty pages of discussion of 

anthropometric data are followed, as an introduction to the physiognomics section, by a 

series of brief descriptions in which Lombroso points out characteristic facial features of 

different types of criminals. Beside pointing to some engraved illustrations in the text, 

Lombroso makes reference to the material in the atlas when individuals he describes 

feature in the portraits there. Yet, from a scientific point of view such a 

phenomenological approach is not sufficient: 

 
But anthroplogy requires figures instead of isolated and vague 
descriptions, and it will therefore be helpful to present those which I, 
Ferri, B. Ribando, Ottolenghi, Bär, Hansen, have obtained from more 
than 2500 criminals, and from more than 1200 honest individuals.426  
 

The arsenal of evidence on which Lombroso could draw was inexhaustably rich by now. 

He presented endless series of figures on eyes, ears, noses and teeth, on cretinism and 

‘mongolism’, pigmentation and a list of 53 other anomalies and the percentage of their 

appearance.427  

 The next section of the book, which is devoted to “photographs and types of 

criminals”, again starts with the admission of points of critique that might be raised 

                                                
425Lombroso (1876/1887), p.5 [offrir au lecteur le moyen de saisir et de contrôler, par lui-

même, la vérité de nos assertions]; the French edition of 1887 already had such an atlas. 
426 Lombroso (1876/1896), vol.1, p.282 [Ma l’antropologia vuol cifre e non descrizione 

isolate e generiche e quindi gioverà dare quello che io, Ferri, B. Ribando, Ottolenghi, Baer, 
Hansen, otterremmo in più di 2500 criminali, e in più di 1200 onesti]. 

427 Ibid., p.294; an investigation of the gender specificity of the physiognomic traits of 
criminality, as it is expressed in the differences between the lists of anomalies for men 
and women, lies beyond the scope of the present analysis (cf Regener (1990) for an 
interesting gloss on this point). 
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against the preceding statistical argument, especially with regard to the problem of 

indicators of criminality in honest individuals, and the frequency of the criminal type 

proper in different criminal populations: 

 
In order to fill this lacuna, and in order to prevent accusations of 
partiality with regard to the types, I put before the eyes of the reader the 
results of examinations of 300 photographs of students, of 200 
Piemontese, of 100 Lombards, and of 302 criminals almost entirely taken 
from the German criminal album […].428  
 

Lombroso does not really explain how the presentation of photographic material might 

counter the points of critique, but throughout the following discussion he does exhibit an 

unwavering certainty about the evidentiality of the portraits under examination.429  

 What follows in Lombroso’s book are extensive typological comparisons of the 

atlas illustrations which are hard to read and almost impossible to follow. As an 

example, consider the passage on thieves, taken at random out of the pages-long 

elaborations: 

 
Among the thieves, the [criminal] type is present in No.XVIII, in XXVI 
and XXVII, of Pl.XL, Americans; in 5, 10, 17, 7, 14 of the same plate, 
German thieves using force, and in 46 and 44, pickpockets; in No.s 21, 22, 
19, 20, 13, 17, 9, 29 and 47 of Pl.X; in No.s 36, 42, 41, 35, 33, 49, of Pl.XII, in 
XIV of Plate XVIII; all in all, in 27 of 108, i.e. a proportion of 25%.430  
 

Even if all these references (to 26 examples, not to 27) were correct, it would seem 

unlikely that a reader would be able either to affirm or disprove Lombroso’s claims on 

the basis of this ‘positive’ matrix. His deductive analyses are based on a pre-given 

semiology of criminality which allows for the quantification of the visual representations. 

They blend in with the anthropometric and anecdotal evidence from antique and folklore 

sources, and from descriptions given by adversaries of the notion of the ‘born criminal’ 

which complete Lombroso’s criminological tableau. 

                                                
428 Ibid., p.295 [Per colmare questa lacuna e per colmarla in modo da non potere essere 

accusato di parzialità nella scelta dei tipi, porgo qui sotto gli occhi del lettore il riassunto di esami 
di 300 fotografie di studenti, 200 Piemontesi, 100 Lombardi e 302 criminali quasi tutti dell’Album 
criminale germanico […]]. 

429  In this context, Lombroso talks about two different types of illustrations: tipi di 
criminali are lithographs after photographs of named individuals, while the ritratti are 
photographs and line engravings after photographs of anonymous criminals. The named 
individuals, mostly famous criminals and brigands of the time, are presented as 
epitomising certain criminal types, while the portraits are of individuals who are dealt 
with statistically and subsumed under these types. The notion of the outstanding 
individual and that of the type are conflated and presented as a mould into which any 
specimen from the sample under investigation can be fitted. 

430 Ibid., p.299 [Nei ladri il tipo si presenta nel N. XVIII, nel XXVI e XXVII, Tav. XI, 
Americani; nei 5, 10, 17, 7, 14 della Tavola stessa, ladri con scasso Tedeschi, e nel 46 e 44, 
borsaiuoli; nei N. 21, 22, 19, 20, 13, 17, 9, 29 e 47 della Tav. X; nei N. 36, 42, 41, 35, 33, 49, della 
Tav. XII, nel XIV della Tavola VXIII; in complesso in 27 su 108, nella proportione cioè del 25 %]. 
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 According to Lombroso, the reader can only be convinced by this presentation: 

 
The reader himself could thus control our assertions, and should have 
found that the criminal type can generally be found in 31% […etc.]. One 
can immediately see (and the reader could control it with the 
photographs at hand) that among male criminals the dominant 
characteristics are a voluminous jaw, a thin beard, ferocious eyes, thick 
hair, and, of secondary importance, large ears, receding forehead, 
squinting eyes, and a deformed nose.431  
 

Physiognomy is thus posited as a proof of criminality which is as evidential as the 

craniological, anthropometric or psychological aspects which Lombroso discusses in the 

course of L’Uomo delinquente. Having been made accessible through statistical 

quantification, photography is placed beside the other indexical, material signs of 

criminality, the skulls and preserved brains and the graphological specimens. The 

criminal is a molar formation, a homogeneous machine that manifests criminality in each 

of its parts. The individual, so aptly representable by photographic portraiture, is fully 

saturated with indicators of its biologically given criminal nature. 

 

 
Ferri and the Physiognomy of Criminality 

 

Another perspective on the criminal anthropological visual economy of individuals was 

provided by Lombroso’s assistant and successor as the most prominent Italian 

criminologist, Enrico Ferri, who produced some of his major works simultaneously with 

Lombroso’s material examined above, i.e. in particular the atlas published by Ferri 

alongside his L’Omicidio of 1895. His roots in theories of penal law ensured that, unlike 

Lombroso, he was driven to develop measures for reforming the prison system and the 

penal code on the basis of his anthropological beliefs.432  The related discussions about 

free will and responsibility elucidate some of the notions of subjectivity and social 

identity that were contained within nineteenth-century criminology and will be outlined 

presently. 

 As early as 1885, at the first Congress in Rome, Ferri had exhibited research 

material related to L’Omicidio nell’antropologia criminale (omicida nato e omicida pazzo) 

which he would publish in full only ten years later. The subtitle indicates that Ferri 

                                                
431 Ibid., p.300 [Il lettore così ha potuto da sè controllare le nostre asserzioni - e avrà trovato 

che il tipo criminale in genere si ha nel 31 %  [...]. Si vede subito (ed il lettore lo può controllare 
colle fotografie alla mano) che nei criminali maschi il carattere prevalente è la mandibola 
voluminosa, la scarsa barba, l’occhio feroce, il capello folto, venendo in seconda linea le orecchie ad 
ansa, la fronte sfuggente, lo strabismo, il naso deforme]. 

432  There is ample evidence of the crucial position that Ferri took up as an 
intermediate between the French and Italian schools in reports of the first and second 
Congresses; for an example of his negotiating skills, cf Ellis (1890), p.309-11. 
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distinguished between born and insane murderers. He drew up an extensive 

phenomenological system for determining the nature of individual criminals from their 

anatomy, psychological make-up, and behaviour. Alongside the text volume, Ferri 

published an atlante in which he presented the statistical material and results of analyses 

on which his argument was based. Almost two thirds of that atlas was taken up by tables 

giving the anthropometric, biological and psychological data of some 1700 delinquents, 

insane, and soldiers, providing detailed and individualised anthropological profiles. A 

series of plates with 36 portrait photographs of criminals completed the first part [ill.26]. 

The second part of the atlas, Geografia dell’omicidio, presented maps indicating the 

frequency and distribution of homicides in different European countries. 

 L’Omicidio complemented Ferri’s earlier Sociologia criminale (1881) which, in its 

consecutive editions, had established the author’s position. In the third edition of 1892, 

the first part on criminal anthropology occupied less than a quarter of the volume. This 

design exposed the primacy of biological determinism and, at the same time, showed its 

insufficiency in answering the practical penological problems which occupied the rest of 

the book in chapters on criminal statistics, questions of responsibility, and suggestions 

for penal reform. 

 In comparison with Lombroso’s L’Uomo delinquente, Ferri’s L’Omicidio was 

constructed more systematically and critically. He gave four reasons for the publication 

of the atlas, only two of which had been suggested by Lombroso: demonstrating the 

seriousness and scientificity of the positive study of crime, and the opportunity for 

readers to check the results, had also been on Lombroso’s list, but Ferri added the 

possibility for other scholars to correct these results and to use the material for further 

studies. 

 In a chapter on physiognomy, placed in the part on the organic constitution of 

murderers, Ferri rejected the exaggerations of Gall’s phrenology and Lavater’s 

physiognomics and stayed with the claim that an experienced observer could draw 

conclusions about the permanent and temporary mental states of individuals from 

reading facial features. Like Lombroso in his Galtonian experiments, Ferri found “from 

my observations” that two types of criminals, murderers and thieves, “have, especially in 

the expression of the face and, most of all, of the eyes, opposite characteristics.”433  It was 

therefore possible to reveal a rapport between the tendencies of the homicidal delinquent 

and his physiognomy through a comparative analysis of the facial expressions of 

different groups of criminals.434   

 The types of material that Ferri’s critical investigation of criminal physiognomics 

                                                
433 Ferri (1895), p.222 [hanno, specialmente nell’espressione della facia e soprattutto degli 

occhi, i carattetri opposti]. 
434 Cf ibid., p.215. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 175 

drew upon were very varied, embodying different modes of scientific representation. 

Unlike Lombroso, Ferri seems to have been aware of the differentiation of 

epistemological registers to which these materials pertained, and in relation to which 

they constituted their positivity. Thus, he used the biological statistics from the atlas to 

ascertain preliminarily that “among delinquents the physiognomy shows certain 

particularities which are related to those of the inferior races, and which are less frequent 

among normal individuals.”435  In a discussion of physiognomical descriptions by 

previous authors, he questioned the reliability of some of these, denouncing, for 

example, an account by Mantegazza “which abounds in poetic phrases rather than in 

scientific and precise details.”436  Other materials Ferri referred to for the examination of 

physiognomies included clinical reports on murderers written by his students on their 

regular visits to the prisons, accounts in judicial journals, remarks by an adversary of 

criminal anthropology which unwillingly seemed to indicate the existence of a typical 

criminal physiognomy, and photographic portraits printed by other authors, including 

Nicolson, Ellis and Bertillon. The characteristic features were, he claimed, visible for any 

informed and discriminating observer. When taken together, the combination of such 

pieces of evidence formed “eloquent documents of criminal anthropology.”437  

 The most important tool for distinguishing a homicidal face, then, was Ferri’s 

own connoisseurial gaze. He recounted several instances when, on seeing an individual, 

he immediately spotted the homicidal tendency and managed to confirm his observation 

by bringing the individual to confess an undiscovered murder he had committed in the 

past. The powerful psychological current that the criminologist’s gaze triggered in the 

observed individual and that forced him to admit to his true nature as it materialised in 

the criminal deed, reminds us of the therapeutic use of portrait photographs suggested 

by some nineteenth-century psychiatrists. In both cases, it was the face that spoke the 

truth about the individual, yet while the psychiatrists of the 1850s assumed the 

evidentiality of the self being revealed in the photograph, Ferri posited the semiotic 

legibility of the face by the intuitive and experienced physiognomist, and the need for the 

individual to reveal the truth about its nature in response to the truthfulness of the 

physiognomic observation.438  

 In order to demonstrate the principal types of murderers through a “positive 

document”, Ferri collected six “physiognomic plates” with a total of 36 portrait 

                                                
435 Ibid., p.219 [nei delinquenti la fisonomia presenta certe particolarità, che li avvicinano 

spesso alle razze inferiori, e che sono meno frequenti negli uomini normali]. 
436 Ibid., p.220 [che se abbonda più di frasi poetiche che di elementi scientifici e precisi]. 
437 Cf ibid., p.226-35; references to Nicolson (1873-75), Ellis (1890), Bertillon (1893). 
438 We will encounter a similar mechanism in Bertillon’s conceptions of police 

photography when he suggests that the criminal will confess his deed when seeing his 
own portrait. Again, the authorial truth uttered by the institutionally framed photograph 
forces the individual to admit to further truths (cf chapter II.4, below). 
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photographs in the atlas. Originally, he had had en face and profile drawings made of 200 

of the criminals who had been measured: “But the less certain accuracy of drawings 

made me prefer the publication of photographs of homicidal delinquents which I could 

borrow from the Interior Ministry […].”439 However, on his first request in 1888, Ferri 

was not granted permission to publish these photographs, not even if they were 

presented without names. Only later did he receive the right to publish some anonymous 

portraits: 

 
However, gaining the guarantee of physiognomic fidelity, I have lost the 
advantage of showing photographs of delinquents of whom there are 
also anthropometric, biological and psychological data, as with the ones I 
examined. These are partly replaced by the official information added to 
the photographs, on the verdict of each individual.440  
 

The photographs were intended as part of the matrix of criminological analysis, here 

represented by the make-up of the Atlante, across which individuals were examined 

statistically according to anthropometrics, physiology and psychology, and then mapped 

onto the graphs of geographical distribution.  

 However, the portraits in the atlas still constituted a valuable source for Ferri, not 

least because the written commentaries by the prison directors accompanying the 

photographs could be drawn on for generalising characterisations of the criminal types. 

Thus, Ferri used the anonymity of the portraits for his own ends: 

 
Nevertheless, the evidence of these portraits, optimally reproduced by 
the workshop of V. Turati of Milan, constitutes a valuable contribution to 
the study of the criminal type which, once the ethical scruples of the 
bureaucracy are overcome, we hope to further in Italy as well by the 
publication of criminal albums, of which examples exist in many other 
European and American countries.441  
 

The typical examples in the plates were designed to show the evident unity of the 

homicidal physiognomy across the range of age, origin and social circumstances. The 

photographs thus became a means of analysis and of classification, allowing any 

individual found in a prison convicted for murder to be subsumed under one of the 

                                                
439 Ferri (1895), Atlante, p.227 [Ma la minore sicurezza di fedeltà del disegno a mano, mi 

fece preferire la publicazione di fotografie di delinquenti omicidi, che potei avere in prestito dal 
Ministero dell’Interno […]]. 

440 Ibid. [Guadagnando però in garanzia di fedeltà fisionomica, ho perduto il vantaggio di 
dare le fotografie dei delinquenti, di cui avessi anche i dati antropometrici, biologici e psicologici, 
come dei miei esaminati. A questo suppliscono in parte le informazioni ufficiali sulla condanna di 
ciascun individuo, allegate alla fotografia]. 

441 Ibid. [L’evidenza però di questi ritratti, ottimamente riprodotti dallo stabilimento V. 
Turati di Milano, costituisce un contributo prezioso a quello studio del tipo criminale, che in 
avvenire, vinti gli scrupoli misoneistici della burocrazia, ci auguriamo di vedere favorito, anche in 
Italia, colla pubblicazione degli albums criminali, di cui tanti altri paesi d’Europa e d’America ci 
dànno l’esempio]; cf also Ferri (1895), p.227. 
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groups typified in the plates. 

 Ferri’s analysis was based on the comparison of the plates in the atlas among 

each other, and with photographs in other publications. He also made scant reference to 

signs of degeneration evident from the craniometrical data, but on the whole the 

generation of the evidentiality of the argument is delegated to the comparative reception 

of the reader. In the only remark that suggests an awareness of the impact of 

representational modes on the reception, Ferri admits that the typicality of some portraits 

would have been even clearer “if it had been possible to provide myself with profile 

portraits of these individuals.”442  

 The evidence for Ferri’s criminal anthropological claims was here realised 

visually. While in Lombroso’s analysis, criminality seemed to constitute an all-pervasive 

surface across bodies, populations, objects and representations, which also fully 

permeated the photographic representation and was manifest in each of its facets, Ferri 

appeared more discriminating between the different ontological levels of the 

criminological terrain. His confidence in the truthfulness of the photographic evidence 

was, however, similar to Lombroso’s: 

 
In these photographs we have seen an evident relation of types between 
individuals of the same criminal category despite the most diverse ethnic 
origins (as in numbers 16-17-18 and 20-21, etc.), and vice versa an 
enormous difference of types with regard to the various criminal 
tendencies, despite the shared origin, like the numbers 19-13-17 from 
Palermo, 21 and 23 from Verona, etc.443  
 

 Ferri relied on the portraits presented in L’Omicidio as representations of types 

rather than as individual specimens pertaining to certain typical schemata. His notion of 

type was closer to Galton’s, who had construed it as an ideal construction in relation to 

which individuals could be evaluated. While Lombroso held that criminal individuals 

were invested with a complete, biologically determined criminal identity, Ferri regarded 

the different criminal types as comparative and classificatory devices which could aid 

individual analysis. Although his criminological convictions were close to Lombroso’s, 

Ferri did not subscribe to the latter’s semiotic regime. Analoguously, Ferri’s conception 

of photography regarded it as a means of classification which depended on its 

actualisation by the criminal anthropologist. Where Lombroso’s semiology of natural 

signs implied a quasi-natural, central position of the anthropologist, Ferri suggested that 

                                                
442 Ferri (1895), p.227 [se degli stessi individui avessi potuto procurarmi la fotografia di 

profilo]. 
443 Ibid., p.236 [Abbiamo veduto, in queste fotografie, una evidente comunanza di tipi in 

individui della stessa categoria criminale malgrado la più diversa origine etnica (come nei numeri 
16-17-18 e 20-21, ecc.), e viceversa una differenza enorme di tipo rispondente alle diverse tendenze 
criminose, malgrado la origine comune, come nei numeri 19-13-17 di Palermo, 21 e 23 di Verona, 
ecc.]. 
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the truth of the photograph needed to be spelled out, so that the position of the scientist 

ultimately hinged on the process of reception and analysis. 

 This attitude was closer to that of the anthropologists and psychiatrists, while it 

is worth noting that in all of these conceptualisations, the criminals themselves had even 

less of a role than the ‘natives’, and certainly than the psychiatric patients. In the 

penological discussion of responsibility which Ferri developed in the earlier Sociologia 

criminale, he had rejected other authors’ suggestion to distinguish between criminal acts 

for which the individual was responsible, and others for which it was not.444  Ferri 

claimed that the notion of responsibility rested on the assumption that the individual 

committing a crime could be normal and thus liable to punishment, an assumption 

which he rejected, claiming that crime always constituted abnormal behaviour. The 

delinquent individual was irresponsible and had to be treated like a hospital patient who 

was given a treatment appropriate to his illness.  

 Gabriel Tarde, the French sociologist and philosopher who defended the French 

criminological school at the Paris Congress in 1889, had suggested a model for assessing 

an individual’s responsibility for an act without having to refer to the dubious category 

of free will. The two criteria, identité personnelle and ressemblance sociale, required the 

offender to know who he was and that he was the author of the crime, and to be socially 

adapted to the environment in which the crime was punished.445  This programme for a 

normal responsibility based on personal and social identity was rejected by Ferri for what 

he saw as its internal flaws and contradictions. Referring to Ribot’s notion of the Ego as a 

fleeting and composite effect of neurophysiological and psychological processes, and to 

his own thesis of the fundamental abnormalty of criminal behaviour, Ferri insisted that 

the criminal could not be considered under such criteria of identity.  

 The rationale for the treatment of criminals must therefore be sought not in their 

particular constitution, but in the requirements of society to defend itself against anti-

social acts. After what Ferri saw as the establishment of positive criteria for the 

classification of criminals, the universal response of social defence marked a decisive 

closure of the criminal anthropological project. Both the nature of crime and its relation 

to the social body had been fixed in this conception, and the problems that remained lay 

with the praxis of the judicial and penal apparatuses, and to a lesser extent with the 

intervention into the social breeding grounds of criminality. 

 With Ferri, the discovery of the ‘born criminal’ thus led to the disappearance of 

the criminal individual as a socially relevant and representable entity. Whereas 

Lombroso had considered criminality as it was manifested in the individual, Ferri looked 

at it as a problem of social organisation. Even if Ferri, possibly out of loyalty to his Italian 

                                                
444 Cf Ferri (1881). 
445 Cf Tarde (1890); on Tarde, cf also Milet (1970). 
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peers, held on to a notion of criminality which was partly grounded in biology, he 

primarily considered the criminal individual as a factor in social and penal policies. 

Similar to some of the sociologists we discussed in the introduction, Ferri held a non-

essentialist conception of the modern individual which was a function of the social 

formation that could not be captured by an isolated sign. The ability of the portrait 

photograph to subjectify was, in this set-up, irrelevant with regard to the criminal’s self-

perception, and had an affirmative rather than critical function in relation to the criminal 

anthropologist. 

 

 
Lombroso and the Indexicality of Crime 

 

The trend in Italian criminology of the 1890s represented by Ferri towards an 

understanding of crime caused by both biological and social factors, left Lombroso more 

or less unaffected. At the end of the decade, he brought out an edited version of the last 

part of L’Uomo delinquente in France, entitled Crime: causes et remèdes (1899), in which he 

stressed the importance of the environmental influences on, and social causes of, crime. 

In this volume, there were no more than twelve text illustrations and ten plates, the latter 

including maps on the geographical distribution of crime, graphs of the average alcohol 

consumption, histological drawings, line drawings of brains and of the palms of hands of 

criminals and apes, portrait photographs of three African men of the Dinka tribe, and 

graphs indicating the latters’ “extraordinary” visual fields. Lombroso was obviously 

paying tribute to the discursive environment in France where he placed this publication. 

The insistence on the material evidence of criminality that Lombroso demonstrated in the 

collection of his Museo in Turin until well past the turn of the century suggests that Crime 

was intended as a friendly gesture towards the French school, rather than a decisive shift 

in his beliefs. 

 At the Congress of Criminal Anthropology held in Turin in 1906, an event chiefly 

designed to celebrate the life-work of Lombroso in his home town, the Museo di 

Psichiatria e Antropologia Criminale was presented as the congress exhibition, enriched by 

loans from other criminologists’ collections.446  The Museo had first been inaugurated 

during the Congress of Legal Medicine in 1898. As early as 1885, the Rome Congress had 

unanimously adopted a motion suggested by Ferri, expressing the demand for a Musée 

central d’anthropologie criminelle to be located in Italy.447  But a project proposal for a 

museum was drawn up only in 1892, followed by a planning process which, in 1896, led 

to the transfer of Lombroso’s collection to the Institute of Legal Medicine in Turin’s Via 

                                                
446 For the history of the Museo, cf Colombo (1975), p.37-9. 
447 Cf Actes (1886), p.294-5. 
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Michelangelo. There it was arranged according to the order of L’Uomo delinquente by 

Mario Carrara who, from 1904, was to become the director of the Museo. 

 The bulk of the Exposition d’anthropologie criminelle et de police scientifique in the 

salon and the halls VIII to XII of the Museo was dominated by objects from Italian 

collections as they had already been shown at the Congress exhibitions of 1885 and 1889. 

The material was partly ordered after: anatomical preparations, including cases full of 

skulls and other anatomical specimens; Tenchini’s collection of skulls, brains and wax 

masks of rapists, murderers and thieves; examples of the creative work of criminals, 

including jugs, clay figures and a set of playing cards drawn with blood; weapons and 

other corpus delicti; chains and other “instruments and documents of the judiciary”; and 

finally drawings, graphics, portraits of famous criminals and series of portrait 

photographs of criminal types. New was the section on police scientifique in which 

exhibitors from Italy, Germany, Spain, Switzerland and France showed anthropometric 

instruments, albums of signaletic photographs for identification of criminals, and 

photographs of sites, victims, traces or instruments of crime.448  

 The graphic and photographic section included only a few maps and graphs 

indicating the geographical distribution of anthropometric particularities, and some 

sociological data. Otherwise, there were several albums with portrait photographs of 

criminals, epileptics, retarded children, etc., anatomical drawings and radiographic 

prints, all pertaining to the achieved theories of the Italian school of criminal 

anthropology as they had been laid down by Lombroso thirty years earlier [ill.27]. 

 The crucial link of the chain of indexicality constructed by Lombroso to affirm 

the essentiality of criminality was added to the collection only after the maestro’s death in 

1908, however. In his ultimate indexical act, Lombroso demanded in his will that his 

skeleton, brain, and the skin from his head should be placed in the collection of the 

Museo, where they still bear witness to the Lombrosian anthropological will to know 

Man through the anatomy, the brain, and the face [ill.28]. Even posthumously, it seems, 

Lombroso wanted to validate his life’s work by remaining virtually present as an index 

of criminological genius. The material evidence of his having-been-there echoes the 

phenomenological conception of the ontology of photography in which the perceiving 

subject affirms its own actuality in the moment of perception. 

 The photograph, then, is an appropriate metaphor for the Lombrosian semiotic 

regime, rather than a crucial means of his scientific practice. Construed in a dual way, 

both as an index, and as an icon that resembles or mimics what it designates, it quasi-

animistically tends towards a semiotic re-creation of the referent. Within Lombroso’s 

                                                
448 Such criminalistic exhibits would dominate the exhibition at the last Congress, 

held in Cologne in 1911, which took place after Lombroso’s death in 1908 and indicated 
that criminal anthropology as a paradigm had lost its purchase - there were no more than 
five skulls in the whole show, while there had been several hundreds in Rome in 1885. 
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anthropological practice, the criminal individual is analytically dissected, and 

recomposed according to the molarising semiotic regime as a fully ‘criminalised’ 

apparatus. Its identity as a criminogeneous machine is articulated by the diagrammatic 

tool of portrait photography. 

 Comparing the results of the three chapters on anthropology, psychiatry and 

criminal anthropology, we can attempt to draw some systematic conclusions with respect 

to the semiotic regimes of photography. These are, as we saw, not representative of the 

respective disciplines, but represent dominant positions in the tableau of human 

scientific practices under review:  

 1. For Gustav Fritsch, the portrait photograph ideally constituted a measurable 

matrix from which meaning could be derived through computation. If we understand 

meaning as a process of translation,449  it was, in Fritsch’s conception, produced at the 

intersection of the (technical) production and the representation of the photograph. The 

key problem of producing meaningful portrait photographs was the accurate translation 

of material facts into visual data. 

 2. For John Conolly, the portrait photograph was a legible matrix from which 

meaning could be derived through empathetic reception. Meaning was thus generated at 

the intersection of the representation and the reception of the portrait. The key problem 

of this application of photography was to elicit valid ways of reading or decoding the 

image. 

 3. For Cesare Lombroso, the portrait photograph formed an essential matrix in 

which meaning was always already materially present. Rather than a process, meaning 

must here be conceived as an object of revelation. The key problem of Lombroso’s 

analysis of the portrait photograph was quantitative and concerned its comprehensive 

decoding. 

 As with the anthropological and the psychiatric practices we studied, the 

criminal anthropological regime of representation was closely connected to a certain type 

of subjectification. Talking about his physiognomic experiments, Ferri had been rather 

outspoken about the degree to which the criminal anthropologist was the expert, author 

and guarantor of evidence of criminality. More generally we can say that the regime so 

closely wedded to phenomenological conceptions posited the individual’s visual 

experience as the origin of objective insights and truths, and thus placed the criminal 

anthropologist at the nub of the epistemological formation. The dominance of the notion 

of indexicality in Lombroso’s work meant that his was ultimately a molarising semiotics 

of identity which affirmed both the subject identity of the criminologist, and the criminal 

identity of the delinquent. 
  
                                                

449 Following Massumi (1992), p.14, in his analysis of Deleuze and Guattari (cf also 
ibid., p.147, n.12). 
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Part II. The Dispositif of Identification 

 
Chapter 5: Criminalistics: The Construction of Identity 

 

 

 
Repressive Photography? 

 

Photographic practices are frequently discussed today in the mould of binary 

oppositions. Allan Sekula, in his essay on Bertillon and Galton, “The Body and the 

Archive” (1986), writes of how nineteenth-century photography formed “a double 

system: a system of representation capable of functioning both honorifically and 

repressively. This double operation is most evident in the workings of photographic 

portraiture.”450 The honorific function proliferated throughout society by making the 

traditional form of portraiture available to lower strata, while, “at the same time, 

photographic portraiture began to perform a role no painted portrait could have 

performed in the same thorough and rigorous fashion. This role derived, not from any 

honorific portrait tradition, but from the imperatives of medical and anatomical 

illustration. Thus photography came to establish and delimit the terrain of the other, to 

define both the generalised look - the typology - and the contingent instance of deviance and 

social pathology.”451  Sekula puts aside the claim formulated by Michel Foucault that 

power is a force that has positive, constructive effects on the formation of the disciplined 

body. He insists that “we need to understand those modes of instrumental realism that 

do in fact operate according to a very explicit deterrent or repressive logic.”452   

 However, for Sekula, portrait photography, that “socially ameliorative as well as 

socially repressive instrument”, is not the tool of repression proper: 

 
If we examine the manner in which photography was made useful by the 
late nineteenth-century police, we find plentiful evidence of a crisis of 
faith in optical empiricism. In short, we need to describe the emergence 
of a truth-apparatus that cannot be adequately reduced to the optical 
model provided by the camera. The camera is integrated into a larger 
ensemble: a bureaucratic-clerical-statistical system of “intelligence.”453  

                                                
450 Sekula (1986), p.6. 
451 Ibid., p.7. 
452 Ibid.; cf also Foucault (1975), (1976). 
453 Ibid., p.16; cf Fogle (1993), p.67-8, for a brief, and critical, analysis of Sekula’s 

reinstatement of the notion of repression against Foucault, claiming that Sekula has 
simultaneously acknowledged and neutralised Foucault’s theory of the productivity of 
power. It should be remarked that the notion of the “repression hypothesis” was 
developed by Foucault (1976) with reference to the alleged repression of the discourse 
about sex, and not, as Fogle suggests, as referring to the subjections of the body described 
in Foucault (1975). 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 183 

 

Prime instruments of this system are the archive and the filing cabinet.  

 These observations seem to contradict the claim for a repressive function of the 

photograph: it is no more than a ‘cold’ element deployed within the system. Sekula’s last 

remarks are also confirmed by the results of my analyses of the previous chapters. 

Throughout the human sciences, photographs were regarded as an effective but 

ultimately ‘weak’ medium which, despite its psychological force, could only operate in a 

structured, ‘charged’ environment. 

 Even Sekula rejected the conception of the repressive power of photography 

formulated by John Tagg in a text written in 1980, and couched in the fervent political 

rhetoric of that time.454   Tagg argued that Bentham’s panopticon, which Foucault 

described as the ultimate disciplining apparatus of the early-nineteenth century, had 

been replaced, by the end of the century, by “the unobtrusive cell of the photographic 

frame, […] its ever more minute division of time and motion, […] its ever finer scrutiny 

of bodies in stringent laboratory conditions.”455  

 In a more recent text, Tagg reverses this claustrophobic reading and arrives at an 

argument which is similar to that put forward by Sekula. Tagg highlights the idea of the 

power system as a precarious construction in which a “repressive” intention can hardly 

be identified. The “power of the image,” he writes, “fails as long as it is not tied into 

another system: on the one hand, into the system of cross-referencing of the file and the 

archive, and on the other hand into something that Bann has called a ‘discourse which 

mimes the process of chronological sequence’, i.e. a narrative system.”456  To realise its 

full discursive value, the systems of the narrative and the archive have to remain exterior 

to the documentary image. Reiterating his theses from the mid-1980s, Tagg insists on the 

discursive rather than the phenomenological force of the documentary photograph, and 

on its power-wielding status as an articulation of institutional, discursive and political 

formations producing regimes of evidential knowledge.457  

 Both Sekula and Tagg, after putting so much stress on the ‘articulating 

environment’, cling to the idea that photography is still an essential centre of the 

dispositifs with which they are dealing. The material object of the photograph, or 
                                                

454 “Power and Photography - Part I, A Means of Surveillance: The Photograph as 
Evidence in Law”, repr. in Tagg (1988), p.66-102. 

455 Ibid., p.87. In the introduction to the essay collection, Tagg puts forward some 
self-criticism against his earlier, strongly Althusserian positions; cf ibid., p.7-8, for an 
immediate response to Sekula’s critique. 

456 Tagg (1993), p.31 (quote from Bann (1984), p.67). 
457 Cf ibid., p.34; Tagg adds: “The closure of the historiographic rhetoric on the level 

of the fact, and the closure of photographic meaning on the level of its indexicality have 
become effective in areas of the historical and the photographic discourses which they 
have never permeated. However ambitious they may be, they remain local accessories, 
the foundations of which were and are under dispute” (ibid., p.29 [my re-translation 
from the German; AB]). 
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photography as a complex of practices centred around that object, remains at the heart of 

their concern. We have seen that photography was relatively marginal to the human 

scientific discourses of the nineteenth century, and that it also had rather little purchase 

as an ‘imaginary device’, as a device triggering a more powerful image of the feeble 

object of those sciences, Man. Portrait photography proved to have its greatest impact on 

the observers, whether they were looking at portraits of themselves, or at images of 

others. The full importance of this analysis for our argument will become clearer in the 

course of this and the following chapters on the identificational and ‘characterising’ uses 

of portraits by the police and in private studio photography. Suffice to say here that the 

subjectifying force of reading faces, of cognitively turning visual representations into 

meaningful images, triggered mechanisms of self-identification on the back of 

classificatory-cum-identificational practices. 

 Nineteenth-century police photography is an important case in point. For Tagg 

and Sekula, the portraits produced of criminals for identificational purposes were prime 

examples of the crucial role that photography could play in the repressive apparatuses in 

which it was put to use. However, once again photography proved to be a rather 

unwieldy tool which was praised highly, but utilised for only limited tasks. Ironically, it 

was the very object of its alleged repression, i.e. the individuality of the sitter, which was 

generated by the dispositif conceived by Alphonse Bertillon (1853 - 1914), the Parisian 

police administrator whose seminal work will form the main focus of this chapter.458  As 

in earlier instances, we find a lot of attention being paid to the problems of reception, and 

to the emotive impact of portrait photographs on the observer. The device which is so 

dependent on its discursive contextualisation recurrently hides in a niche where it 

escapes discursivisation and where it is allowed to unfold its phenomenal, subjectifying 

force. 

 

 
Photographing Criminals 

 

Considerations for an application of photography by the police emerged immediately 

following the publication of the process in 1839.459  Photographic portraiture promised to 

solve one of the great problems of police work, i.e. the accurate description of 

                                                
458 The existing literature on Bertillon, his system of identification, and police 

photography, is extensive and seems to justify a rather shorter outline of the field than in 
the previous chapters. Christian Phéline’s study L’Image accusatrice (1985), the text by 
Allan Sekula quoted earlier, and Martine Kaluszynski’s essay on the anthropometric 
aspects of Bertillonage (1987), offer sufficient general insight, so that we will be able to 
move on rather quickly to the more particular points of my own argument. 

459 A detailled, though not complete, international chronology of police photography 
before 1933 is given by Beese (1964). 
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individuals, whether for identification in passports or for the retrieval of fugitives. Yet, 

like their colleagues in the human sciences, the police found that the portrait photograph 

alone was neither a fully trustworthy identificational sign, nor did it allow, as a material 

object, for a systematic use which could easily be integrated into administrative practices. 

 The primary difficulty which portrait photographs posed for the police was 

exposed by the investigation books which were put together in many European cities. In 

the Berlin Fahndungsbuch of 1876, portraits were ordered according to types of crimes the 

individuals had committed. A remark in the handwritten frontispiece formulated the 

motivation for the album as “[the wish] always to have the criminals before the eyes and 

to study their habits and connections,” and to use it for the training of future 

criminalists.460   Although such albums were created until well into the twentieth 

century, their usefulness was rather questionable. Based on ambiguous criminological 

assumptions, the identification of criminals from the portraits was deemed less than 

flawless, due to the lack of an objective method of ordering and analysing.461  

 One of the early systematic suggestions for the use of photography by the police 

was Louis-Mathurin Moreau-Christophe’s système biométrographique of the early 1850s.462  

Moreau-Christophe distinguished between four signalements to be taken of the criminal: a 

signalement photographique, consisting of a portrait photograph; an anthropometrically 

derived signalement graphométrique; a signalement biographique, containing details on 

private life and convictions; and a signalement pénitentière, recording the life and 

behaviour during previous detentions. Taken together, these four signalements formed an 

identificational net from which the delinquent would be unable to flee: 

 
This system of bio-metro-photographic description really embraces the 
freed delinquent in a quadruple network, which does not allow him to 
make any movement outside the line which has been drawn without 
immediately being seen, recognised, recaptured.463  
 

                                                
460 Polizeihistorische Sammlung Berlin, Inv. No. 399 [stets die Verbrecher vor Augen zu 

haben, deren Gebräuche und Verbindungen zu studiren]; cf ibid. for another Verbrecheralbum 
(album of criminals), probably created in 1911, which is also ordered according to types 
of crimes. Portraits are here en face and in profile; numbers given with each set of 
photographs might refer to a list (not locatable) giving further data. 

461 Writing on the requirements of the modern police force in 1899, G. Roscher, later 
head of the Hamburg police, mentioned the album of criminals as a means of helping a 
victim or witness to identify an unknown perpetrator. Yet, he said, it is easy to confuse 
the viewer by putting in too many images, so that only habitual criminals, “and those 
who want to become ones,” should be included. Roscher’s report closed with a three-
page description of Bertillon’s system (p.252-5). 

462 Ernest Lacan quoted at length from Moreau-Christophe’s mémoire in La Lumière of 
July 22, 1854; cf also Phéline (1985), p.17-18. 

463 Moreau-Christophe, in La Lumière, 22.7.1854, p.113 […à vrai dire, ce système de 
signalement biométrophotographique enlacerait le libéré comme dans un quadruple réseau, lequel 
ne lui permettrait de faire aucun mouvement en dehors de la ligne tracée, sans être aussitôt vu, 
reconnu, repris]. 
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Moreau-Christophe placed remarkable emphasis on the biographical dimension, while 

the question of processing the derived data - an issue that was later to drive Bertillon’s 

investigations - seems not to have engaged him. Instead, he was full of optimism about 

the truthful force exerted by “inflicting this new mark”, i.e. photography, a mark not 

inflicted on the physical body - brandishing convicted criminals had been abandoned in 

French law in 1832 - but a mark on the social body of the individual, a mark left in the 

files of the penitentiary and police institutions where the individual’s social identity 

resided. 

 Moreau-Christophe’s système biométrographique fully relied on the natural 

evidentiality of portrait photographs when claiming their usefulness, without being 

bothered about the practicalities of reconnaissance work. A German penologist, 

Odebrecht, writing about possible applications of photography a decade later, paid more 

attention to the problems of administering identificational portraits. He referred 

particularly to the contemporary practice of sending tramps to institutions in other parts 

of the country without escort, carrying only a pass that gave the name of the individual 

and the route he or she was supposed to travel on. Until the invention of photography, 

these passes could be swapped between different individuals, giving them greater 

freedom of movement within that system of enforced travel. With a photograph added to 

the paper, the connection between the individual, the conviction, the pass, and the 

destination could be knitted together more tightly: 

 
The involuntary traveller would thus really be forced to make his way to 
start his punishment without delay; every pub landlord with whom he 
would want to stop, every police officer who would meet him on the 
way, would notice a spurious travel route and could have him stopped 
and arrested; as is already happening in the case of passports, it would 
also no longer be necessary for the individual police administrations to 
issue the impractical visas.464  

 

The individual was logged into this complex system of surveillance by law courts, police 

stations, policemen, pub landlords, and prisons, through the linking of a (criminal) social 

identity with the photographic representation of the individual’s body. The enforcement 

of that system depended on the empowerment and cooperation of people outside the 

state institutions (pub landlords), and it left a considerable amount of manipulative 

leeway to the individual. Furthermore, Odebrecht pointed to the advantage of 

simplifying certain administrative acts that the use of photography would imply: the 

                                                
464 Odebrecht (1864), p.667 [So wäre der Zwangsreisende wirklich gezwungen, den saueren 

Weg zum Antritte seiner Strafe ohne Säumen zurückzulegen; jeder Krugwirth, bei dem er 
einkehren wollte, jeder Polizeibeamte, der ihm begegnete, würde eine untergeschobene Reiseroute 
erkennen und das Anhalten und Ergreifen bewirken; es bedürfte ebensowenig, wie dies bei den 
Paßkarten jetzt schon stattfindet, der lästigen Visas der einzelnen Polizeibehörden auf diesen 
Reiserouten]. 
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economy of time and money was, as we shall presently see again, an important factor in 

discussions concerning the introduction of photography as a regular practice. 

 The implementation of such proposals frequently brought about unexpected 

complications, however, on practical as well as on political and legal levels. An 

interesting series of documents relating to early administrative usages of photography in 

France has recently been published by André Rouillé under the title of “Photographies, 

contrôle et répression (1863-1872)”.465   They not only show that, in France, photographic 

representation was seen as a problematic intrusion on the individual,466  but also that the 

‘repressive function’ was rather ambivalent and unpredictable. 

 In November 1863, Charles Lucas, president of the Conseil de l’Inspection générale 

des prisons at the Ministry of the Interior in Paris, responded to a request from a prison 

director for authorisation to acquire a photographic apparatus. Lucas wrote that, 

although photographic portraits had been used by the authorities as tools to support 

investigations for individuals, the greatest restraint had been exercised in all these cases. 

Nothing is more fugitive, he claimed, than the human physiognomy which changes with 

growing age, and more rapidly even in prisoners serving long terms, rendering 

photography almost useless. Moreover, it is a means that cannot be applied universally 

to all detainees, because it “would, for these prisoners, be an aggravation unforeseen by 

the law and, moreover, a means of preventing their amelioration.”467  Photography was 

thus construed as an unduly harsh means which could work against the main aim of the 

punishment, i.e. a moral improvement of the criminal. 

 The insurrection of the Paris Commune in 1871 marked an important 

breakthrough of photography as a regular police practice in France.468  After the 

suppression of the uprising, portrait photographs were used for identifying corpses as 

well as for finding Communards who had escaped from police custody. The maritime 

prefects in the main ports from where convicted Communards were deported into the 

colonies were instructed in August 1871 by the Minister for the Navy and the Colonies to 

have photographs taken of all deportees: 

 
It seems to me that one of the most irrefutable proofs of identity is the 
exact representation of a convict’s physiognomy by photography. The 
practical realisation of this measure which, thanks to the studios 
established in the ports over the past twelve years for the exercise of this 
profession, could be executed alongside the condemnations, implying 
insignificant expense, would have the dual advantage of facilitating the 
investigations of the police and permitting the definite application of the 

                                                
465 Cf Rouillé (1989), p.479-85. 
466 Cf also my discussion of Legrand du Saulle’s text on psychiatric photography, 

chapter I.2, above. 
467  Rouillé (1989), p.480 [Archives nationales F7 12708]. 
468  For an extensive account of the political role of photography during the 

Commune, cf English (1984), p.21-79. 
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punishment for recidivism.469  
 

The circular from the minister gave a description of the way in which the sitters should 

appear in the photographs, and suggested a standard print size. Giving the first and 

second name of the sitters, they were to be collected and alphabetically ordered in the 

central judicial archives of the ministry. It was archives like this which, ten years later, 

Bertillon would denounce as hugely inept because the only realistic possibility of 

retrieving the portrait of an individual for identification was through the name. And 

nothing seemed easier than giving a false name on being rearrested. 

 While the intricacies and restrictions of such archives emerged only gradually as 

the authorities tried to make use of them, another problem arose in the immediate 

aftermath of the Commune. The photographs of the Communards, originally taken for 

the administrative purposes of identification and recapture, came into public circulation 

as the portraits of popular heroes and heroines, and of martyrs. Their circulation was 

thus forbidden by the Gouverneur général of Paris in December 1871: 

 
The exhibition, sale and reproduction of all drawings, photographs or 
emblems designed to disrupt the public order, are prohibited. Especially 
forbidden are the sale, the exhibition and the peddling of portraits of 
individuals pursued or condemned for their participation during the 
recent insurrections.470  
 

This example gives clear evidence of the tenuous nature of ‘repressive photography’: the 

same images could, when used as markers of the popular struggle, ridicule the state’s 

attempt at containing the insurrection through this representational means. ‘Repression 

through photography’ had to be carefully orchestrated, regulated, and guarded. To some 

degree, the state would, in the future, have to keep the identity of criminals secret, 

threatened by both personality rights and popular hero-worship. 

 The effects of the identificational machine set into motion by the police 

administrators were thus, from the outset, threatening to be extremely complex and 

difficult to control. The system was bugged by factors such as the strategies of 

camouflage used by the criminals, the insistence on personal rights, the vagaries of 
                                                

469 cit Rouillé (1989), p.482 [Il m’a semblé qu’une des preuves les plus irréfragables de 
l’identité est la représentation exacte de la physionomie d’un condamné par la photographie. La 
mise en pratique de cette mesure qui, grâce aux ateliers établis depuis près de douze années dans 
les ports, pour l’exercise de cette profession, pourrait être exécutée au fur et à mesure des 
condamnations, moyennant une dépense insignificative, aurait le double avantage de faciliter les 
recherches de la police judiciaire, au cas d’une seconde poursuite, et de permettre l’application à 
coup sûr des peines de la récidive]. 

470 Cit ibid., p.485 [Archives nationales F18 2363] [L’exhibition, la mise en vente et le 
colportage de tous dessins, photographies ou emblèmes de nature à troubler la paix publique, sont 
prohibés. Sont interdits notamment la mise en vente, l’exhibition et le colportage des portraits des 
individus poursuivis ou condamnés pour leur participation aux derniers faits insurrectionnels]. 
Pointon (1993), p.85-94, discusses a similar effect of “heroicization” with regard to some 
English eighteenth-century ‘criminals’. 
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activating the archive as a productive apparatus rather than a graveyard of delinquents’ 

portraits, or the unexpected reactions of the populace. Shortly after joining the Paris 

police force in 1879, Alphonse Bertillon took up the challenge and began to work out an 

identificational system which was based on anthropometric measurements and which, 

although including portrait photographs, tried clearly to define and delimit their 

functions and effects. 

 

 
Identifying the Recidivist 

 

In the days immediately following the first International Congress of Criminal 

Anthropology in Rome in November 1885, the International Penitentiary Society held 

their own, third congress there and invited Alphonse Bertillon, head of what was by then 

the Bureau d’identité in the Service de sûreté at the Préfecture de police in Paris, to present a 

paper about his new “method for recognising recidivists who declare a false identity”.471  

Bertillon was not yet at the height of his fame, which he reached with the national and 

international acclaim for and adoption of his system in the 1890s, but he already had a 

good reputation and some success, manifested by the establishment of his system of 

anthropometric identification in the whole of France that same autumn 1885.472  

 Recidivism had become an important judicial problem in the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century. Criminal statistics, starting with Adolphe Quételet’s work of the 

1830s, and more highly organised police practices, revealed that a high proportion of 

crimes was committed by the same group of individuals who, especially after escaping 

from prison - that alleged breeding ground of a criminal population - took on false 

identities in order to avoid having to complete the earlier prison sentence.473  When 

habitual criminals were recaptured and recognised as such, the judicial system not only 

added the uncompleted sentence to the new conviction. Additionally, the French 

relegation law of 1885 on the deportation of convicted criminals to the colonies, and the 

appeal law of 1891 firmly established the distinction between first-time offenders and 

                                                
471 Bertillon (1886), p.193. Photography was established as a regular component of 

the work of the Préfecture de police in Paris when, in 1872, the Service de la photographie was 
made part of the Service judiciaire (cf Kaluszynski (1987), p.272). However, there was no 
initial solution to the archival problem so that the actual use of the thousands of portraits 
to police activities remained more than questionable. 

472 In February 1888, a separate Service d’identification des détenus was created at the 
Palais de Justice. The Service d’identité judiciaire was inaugurated in August 1893 (cf 
Kaluszynski (1987), p.276-7). 

473 The figures were rising steadily from 1870, and around the end of the century 
every second case that was brought to trial involved the problem of recidivism (cf M. 
Perrot: “Délinquance et système pénitentiaire en France aux XIXe siècle.” In: Annales 
ESC, vol.30, 1975, p.67-91, esp. p.68; cit Ginzburg (1979/1980), p.35, n.86); cf also 
Kaluszynski (1987), p.270. 
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recidivists. A shift in the understanding of crime had led to the location of the 

criminogeneous, punishable force in the individual rather than in the deed, and this 

resulted in ameliorative penal measures for first-time offenders, and in specially 

aggravated punishments for recidivists whose behavioral improvement was deemed 

unlikely. In Britain, the Habitual Criminals Bill of 1869 had first introduced the 

‘biographical’ concept into British law.474  It also insisted that not only an individual 

deed, but an offender’s general conduct and his or her personal history came under 

consideration during the trial and might constitute factors justifying a heavier sentence. 

Similarly, in Austria at the end of the century, a simple theft was punishable as a serious 

crime if the value of the stolen item exceeded five guilders, and if the perpetrator had 

already been convicted for committing crimes twice.475  

 In the case of France, the sociological reasons for this development have been 

sought in the agricultural crisis and urban unemployment which led to a high degree of 

vagrancy and to what was regarded as a criminalising sub-proletarian milieu in the 

cities.476  In the aftermath of the Commune, social unrest, vagabondage, anarchism and 

recidivism were often looked at as aspects of a single phenomenon which had to be 

tackled by a strictly ordering approach to the dangerous classes. Like many of his 

contemporaries working on the practical application of human scientific research in the 

social arena, Bertillon expressedly geared his activities toward this phenomenon.477  

 Of the two crucial problems of recidivism that posed themselves to the police: 

proving that an individual had previously been convicted, and proving that the 

individual present was actually the same as the previous offender, Bertillon took on the 

second, seeking a scientific and objective method of linking an individual body to a 

single, continuous identity. Although he showed interest in the work of the Italian 

criminologists, in his signaletic system Bertillon never saw criminality as the habitual, 

quasi-instinctive behaviour of ‘born criminals’, but as a series of acts committed by an 

identical individual. Unlike Lombroso, who sought to locate the cause of criminal 

behaviour itself in the specific morphology of the individual body, Bertillon tried to find 

the anthropometric key that would unerringly chain the individual to its punishable 

body. 

                                                
474 Pick (1989), p.182. 
475 Paul (1897), p.5. 
476 cf Nye (1984), p.49-96, and Sekula (1986), p.33-4. 
477 Bertillon’s first major work on the topic was L’Identité des récidivistes et la loi de 

relégation (1883). 
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 After Bertillon’s speech at the Penitentiary Congress, his mentor, the director of 

the penitentiary administration in the French Ministry of the Interior, Louis Herbette, 

used the opportunity to reappraise the new signaletic system and to point out the crucial 

role it could play in affirming each individual’s position in the social formation, 

extending its reach far beyond the criminalistic terrain: 

 
The main objective of the new method is to fix the human personality, to 
give to each human being an identity, an individuality which is durable, 
invariable, always recognisable, and easy to demonstrate.478  
 

Herbette seemed to suggest that previously human personality was not safely fixed, and 

that human beings did not have certain, durable, invariable, recognisable and easily 

reproducable identities and individualities. The governmental problem of the individual 

which emerged only in the nineteenth century, and the scientific side of which was 

addressed by the human sciences, became more easily administerable through 

Bertillonnage.479  Christian Phéline, in his study on Bertillon’s work, pinpoints the 

function of this dispositif: 

 
Identification of the individual with its fault. But, equally necessary, 
identification of the individual with itself. The signaletic dispositif thus 
manifests its efficacity throughout the procedure; it “accompanies all 
reception as though guarding the trace of the effective, real presence of 
the person targeted by the administrative or judicial act.”480  
 

                                                
478 Herbette in Bertillon (1886), p.223 [Fixer la personnalité humaine, donner à chaque être 

humain une identité, une individualité certaine, durable, invariable, toujours reconnaissable, et 
facilement démontrable, tel semble l’objet le plus large de la méthode nouvelle]. Herbette had 
also, as we saw earlier (cf chapter I.3, above, section on Dalifol), strongly opposed 
Lombrosian criminal anthropology and had insisted that none of the directors working 
for his department should advocate the notion of the ‘born criminal’. 

479 For the governmental problem of the individual, cf Foucault (1988) and Burchell 
(1991). Complementing Foucault’s  notion of governmentality, Paul (1897), p.4, asserts 
that an accurate application of Bertillon’s system will enhance the power and the 
reputation of the state. The police, he writes, is in the best position to ensure the correct 
evaluation of the question of identity. In Paul (1900), p.217, he suggests that a 
congregation of experts would be able to adapt the reforms introduced in the context of 
Bertillon’s identificational system to the requirements of the state and to create an 
institute which could serve statistical and juridical needs, as well as the anthropological 
sciences. Ginzburg (1979/1980) maintains that “the problem of identifying previous 
offenders (…) was the bridgehead of a more or less conscious project of keeping a 
complete and general check on the whole of society” (p.25). The nightmare of that 
controlled society is still being dreamt today; cf Deleuze (1990). 

480 Phéline (1985), p.48; inserted quote from Bertillon (1893) [Identification de l’individu 
avec sa faute. Mais aussi nécessaire identification de l’individu avec lui-même. Le dispositif 
signalétique manifeste ainsi son efficacité tout au long de la procédure; il “accompagne toute 
réception comme garder la trace de la présence effective, réelle, de la personne visée par l’acte 
administratif ou judiciaire”]. In his account, Phéline goes on to emphasise aspects of 
surveillance, repression, discipline, etc., notions which keep him locked into an 
affirmation of the dichotomies of state and individual, and of ‘free citizens’ and ‘others’. 
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 Guarding the trace [garder la trace] must here be read in a constructive and 

productive sense, it establishes, rather than ‘records’, the “effective and real presence of 

the person”, we see that the individual is a product of the administrative and judicial 

order, and we understand why the act of identification itself is one of establishing a link 

across a difference, a deliberate and precarious negation of the difference between a 

human body and a series of punishable acts. Bertillon construed individuality as 

ultimately inessential and relative, though a necessary function of the administrative 

apparatuses and the indexicalising linkage established between body and identity ‘on’ 

the photograph.481   The identifiable criminal human being which, as we will see 

presently, will identify itself with more certainty than any outside observer can, is an 

effect of the facialising machine of administred photography which reterritorialises the 

criminal individual on its readable portrait. 

 

 
Bertillon’s System of Identification 

 

The problem that Bertillon confronted, then, was to rationalise the individual according 

to a scientifically valid method allowing its integration into an identificational system. 

After working on a signaletic method for the identification of recidivists for several years, 

Bertillon succeeded in 1882 in convincing his superiors of the validity of his research. He 

was granted the facilities for a trial period, during which he managed to identify a 

significant number of newly arrested individuals even from the rather small archive 

which was then only in its initial stage.482  

 Bertillon had come from a family of doctors, statisticians and anthropologists, 

and during a brief period which he had spent at the Ecole de medecine he had found out 

that the 222 pieces of the skeleton varied considerably from one individual to the other. 

This observation was crucial for the development of the Système de l’identification par les 

signalements anthropométriques. Bertillon identified seven measurements which did not 

change after the age of twenty, which were easy to take from the human body, and the 

combination of which made it possible to find an individual from within a large sample: 

height of the body, length and width of the head, length of the left middle finger, length 

of the left foot, width of the extended arms, and colour of the left eye. First, the 

individuals were subdivided according to their sex. Then the measurement results were 

grouped into standardised classes of “small”, “medium” and “large”, their divisions 

being based on statistically derived averages, and into levels of eye pigmentation. On the 

                                                
481 Cf Sekula (1986), p.34, on relativist conceptions of individuality in Bertillon. 
482 For biographical details about Bertillon, cf Rhodes (1956), Phéline (1985), and 

Kaluszynski (1987). 
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basis of this classification, an archival tree-structure was composed which grouped an 

easily manageable number of signaletic filing cards together in one box for individuals 

with a specific combination of measurements. Complete with a standardised verbal 

description (portrait parlé), the documentation of special marks on the body, and portrait 

photographs in profile and en face, an individual’s card could safely be found even in an 

archive of tens of  thousands of entries [ill.29].483  

 Before taking a closer look at Bertillon’s understanding of photography and at 

the portrait parlé, let us briefly consider the impact of the fact that it is an anthropometric 

method which forms the main basis of the system. While, in the anthropological 

disciplines we considered previously, anthropometric data were used for statistical 

projections and generalisations abstracting from individuals, Bertillon used 

anthropometry to identify individual specificity. Identification was here not a passive or 

receptive act during which an individual’s identity was merely extracted from a body, 

but it was an act of construction, of apperception, of actively linking data with the aim of 

creating an individualised entity that could be handled archivally. 

 What we observe here is the construction of a representational and classificatory 

system that articulates a body which can be endowed with an identity. Identification as 

practised by Bertillon is a classificatory act similar to those in other practices related to 

the anthropological sciences. The matrix of social positions related to these identifications 

is continuous. Personal identity is a classificatory category tied to the human body, 

similar to the way in which the human sciences attached notions of racial identity, 

insanity, or inborn criminality to individual bodies through classificatory and 

representational dispositifs. 

 

 
Dissemination and Replacement 

 

The introduction of Bertillonage in France after 1883 was noted with interest by police and 

judicial administrators in other European countries. A great deal of care was invested in 

the campaign to make it known to the professional public through talks like the one 

Bertillon gave at the Penitentiary Congress in Rome 1885, and through a series of 

publications, of which translations and adaptations in the other major European 

languages became widely available by the early 1890s. The Service d’identification received 

visitors from all over the world and had presentations at the Exposition universelle in Paris 

in 1889, right next to the exhibition of criminal anthropology, and again at the Universal 

                                                
483 For a detailled analysis of Bertillon’s use of anthropometrics, cf Kaluszynski 

(1987). For an interpretive essay on Bertillon’s system, cf Delvaux (1988), who emphasises 
the aspect of a repressive deconstruction of the delinquent’s body by the signaletic 
procedures. 
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Exhibition in Chicago in 1893.484  

 Various anthropometrically based signaletic processes were in use at the time. 

The United States, Switzerland, Russia, Romania, and others applied systems similar to 

or identical with Bertillon’s, while in Italy there was no such application of 

anthropometry, and in England only the prisons took measurements and photographs 

regularly, whereas the police decided from case to case whether they should be taken. In 

Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the breakthrough for Bertillon’s system 

came when a conference held in Berlin in June 1897 called both for the “introduction of 

the anthropometric system in Germany”, and for a strict international standardisation of 

the process so that information about criminals could be easily exchanged between 

different countries.485 

 For advocates of the method, internationalisation was an important condition of 

its future success. Herbette, talking in Rome in 1885, pointed to an increasing 

professionalisation and internationalisation of crime, and to 

 
the aid which [Bertillonage] was called upon to offer to the identification 
of international criminals who so easily change names and countries. As 
crime is becoming a sort of profession of specialised individuals who 
know how to exploit the progress of our civilisation for their escape from 
repression, it is natural that society for its part uses the discoveries of 
science to counteract these tricks.486 
 

In this struggle around the consequences of civilisation and progress, anthropometry and 

telegraphy were the tools for overcoming the spatial and temporal limitations of police 

work, and for tracing criminals wherever they went. 

 
Most of all, one would use [the signaletic system] if it was necessary to 
investigate people over long distances and longer periods of time, during 
which external appearance, physiognomy, physical features and habits 
may have been modified naturally or artificially. This could be done 
without expensive transfers, by the simple exchange of some notes or 
ciphers between one country and another, or one continent and another, 
so that it is possible to know in the United States who that man coming 

                                                
484 Cf Exposition universelle. Les Expositions de l’état (1890), vol.2, p.149-50; and exh. cat. 

Service d’identification. Exposition universelle de Chicago. Paris: Préfecture de Police, 1893. 
485  Cf Paul (1897), p.29-48, for a synoptic description of the contemporary 

international situation; beside participants from the German provinces and Austria-
Hungary, there were representatives from the Netherlands (Vermoolen, Rotterdam) and 
from Romania (Minovici, Bucharest) at the Berlin conference. 

486 Herbette in Bertillon (1886), p.221-2 [les secours que ce procédé (i.e. Bertillonage) était 
appelé à rendre pour la reconnaissance des malfaiteurs internationaux qui changent si volontiers 
de nom et de pays. Le crime, devenant en quelque sorte professionnel, se spécialisant entre les 
mains de quelques individus qui savent mettre à profit les progrès de notre civilisation pour 
échapper à la répression, il est naturel que la société, de son côté, utilise les découvertes de la 
science pour déjouer ces ruses]; cf also Bertillon (1893), p.LXXXI-LXXXIV, 
“Internationalisation et généralisation du procédé anthropométrique”. The advocate of 
Bertillonage in Germany, Friedrich Paul, makes frequent reference to the necessity of 
internationalisation in the face of the growing anarchist movement (eg Paul (1897), p.8). 
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from France is, and to establish whether that traveller in Rome is indeed 
the person who has been measured in Stockholm ten years earlier.487  
 

A crucial factor in this net of data exchange was the standardised computation of 

measurements and descriptions in order to facilitate international communication. In the 

late-1890s, Hanns Gross, editor of the German Archiv für Kriminalanthropologie und 

Kriminalistik, recurrently rejected suggestions for improvements on Bertillon’s system. In 

general, Gross writes, improvements on new discoveries are useful and necessary. 

 
An exception should only be made where the value of an idea consists 
precisely in the unitary generalisation, because every modification would 
then destroy the main purpose of unity. […] I have already insisted 
many times that here ‘better’ is the enemy of the ‘good’, and that the 
most brilliant improvement of Bertillonage, introduced unilaterally, will 
bring the greatest disadvantage because the general international 
understanding would be disrupted.488  
 

The establishment of internationally agreed standards for identificational parameters 

meant that, at least in theory, all human beings came under a unified roof of 

anthropometric individuation. Yet, a century before the introduction of central 

computerised data bases, the degree of administrative centralisation that was also 

necessary for an effective application of the system was difficult to engineer, nationally 

as well as internationally.489  
 An important point of contention were the economic advantages and 

disadvantages of the establishment of the identification service. Powerful opposition to 

Bertillonage was based on the claim that the photographic apparatuses, the 

anthropometric instruments and the salaries of their operators were too expensive. 

Bertillon and his advocates countered these arguments by explaining the financial 

benefits of the new system. Beside the general interest in the identification of recaptured 

criminals from a police perspective, 

                                                
487 Herbette in Bertillon (1886), p.223 [A plus forte raison aurait-on à s’en préoccuper s’il 

fallait faire reconnaître les gens à longue distance et à une longue durée d’intervalle, après que 
l’apparence extérieure, la physionomie, les traits et les habitudes physiques ont pu se modifier de 
façon naturelle ou artificielle, et cela sans déplacement ni frais, par simple échange de quelques 
notes ou chiffres à envoyer d’un pays à l’autre, d’un continent à l’autre, de manière à savoir aux 
Etats-Unis ce qu’est tel homme venu de France, et à établir si tel voyageur que l’on trouve à Rome 
est bien tel personnage qu’on a mesuré à Stockholm dix ans auparavant]. 

488 Gross (1900), p.361-2 [Eine Ausnahme besteht nur dort, wo eine Idee ihren Werth gerade 
in der einheitlichen Verallgemeinerung hat, weil dann jede, auch die beste Aenderung den 
Hauptzweck der Einheit zerstört. […] Ich habe schon zahlreiche Mal nachdrücklich darauf 
hingewiesen, dass auch hier das Bessere der Feind des Guten ist, und dass die glänzendste 
Verbesserung der Bertillonage, einseitig vorgenommen, den grössten Nachtheil bringt, weil das 
allgemeine internationale Verständnis dadurch gestört erscheint]; as comparative examples, 
Gross mentioned the introduction of  the standard thread for the pipes of all European 
fire brigades, and of standardised ammunition for the armies. Levinsohn (1899), for 
instance, suggested  taking the anthropometric measurements from X-ray photographs. 

489 Cf Paul (1900), p.215, for a claim for such administrative centralisation. 
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don’t the dissimulations of identity necessarily lead to a considerable 
extension of preventive detention? Assuming an average extension of 
100 days per individual using a false name, that means - at a rate of 500 
identifications per year - saving (500 x 100) 50,000 days, equalling an 
annual expenditure of around fifty thousand francs at least, for the 
prisons of the département of the Seine alone.490  
 

In calculations like this, it became possible to assess the economic value of an 

identification, i.e. the fixing and recognition of an identity, which otherwise, as we have 

seen earlier, seemed to have a mainly moral and socio-theoretical impact. 

 Although some of its elements have remained in place until the present, 

Bertillon’s system of identification ultimately failed and became obsolete for two separate 

reasons. Failure came as a result of the exponential growth of the archive which made it 

more and more difficult to manage existing and incoming data, and because of the 

impossibility of creating a sufficiently integrated, decentralised system of information 

exchange which linked the archival units in the different regional and national centres. 

Redundancy came when fingerprinting, introduced from the colonies and strongly 

advocated by Francis Galton after the publication in 1880 of an article by the district 

administrator of Hoogly in Benghal, William Herschel, was found to be a simpler and 

safer identificational method.491  Dactyloscopy, the systematic study of fingerprints, 

provided a universal tool which fulfilled Herbette’s dream of a fully identified 

population because, as Ginzburg has put it, “every human being […] acquired an 

identity, was once and for all and beyond all doubt constituted an individual.”492  As a 

consequence of the universalisation of the statistical-anthropological claim that no two 

human fingerprints would ever be identical, individuality, a concept which in the first 

half of the century was still construed as a function of the social typology, now became a 

pervasive and a priori, corporeally inscribed quality of every member of the global 

human population. 

 

 
The Introduction of Positivity into a Negative System 

 

One structural problem of Bertillonage was directly connected to its use of photography. 

                                                
490  Bertillon (1886), p.203 [est-ce que les dissimulations d’identité n’entraînent pas 

nécessairement un allongement considérable de la détention préventive? En admettant un 
allongement moyen de 100 jours par individu sous faux nom, cela fait - au taux de 500 
reconnaissances annuelles - une économie de (500 x 100) 50.000 journées de présence 
d’économisées, soit environ cinquante mille francs de dépense annuelle en moins, rien que pour les 
prisons du département de la Seine]. 

491 Cf Galton (1892), p.17-18, and Galton (1895); cf also Ginzburg (1979/1980), p.26-7, 
and Kaluszynski (1987), p.281-2. 

492 Ginzburg (1979/1980), p.27. 
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Carlo Ginzburg has pointed out that Bertillon’s anthropometric system “was purely 

negative. It permitted the elimination of those whose details on examination did not 

match up, but it could not prove that two sets of identical details both referred to the 

same person.”493  Kaluszynski, taking up the same point, adds that “the method 

succeeds at identifying with probability, but not with certainty. It is far from achieving 

the desired infallibility.”494   

 Bertillon also saw this problem and added three accessory representational 

modes to the anthropometric signalement which were designed positively to describe the 

investigated individual: in the portrait parlé the outer appearance of the individual was 

analysed meticulously and feature by feature, the descriptive lexicon of this 

morphological semiotics being layed down in illustrated tables published in Bertillon’s 

books [ill.31, 32]; a description of the marques particulières pointed to beauty spots, scars, 

tattoos and other irremovable features of the body surface which were precisely 

measured and cartographically located [ill.33]; finally, the dual portrait photographique, 

given en face and in profile, presented the particular shape of the head and its features, 

and the physiognomy. 

 In this triad, only the marques particulières are features which can be described 

with sufficient objectivity. 

 
The particular features are accessible to the perception of the whole 
world and are infinitely less deluding and less expensive than 
photographs. I would also say that they offer more certainty of 
identification than measurements, and that they would fully replace 
them if it was possible to use them as a basis of classification.495  
 

More than anything, Bertillonage was a system that sought identification as a result of 

classificatory practices. A set of features like the marques particulières were disqualified to 

the degree that they evaded such classification. However, as we shall see in a moment, 

Bertillon made exceptions to that rule with regard both to the portrait parlé and the 

portrait photographique which proved to be representational modes relying heavily on the 

activity of the recipient. It was in this precariously subjective act of reception and 

cognitive processing that Bertillon’s system found its ‘objective’ positivity. 

                                                
493 Ibid., p.25; cf Bertillon (1883), p.11; Ginzburg continues to talk about the corrective 

element of the portrait parlé - he does not mention the marques particulières or photography 
which also feature in Bertillon’s signalement -  in what appears an unnecessarily 
dismissive tone. I will argue that these were more than factors that added confusion to a 
complicated system, as Ginzburg would have it. 

494 Kaluszynski (1987), p.275 [la méthode aboutit à une probabilité d’identité, mais non à 
une certitude. Elle est loin de revêtir l’infaillibilité tant espérée]. 

495 Bertillon (1886), p.213 [Ces caractères particuliers sont à portée de l’intelligence de tout 
le monde et sont infiniment moins trompeurs et moins coûteux que les photographies. Je dirai 
même qu’ils offrent plus de garantie pour l’identification que les mensurations, et qu’ils les 
remplaceraient entièrement, s’il était possible de s’en servir comme base de classification]. 
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Bertillon on Photography 

 

In a book first published in 1890, La Photographie judiciaire, an abridged version of which 

was included as an appendix in the revised second edition of his chef-d’œuvre, 

Identification anthropométrique. Instructions signalétiques (1893), Bertillon summarised the 

precise instructions for the ideal studio set-up, the standardised production of portrait 

photographs, and their use for identification purposes, which over ten years he had 

developed as essential for the provision of signaletically valid images. As a second 

application of photography in the judicial context, Bertillon described various methods of 

forensic photography, a usage which would become increasingly important after the turn 

of the century when criminalistics took shape as “une police scientifique” (Bertillon), and 

when signaletic portraiture became marginalised by dactyloscopy.496  

 Earlier we saw how, for Moreau-Christophe who suggested the use of portrait 

photographs by the police thirty years before, the signalement photographique was primary 

to the other signalements. Bertillon decidedly excluded photography from the order of 

signalements (anthropométrique, descriptif, au moyen des marques particulières). He insisted 

that, in the identification of recidivists, “photographs do not play more than a secondary 

role. The whole mechanism of the investigation and the final recognition effectively relies 

on the ciphers of the measurements, and additionally on the support of particular 

marks.”497   

 It therefore seems ironic that Bertillon should be the single person most closely 

identified with nineteenth-century European police photography - his biographer 

Rhodes calls him “the most advanced photographer in Europe”498  -, although his work 

was geared at countering the ambiguities of photography by using more secure, more 

scientific representational methods. In effect, signaletic portraiture remained an 

important part of the identification practices of European police forces. According to R. 

Reiss, writing a section on criminalistics in a 1911 volume on applied photography, 

Bertillonage was, by then, “too well-known to make it necessary to have to point out its 

                                                
496 Cf Bertillon (1890), (1913); cf also Kaluszynski (1987), p.276-8. 
497 Bertillon (1886), p.210 [les photographies […] ne jouent plus qu’un rôle bien secondaire. 

En réalité, c’est sur les chiffres des mensurations, et auxiliairement sur le relevé des marques 
particulières, que repose tout le mécanisme de la recherche et de la reconnaissance finale]; 
Bertillon (1893), p.129, makes an exception with regard to the identification of children 
whose anthropometric dimensions are still subject to change. A representation of the ear, 
whether as - note the sequence -  a photograph, a drawing, a mould, an imprint, or at 
least as a sketch, is the only means of identifying such children. 

498 Rhodes (1956), p.191. 
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utility, or rather its extraordinary importance for police work.”499 As an example of the 

usefulness of photographs in combination with the portrait parlé, Reiss mentioned how, 

during investigations, hundreds of copies of a signalement were sometimes produced 

very rapidly and distributed among different police bodies. Yet, despite his fame, 

Bertillon saw himself as a police administrator rather than as a photographer, and he did 

not hesitate to give up his own signaletic system when dactyloscopy was discovered to 

be a superior method: it was Bertillon’s own identification of a perpetrator on the sole 

basis of his fingerprints in October 1902 which brought decisive recognition to the 

signaletic usefulness of fingerprinting, and which led to a doubling in the size of the 

anthropometric department at the Préfecture de police.500  

 Bertillon’s technical instructions for taking photographs are very strict and more 

precise than, for instance, the rules developed by Gustav Fritsch for anthropological 

photographs [ill.30].501  The sitter has to be photographed twice, in exact frontal and 

profile view, the latter being taken of the right side of the head with no hair obstructing 

the clarity of the profile line. Lighting and the opening of the diaphragm are fixed, and 

the reduction of the image has to be one seventh of life size. Any kind of retouching is 

strictly forbidden. In order to achieve a high degree of constancy, Bertillon recommends 

the use of a fixed studio set-up for all signaletic portraiture, and additionally devises a 

number of special instruments and accessories to the studio equipment. Finally, the 

presentation of the portrait on a square filing card of 14.5 cm side length is also 

standardised; the profile view is to be placed on the left, the frontal view on the right.502  

 In the actual process of identification, the task of the photographs thus prepared 

is to aid the final recognition of the individual. The anthropometric signalement guides 

the investigating officer through the archive to the file of cards with a specific 

combination of the seven classified data (large body size, medium width of the head, 

large left foot, etc.): 

 
From elimination to elimination we have arrived at having nothing else 
to deal with than a packet of three or four photographs which we look 
through in a few seconds, and among them we encounter one which 

                                                
499 Reiss in Wolf-Czapek (1911), vol.IV, p.54; Reiss, a French-Swiss author, had 

previously published volumes on judiciary photography (1903), the portrait parlé (1905), 
and a manual of scientific policing. For the sending out of photographs as an alternative 
to confronting witnesses with the suspect, cf Bertillon (1890), p.38. 

500 Kaluszynski (1987), p.281-2. 
501 Cf Fritsch (1872), (1875), and chapter  I.1, above.  Bertillon (1890), p.4-5, himself 

marks out the terrain to which his photographic method pertains by mentioning judicial, 
ethnographic, anthropological, and composite photography as possible areas of 
application. For the following, cf Bertillon (1890) and, more succinctly, (1893), p.129-36. 

502 Bertillon does not spend much time considering possible practical problems of 
taking portraits, although he acknowledges such problems when, for instance, he offers 
advice on how to trick a defiant subject through a distracting conversation into putting 
up a natural expression (cf (1890), p.18). 
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carries exactly the same ciphers of measurement down to the last 
millimetre and which offers features identical to those [of the individual 
being sought], at which point the identity between the two should be 
beyond doubt.503  

 

Certainty about the identity of the individual is thus gained by comparing the exact, 

rather than the classified measurements, and final confirmation is reached by looking at 

the traites identiques. Physiognomic recognition is thus placed at the very end of the 

identificational process, where it serves to eliminate all doubt and to affirm the identity 

positively. I will later investigate the impact of this rather precarious, definitive position 

of the photograph in the signaletic process. Let us first consider the problems that, for 

Bertillon, limit the usefulness of photographs. 

 Often, the results of the standardised photographic procedure are difficult to 

read: neither can the differences between various individuals easily be affirmed, nor are 

similarities between portraits of identical individuals always detected. “It requires a 

great familiarity with human physiognomies in order to be able to rediscover among 

many of them the identity of a single individual at its different arrests.”504  A strategy 

Bertillon suggests to enhance the legibility of such portraits is to reduce the visual field. 

During his presentation in Rome in 1885, he passes round a pair of photographs and 

recounts the case in which the anthropometric data were identical, while the comparison 

of the portraits first seemed to be of two distinct individuals: 

 
As you can see, the dissemblance between the two prints is extreme: if 
we put corresponding paper masks from two sides over the growth of 
the beard and the hair, we would immediately get identical views.505  
 

Again, the physiognomic gaze, without being scientifically accurate, identifies instantly. 

The reductive device of the mask enhances the identity effect of the portraits under 

comparison. 

 Another requirement for an accurate analysis of the portraits is the development 

of an expert knowledge like that codified in the portrait parlé which helps to decipher the 

characteristic features of the face, particularly the abstract features of the profile. “The 

profile photograph is infinitely preferable to that of the frontal face. The silhouette of the 

                                                
503 Bertillon (1886), p.206 [D’éliminations en éliminations, nous sommes arrivés à n’avoir 

plus affaire qu’à un paquet de trois à quatre photographies que nous parcourons en quelques 
secondes, et parmi lesquelles nous en rencontrons une qui porte exactement les mêmes chiffres de 
mensuration à un millimètre près, et offre des traites identiques à ceux (de l’individu cherché), à 
tel point que l’identité entre les deux individus ne saurait être douteuse]. 

504 Ibid., p.207 [Il faut une grande habitude de la physionomie humaine pour retrouver sur 
beaucoup d’entre elles l’identité d’un même sujet à ses différentes arrestations]. 

505 Ibid., p.209 [Comme vous le voyez, la dissemblance entre chaque épreuve est extrême: 
posons des deux côtés un masque en papier correspondant à l’implantation de la barbe et des 
cheveux et nous aurons instantanément l’identité d’aspect]. 
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forehead and the nose, and most of all the ear, offer an unalterable shape.”506  Friedrich 

Paul, the most zealous advocate of Bertillonage in Germany in the 1890s, supports 

Bertillon on this point. He describes the photograph as the ‘completion’ of the system of 

identification which is used in two different receptive modes: 

 
The frontal image primarily serves the identification by laymen, while 
professionals use the profile whose features (especially the ear), 
compared consecutively with the object of comparison, always give 
reliable results.507  
 

The more phenomenological approach of lay persons that entails an identification 

through a synthetic evaluation of the whole face, is here distinguished from the analytical 

approach of the expert who structurally compares the separate features of the profile 

view.  

 The impression offered by the en face is characterised as being strongly emotional 

and closely wedded to the way in which people form psychological ties with each other: 

 
We have earlier referred to the practical interest and to the psychological 
drama which the human figure observed from the front offers to us. It is 
evident that we have to preserve the memory of our friends in the 
attitude which they normally take when talking to us, i.e. frontally or in 
three-quarter view. If a man passes on the street, the image of the profile 
is only visible for a moment, in a unique direction. We do not know our 
own physiognomy but from looking into a mirror either frontally, or 
even more rarely in three-quarter view.508  
 

The portrait empathetically passes through the observer and is cognitively processed as 

an analogue to memory contents. In a remarkable parallel to the outline of studio 

photography by Disdéri that we will investigate in the following chapter, Bertillon 

suggests that the ideal photograph for synthetic recognition will replicate the way in 

which we see and memorise our friends. Moreover, looking at the faces of others and seeing 

ourselves are treated as closely connected, if not as two sides of the same coin. The self 

image is, by implication, constituted not only by the look into the mirror, but equally by 

seeing others, and by being seen by others. 

 Characteristic features of an individual may, beside the physiognomy, lie in its 

                                                
506 Ibid., p.208 [La photographie de profil est infiniment préférable à celle de face. La 

silhouette du front et du nez, et surtout l’oreille, offrent une forme immuable]. 
507 Paul (1897), p.24 [Das enface - Bild dient vorzüglich für Agnostizierungen durch Laien, 

Fachleute verwenden zur Identifizierung das Profil, dessen Züge nacheinander mit dem 
Vergleichsobjekt verglichen (insbesondere das Ohr) stets verlässliche Resultate ergeben]. 

508 Bertillon (1890), p.17-18 [Nous avons appuyé plus haut sur l’intérêt pratique et sur le 
drame psychologique que nous offre la figure humaine observée de face. Il est évident que nous 
devons conserver le souvenir de nos amis dans l’attitude qu’ils prennent d’ordinaire en nous 
parlant, c’est-à-dire de face ou de trois quarts. Un homme passe dans la rue, l’image de profil ne 
sera perçue qu’un instant, dans une direction unique. Nous-même, nous ne connaissons notre 
physionomie que pour l’avoir vue dans une glace soit de face, soit plus rarement de trois quarts]. 
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way of walking, body movements, or posture. These are deliberately absent from the 

regular signaletic portraits, which is why photographically aided identification may 

often be easier to achieve by the use of portraits showing the full figure. An additional 

advantage of these is that they may indicate the social position of the individual.509  

However, photography’s inability to capture movement poses a serious restriction to 

such observations: 

 
Unfortunately, many of these individual characteristics are lost in the 
photographic portrait. We mention among others the often characteristic 
vivacity of the facial muscles, especially of the eyes; the long and pensive 
gaze as opposed to the rash and vivid gaze; the blinking of the short-
sighted, the furrowing of the eyebrows by the hypochondriac, etc.510  
 

Such limitations and “insufficiencies” of photography, and the psychological 

complications of physiognomic recognition, are evident not only for Bertillon, the 

authorial theoretician and engineer of the system, but also for the operators at the Bureau 

d’identité: 

 
The employees charged with these investigations have - despite their 
great fitness - arrived at making use of nothing but the ciphers. They 
must have ascertained to the millimetre the absolute equivalence of the 
anthropometric description before they will condescend to look at the 
photograph, so much do they fear to be lead to reject the proper card 
because of a misleading dissemblance. It follows from this procedure 
that photography is hardly more than a means of control.511   
 

 Both the police archive devised by Bertillon, and its central artifact, the filing 

cabinet, are integral parts of the “bureaucratic-clerical-statistical system of ‘intelligence’” 

(Sekula), in which the photograph occupies no more than a peripheral position. It 

therefore seems questionable whether Bertillon, as has been claimed, “remained wedded 

to an indexical order of meaning”, and whether he was “caught up in the attempt to 

preserve the value of an older, optical model of truth in a historical context in which 

abstract, statistical procedures seemed to offer the high road to social truth and social 

control.”512  Bertillonage was a descriptive model that relied on the anthropometric 

                                                
509Cf ibid., p.101. 
510 Ibid. [Parmi ces caractères d’individualité, beaucoup, malheureusement, échappent au 

portrait photographique. Nous citerons entre autres la vivacité souvent si caractéristique des 
muscles de la face et notamment des yeux; le regard long et réfléchi, opposé au regard court et vif; 
le clignotement du myope, le froncement sourcilier de l’hypocondriaque, etc.]. 

511 Bertillon (1886), p.209 [Aussi les employés chargés de ces recherches - malgré leur 
grande habilité - en sont arrivés à ne plus se servir que des chiffres. Il faut qu’auparavant, ils aient 
constaté l’équivalence absolue, à un millimètre près, du signalement anthropométrique pour qu’ils 
condescendent à regarder la photographie, tant ils craignent de se laisser amener à rejeter la vraie 
fiche par suite d’une dissemblance trompeuse. Il en résulte qu’avec cette manière de faire, la 
photographie ne sert presque plus qu’un moyen de contrôle]. 

512 Sekula (1986), p.55. 
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computation of body dimensions for identificational purposes and that left aside as 

irrelevant the question of indexicality, whether in anthropometric measurements or in 

photographs. The problem of indexicality only featured in so far as Bertillon assumed a 

relationship of identity between the sitter and the portrait. More importantly, it was the 

ultimately unresolved question of the epistemological status of the photograph - rather 

than the reliance on its indexicality -  that marked the crucial dilemma of the role of 

photography in Bertillon’s signaletic system of identification. 

 

 
The Subject as Viewer 

 

One theme that pinpoints the ambiguities of the function and effect of photography can 

be traced like a thread throughout the criminalistic literature of the nineteenth century. 

In the chapter on psychiatry, we explored several cases in which individuals with 

deluded identities were cured by psychiatrists through showing the mental patients 

portraits of themselves. The moment of seeing oneself from an objectified, virtually 

exterior position, was constructed as a key moment in the reconstitution of a normalised 

self. Criminalists discussed a similar effect with regard to male criminals who were 

attempting to disguise their true identity by giving false names and personal data. It was 

asserted that, on being shown photographs of themselves, or other items reminding them 

of their past lives, the liers would flounder and admit to their true identity.   

 The mechanism always worked according to the same pattern. Consider the 

following passage about the use of photographs, written by Ernest Lacan in 1856: 

 
Which habitual criminal could escape the vigilance of the police? 
Whether he evades the walls where he receives his punishment; whether, 
once liberated, he violates the ban which prescribes his place of 
residence, his portrait is in the hands of the authorities; he cannot escape: 
he himself will be forced to recognise himself in the accusatory image.513  
 

The power of the photograph, Lacan suggests, lies not only in its signaletic quality which 

makes the individual recognisable by others, but in the compulsion to recognise oneself. 

The self-image of the criminal is charged with the memory of former actions, and with an 

irrepressible feeling of guilt connected with these actions. The particular fabric of the 

relation that the individual has with its image does not allow it to dissimulate the guilt, 

and the individual has to give away the disguised identity. 

 This mechanism can also be triggered by photographic portraits of testifying 

                                                
513 Lacan (1856), p.39-40 [Quel repris de justice pourrait échapper à la vigilance de la 

police? Qu’il s’échappe des murs où le retient le châtiment; qu’une fois libéré, il rompe le ban qui 
lui prescrit une résidence, son portrait est entre les mains de l’autorité; il ne peut échapper: lui-
même sera forcé de se reconnaître dans cette image accusatrice]; cit Phéline (1985), p.19. 
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relatives or acquaintances. In his early text on the possible uses of photography by the 

police, Odebrecht suggests sending portrait photographs by mail to distant witnesses for 

the identification of individuals. To enhance the effect of the testimony on the arrested 

individual, he might be shown portraits taken of the witnesses themselves which “will, 

quite frequently, trigger a confession”.514  In another instance, it is not a photograph but 

the names of family members which trigger the forced self-identification. Bernhardi 

describes a case in which a detainee had given what seemed to be a false name. A 

portrait photograph sent around for identification by relatives or guards in other 

penitentiary institutions brought no results, nor did the presentation of the detainee with 

his birth certificate which gave a different first name. He insisted on his name being 

“Emil O.”. Photographed again with a the newly regrown beard, however, the face was 

quickly recognised by the authorities at a prison from which “Emil K.” had recently 

escaped, and a letter written by that fugitive and kept in the prisoner’s dossier exactly 

showed “Emil O.’s” handwriting. 

 
The following, second situation in the prison was also highly interesting, 
when, upon the announcement of his real name, the criminal first 
hesitated, then however continued to insist that he was called O., and 
only when he was told the name of his wife and his children, did he 
finally admit to being Emil K., to have committed the theft against Carl 
Adolf, and to have escaped from the prison in S..515  
 

The truth spoken internally by the recognition obliges the individual to confess to the 

investigating authorities its identity and its crimes. A crack in the surface of the fake 

identity will immediately force the revelation of the whole truth.  

 Bertillon noticed the same phenomenon. He describes a case in which a man 

under arrest put up resistance to being measured. Instead, Bertillon took measurements 

from the hat, the gloves and the shoes, and managed to find the individual’s filing card 

on the basis of these data. “We should add that, once identified, our individual posed no 

more opposition to letting himself be measured.”516  Giving another example, Bertillon 

suggests that, in a group portrait, an individual will find its own face and will reveal this 

self-recognition in an unnatural reaction to the image.517  

                                                
514 Odebrecht (1864), p.661. 
515 Bernhardi (1900), p.347-8 [Auch die darauf folgende zweite Scene im Gefängnisse war 

höchst interessant, als der Verbrecher bei Nennung seines wirklichen Namens zunächst zwar 
etwas stutzte, aber doch noch dabei blieb, dass er O. heisse, und erst dann, als ihm der Name 
seiner Frau und seiner Kinder genannt wurde, endlich einräumte, wirklich Emil K. zu sein, und 
auch damals den Diebstahl bei dem Carl Adolf begangen zu haben und aus dem Zuchthause in S. 
entwichen zu sein]. 

516 Bertillon (1886), p.218 [Ajoutons qu’une fois reconnu, notre individu n’a plus fait 
aucune difficulté pour se laisser remesurer]; cf on this point the book by the brother Georges 
Bertillon ([n.d.]) who systematises the reconstruction of the anthropometric signalement 
from the clothes. 

517 Bertillon (1890) p.9-10. 
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 As in the case of identifications by lay-people, self-recognition is normally easier 

in en face portraits than in profile views because the uniformity of the pose, the natural 

physiognomic expression and the habitual attitude of the head are much better 

preserved.518  In Photographie judiciaire, Bertillon devotes a whole chapter to the problem 

of the “identification of an arrested person with the help of a photograph”. Here he 

comes closest to a ‘theory’ of the phenomenon which, in the examples discussed so far, 

was presented as a necessary yet unexplainable mechanism. 

 
In cases of doubt, one should be careful not to mention these doubts in 
front of the suspect; quite the contrary, one should show complete 
certainty and suddenly put the questionable image under his eyes. It is a 
rule without exception: if the photograph is indeed the portrait of the 
suspect, he will not be able to keep himself from examining it for a long 
time in order to find elements of dissimilarity. If it is not his portrait and 
you have been deluded by apparent similarity, the subject who knows 
what is going on will not need more than a glance at the photograph to 
dispute your mistake. One look will suffice to reveal the confusion to 
him.519  
 

The individual is thus not only conceptualised as a self-identifying machine, but also as 

an authority in self-recognition. Bertillon suggests that similarity of a portrait with 

oneself will be discovered by the individual with greatest certainty, and for the officer 

overseeing this self-identificational process it is a matter of being able to read the reaction 

of the individual in order to assert identity or non-identity.520  

 The theoretical problem is that the mechanism and its analysis cannot be 

grounded scientifically: 

 
These are empirical processes which have nothing to do with science. In 
the absence of particular features or indisputable marks of identity, or in 
doubtful cases as mentioned earlier, the examination can only conclude 
similarity or dissimilarity. Here again it is the en face images in which the 
accused will best recognise himself, which will have the greatest 
influence on him to make a confession.521  
 

                                                
518 Ibid., p.18. 
519 Ibid., p.32 [En cas de doute, il faut se garder de l’exprimer devant la personne suspectée; 

mais affecter au contraire une assurance complète, et puis brusquement lui mettre sous les yeux 
l’image douteuse. Règle sans exception: si cette photographie est la sienne, il ne  pourra 
s’empêcher de la regarder longuement, pour en faire ressortir les éléments de dissemblance. Si ce 
n’est pas la sienne, si vous avez failli être la victime d’une fausse ressemblance, votre sujet qui sait 
à quoi s’en tenir là-dessus, n’aura que faire, pour discuter votre erreur, d’examiner cette 
photographie avec soin. Un coup d’œil suffira pour le convaincre de la confusion]. 

520 The position of the photographs on the filing cards (profile of the right side of the 
face on the left of the frontal view) makes the profile ‘look at’ the frontal face. 

521 Ibid. [Ce sont là des procédés empiriques où la science n’a rien à faire. En absence de 
marques particulières ou de signes indiscutables d’identité, l’examen, de même que pour le cas 
mentionné plus haut, ne peut conclure qu’à la ressemblance ou à la dissemblance. Là encore ce 
sont les portraits de face, où l’inculpé se reconnaît le mieux, qui ont le plus d’influence sur lui 
pour l’amener à la voie des aveux]. 
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Bertillon proposes using the empirically evident but scientifically unexplained - he says: 

non-scientific - mechanism of self-recognition through portrait photographs for the 

practical reason that it works, banking on the emotive quality especially of en face 

portraits which, as we have seen in previous chapters, can be found as a characteristic yet 

problematic feature throughout the human scientific discourse about the application of 

photography. 

 The entire mechanism of self-recognition hinges on the assumption of an already 

established concept of self-identity and of a self-image in the individual which will 

trigger the self-identification. Despite its apparent contingency, this assumption was not 

further questioned by Bertillon. For him, the facialising machine of photography must 

have reached a status of universality that made the possibility of the absence of either a 

clear self-image, or of a clear sense of self-identity, negligeable. 

 

 
Bertillon's Reflections on Physiognomics 

 

Although it has been claimed that “in Bertillon, one finds no preoccupation of this 

genre”,522 reflexions on physiognomics and the facial expression of emotions do feature 

recurrently in the work of Bertillon and his contemporaneous commentators. In the most 

general sense, he rejected physiognomics as opposed to an anthropometric approach to 

facial identification on the basis of its imprecision. The impressions that physiognomic 

analyses give are often deluding because they tend to extrapolate a difference of identity 

from a difference of expression. Analogous to the contrast between the products of 

commercial and signaletic photography, in which the former strives to ameliorate the 

irregularities of the body, while the latter seeks to emphasise the silhouette and 

characteristic lines,523  the related attitudes of reception differ markedly in their analytic 

precision. 

  Yet, included in Bertillon’s outline of the description of the face, we find a section 

on “the origin of wrinkles and physiognomic expression”.524 He offers a physiological 

explanation for the development of wrinkles, and asserts that their scrutiny can improve 

the analytic penetration of the portrait photograph: 

 
From a strict point of view of identification their utility relies on the fact 
that they result from a deformation of concomittant features which they 

                                                
522 Delvaux  (1988), p.172. Cf Sekula (1986), p.30, for remarks on Bertillon’s departure 

from Lavater’s “metaphysical” physiognomics towards an “ethnographic” approach 
with the aim of “a strictly denotative signaletic vocabulary.” Cf Becker (1992), p.111 and 
p.121, for references to some mid-century conceptions of the use of physiognomics by the 
police. 

523 Cf Bertillon (1890), p.17. 
524 Bertillon (1893), p.98-100. 
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serve to reveal. THESE CONSIDERATIONS, WHICH WE WILL HERE 
ONLY SPEAK OF TANGENTIALLY, ARE ALWAYS USEFUL FOR THE 
INTERPRETATION OF THE PHOTOGRAPHIC PORTRAIT.525  
 

Although Bertillon mentions some interpretations of physiognomic particularities, he 

firmly rejects classical physiognomics: 

 
Without entering into discussions about aesthetic philosophy, let us say 
in passing that it would be rash to look for a moral prognostics of the 
individual [in the face]. Wrinkles, so different in their lineament, 
generally have a common physiological origin: the efforts of the 
organism to facilitate vision and to economise on the susceptibility of the 
ocular globe against the excesses of light, pressure, wind, etc.526 
 

The wrinkles resulting from these facial contractions are characteristic in each person, 

however, and thus “contribute to characterise the individuality better than any more 

fugitive expression.” 527   Another practical effect of physiognomic studies is the 

facilitation of reading those portrait photographs which, through a technical fault or 

deliberate intervention, do not show the clear articulation of the signaletic portrait: 

 
These abridged notions must teach us to correct in the mind the 
physiognomic design of an en face photograph, where the presence of 
some accentuated wrinkles suggests some deforming muscular 
contractions. […] It also allows us to guess at physiognomic divergences 
which can bring about the effacement of wrinkles on retouched 
commercial portrait photographs and the resulting difficulties for the 
identification of two en face photographs.528  
 

 The validity of identifications grounded in such physiognomic impressions 

remains precarious. Replicating a topos drawn on by criminal anthropologists to assert 

the indexical truthfulness of the reception of photographs, Bertillon proposed assessing 

the immediacy of the recognition as a test for a witness’s judgement: 

 

                                                
525 Ibid., p.98 [Au point de vue stricte de l’identification, leur utilité provient de ce qu’elles 

sont la résultante d’une déformation des traits concomitants qu’elles servent à révéler. CES 
CONSIDÈRATIONS, DONT IL NE SERA PARLÉ ICI QU’ACCESSOIREMENT, SONT SURTOUT 
UTILES POUR L’INTERPRÉTATION DU PORTRAIT PHOTOGRAPHIQUE]. 

526 Ibid., p.99 [Sans entrer dans des discussions de philosophie esthétique, disons pourtant en 
passant qu’il serait téméraire d’y chercher un pronostic moral de l’individu. Les rides, si 
différentes dans leur tracé, ont en général une origine physiologique commune: les efforts de 
l’organisme pour faciliter la vision et ménager la susceptibilité du globe oculaire, contre les excès 
de lumière, la poussière, le vent, etc.]. 

527 Ibid., p.100 [contribue à caractériser l’individualité mieux que n’importe quelle autre 
expression plus fugitive]. 

528 Ibid., p.99 [Ces notions abrégées doivent nous apprendre à rectifier par la pensée le dessin 
physionomique d’une photographie de face, où la présence de rides accentuées ferait présumer 
l’existence de quelques contractions musculaires déformatrices. […] Elles nous permettent 
également de deviner les divergences physionomiques que peut amener l’effacement des rides sur 
les portraits photographiques retouchés du commerce, et les difficultés qui peuvent en résulter 
pour l’identification de deux photographies de face]. 
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One of the most widely used and best known means is to mix the crucial 
photograph with others and to present all of them to the witnesses. If 
they make the selection without hesitation, if they distinguish 
immediately, so to speak, the good grain from the chaff, the proof will be 
peremptory.529  
 

In contrast, if the witness cannot recognise the individual, it may be necessary to describe 

physical features not represented in the portrait, like the colour of eyes, skin and hair, or 

the size of the body, and thus fill in the portrait where the photograph gives a deficient 

or false impression. To facilitate such intervention practically, these features will have 

been transcribed beforehand from the anthropometric description onto the back of the 

portrait. Furthermore, depending on the situation and circumstances under which the 

witness has seen the suspect, the particularities that have been “engraved in the 

memory” must be taken into account. They will vary if the witness has talked to the 

subject, seen him or her walking, standing, or sitting down, and with the distance at 

which the encounter took place.530  

 The identification of a suspect by a witness is thus described as a complex and 

precarious cognitive process crucially dependent on the facial image stored in the 

memory, which is determined by a multiplicity of factors. 

 
When we are presented with a photograph, we concentrate on the 
physiognomic expression. If we do not find the one we remember, if in 
place of the one we are looking for it presents another one, we declare 
that there is no resemblance.531  
 

Recognition and non-recognition thus hinge on the compatibility of the portrait 

photographs with the cognitively re-coded mental image. 

 Despite these cognitive limitations, and despite the rejection of the moralistic 

Lavaterian physiognomics, Bertillon identified a number of advantages of directing a 

physiognomically informed gaze at photographs. We saw earlier that he acknowledged 

the necessity of a physiognomic reading of signaletic portrait photographs for ultimate 

recognition and identification; that he was aware of the usefulness of en face and full 

figure portraits for the identification of individuals by officers patrolling in the street; 

and that he was ready to use the physiognomic effect of self-recognition to extract a 

confession from a suspect. There was, however, for Bertillon, no scientific basis for these 

                                                
529 Bertillon (1890), p.39 [Un des moyens les plus usités et les plus connus est de mêler la 

photographie visée avec d’autres et de présenter le tout aux témoins. Si ces derniers en font le tri 
sans hésitation, s’ils séparent immédiatement, pour ainsi dire, le bon grain (!) de l’ivraie, la preuve 
sera péremptoire]. 

530 Cf ibid., p.41-5. 
531 Ibid., p.15 [Quand on nous présente une photographie, c’est à l’éxpression physionomique 

que nous nous attachons. Si nous ne retrouvons pas celle dont nous avons conservé le souvenir, si 
en place de celle que nous cherchons il s’en présente une autre, nous déclarons que la ressemblance 
n’y est pas]. 
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usages. To some extent, he tried to solve this problem by systematising the description of 

facial expressions in the portrait parlé, a system of visuo-verbal classification that 

systematically supported the anthropometric description through a semiotic analysis of 

the face. 

 The portrait parlé of an individual is composed on the basis of a given 

classificatory system which is described and photographically illustrated on extensive 

synoptic tables published in Bertillon’s books.532  These tables have to be learned by the 

officers operating the signaletic descriptions so that they can accurately encode the 

physiognomy of an individual, and by the patrolling policemen in order to be able to 

decode the signalement given on the filing card of an individual they might encounter in 

the street by chance. The accuracy of the descriptive system makes the portrait parlé a 

device contiguous to the indisputable and objective representations it is derived from: 

 
a precise description established in terms derived after objects of an 
indisputable authenticity, like a photograph of the judicial type (in 
profile and frontal) or, at the least, a signaletic card.533  
 

 It is important to note that, in this set of training materials, the photographs 

instruct the student about the facial features which have been given a certain term. They 

are the iconic dimension of the visuo-textual classificatory system of the portrait parlé, 

while the descriptive terms which the student learns and which allow the 

communication within the archival-administrative apparatus of the police, are 

conventional and thus, in Peirce’s terms, symbolic. Again, the problem of indexicality does 

not arise in this representational set-up. There is a marked difference between the 

Lombrosian regime of indices of content (criminality), and Bertillon’s signaletic 

descriptions based on indices of form (identity). For the latter, the problem lies in finding 

a mnemonically efficacious, conventional semiotic: “The establishment of a portrait parlé is 

equivalent to a more extended choice of characteristic traits, that is to say […] to a 

methodical selection of features which stay in the memory.”534  

 In the instance of a particular search, the portrait photograph of the individual, 

                                                
532 Cf Bertillon (1885/1893); in the Album of the French edition (1893), cf “II. Planches 

relatives aux renseignements descriptifs”, pl.31-55, each of which has nine examples of 
different forms of the forehead, nose, lips, eye-lids, etc.; furthermore, there are synoptic 
tables summarising the different descriptive terms. 

533 Bertillon (1893), p.137 [une description précise établie en termes appropriés d’après des 
pièces d’une authenticité indiscutable, comme une photographie du type judiciaire (profil et face) 
ou, à tout le moins, une fiche signalétique]. 

534 Ibid., p.138 [L’établissement d’un portrait parlé équivaut à un choix plus étendu de traits 
caractéristiques, c’est-à-dire, […] à une sélection méthodique des caractères qui subsistent dans la 
mémoire]. Bertillon continues with a comparison of the portrait parlé to the creation, “in 
the eye of the police agent”, of a kind of caricature which also consists of “la sélection et 
l’exagération combinées des traits caractéristiques. […] Le portrait parlé doit mettre en avant les 
mêmes traits physionomiques que ceux qui seraient soulignés par le caricaturiste.” 
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especially that of the profile, takes an intermediate position between the face itself and 

the verbal description. Friedrich Paul compares the semiotic reading of the profile 

portrait by the trained policeman to the articulation of the face as a portrait parlé. Paul 

emphasises that, for the good policeman, there is a reciprocal relation between face and 

portrait parlé: “According to the categories of the signaletic description, one can indeed 

schematically compose an image of the individual which equals the description 

precisely.”535  The system of the portrait parlé is thus designed to reverse the initial 

semiotic decomposition of the face in a mental recomposition realised by the policeman 

who learns to consider the portrait parlé as an inverse, or textual version of the 

photograph. 

 

 
The Portrait parlé speaks through a Subject 

 

The portrait parlé thus resided not only on the individual filing card in the archive, but 

was also meant to be memorised by police officers so that they might be able to identify 

fugitive criminals on patrol.536  This echoes an argument developed in the chapter on 

psychiatry: the memorisation of diagnostic descriptions and of individual case histories 

logged the psychiatrist into a matrix of subjectification where especially the professional 

sense of self has to be seen as an articulation of a specific make-up of the disciplinary 

knowledge structure. What is crucial is that the reflecting observer was literally part of 

the structure generating knowledge and disciplinary power. By analogy, we can suggest 

that, in a similar dispositif, the policeman involved in the Bertillonage was linked to the 

police apparatus and the criminalistic research system by means of his own mnemonic 

activity.  

 Throughout Bertillon’s texts, frequent reference is made to the experience and 

trained intuition of the policeman as a prime means of investigation and success. The 

well-trained investigator is presented as an extension of the apparatus of signaletic 

identification of which he has to make himself part by internalising the signaletic system 

and the signalement of individuals who are being sought. If the problem of the signaletic 

encoding of the portrait parlé was the search for a semiotic system that would easily stick 

in the memory, the mind of the officer had to be able both to read a portrait photograph 

according to that system, and to decode and verbalise a face as a portrait parlé. For the use 

                                                
535 Paul (1897), p.25 [Man kann nach den Rubriken der Personenbeschreibung in der That 

schematisch ein Bild eines Individuums zusammenstellen, welches genau der Beschreibung 
entspricht]; cf chapter  I.1, above, for Virchow’s parallel notion of a recomposition of the 
human body from the anthropometric data through additional verbal description. 

536 cf Bertillon (1890), p.33 [On peut donc dire qu’en pareille circonstance c’est à l’aide 
d’une image de mémoire, apprise par cœur, qu’il s’agit de dégager l’inconnu entre mille]. 
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of photographs in the judicial service, it would therefore be vital to have visually literate 

officers, a goal Bertillon did not see achieved in 1893: 

 
We affirm and believe we have demonstrated that the portrait 
photograph would become a much more efficacious instrument of 
research and recognition if the officers were more familiar with how to 
make use of it, to analyse it, to describe it, to learn it by heart, to draw from 
it, in a word, as much as there is to draw: because it is necessary for 
seeing well, or better for perceiving what one sees, to know in advance 
which points one must look for.537  
 

 Bertillon worked on the assumption that “we do not think what we cannot 

express in words”, so that “the best and only means for the agent to impregnate his 

visual memory with a photographic portrait is to create, in writing, a kind of exact and 

complete morphological description”. 538   The officer thus engaged in the self-

impregnation with signaletic images of criminals in order to be able to recognise and 

hence arrest them in the street, is not only exercising this self-technique in order to do his 

job successfully, but also to affirm his allegiance to the judicial institution represented by 

his superiors: 

 
The officer charged with a mission as difficult as searching for and 
arresting a criminal with the help of a photograph, also has to be able to 
recite and to describe the figure he is pursuing from his memory, to 
make of it, in a word, a sort of portrait parlé. This is the best way of proving 
to his superiors that he has taken to heart the task confided to him.539  
 

It is this self-technique applied with the purpose of exhibiting loyalty to the 

instititutional apparatus which articulates the police officer as a subject of his own 

mnemonic activity and, through the effects of that practice, as a subject of the dispositif 

judiciaire itself. 

                                                
537 Bertillon (1893), p.IV-V [Nous affirmons et nous croyons avoir démontré que le portrait 

photographique deviendrait un instrument de recherche et de reconnaissance bien autrement 
efficace si les agents étaient plus familiarisés avec la façon de s’en servir, de l’analyser, de le 
décrire, de l’apprendre par cœur, d’en tirer en un mot tout ce qu’il est possible d’en tirer: car il 
faut, pour bien voir ou mieux pour percevoir ce que l’on voit, connaître d’avance quels sont les 
points à regarder]. 

538 Ibid., p.V. 
539 Ibid. [L’agent chargé d’une mission aussi difficile que de rechercher et d’arrêter un 

criminel à l’aide d’une photographie, doit être à même de réciter et de décrire de mémoire la figure 
de celui qu’il poursuit, d’en faire, en un mot, une espèce de portrait parlé. C’est la meilleure 
manière de prouver à ses chefs qu’il a pris à cœur la tâche qu’on lui a confiée]. 
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 The analysis of Bertillon’s conception of the signaletic system has once more 

highlighted that portrait photography was a complex, multi-functional device with a 

multiplicity of effects on the level of linking images and observers. In a way similar to the 

mechanisms described with regard to psychiatric uses of photography, the interlacing of 

subjectifying and identifying techniques implicated both the criminals-cum-sitters and 

the policemen-cum-’readers’. Yet the key tasks of unambiguous recognition and 

identification, in place of empathetic reception and a deep ‘understanding’ of the 

patient’s mental condition, meant that the officers were conceptualised as mechanical 

elements of the identifying machine, rather than as authorial subjects. 

 Taking up the series of characterisations of exemplary semiotic regimes 

developed at the end of the previous chapter, we can describe the conception underlying 

Bertillon’s signaletic system as follows: 

 4. Bertillon conceived the portrait photograph as a decipherable matrix whose 

meaning lay in its indexically grounded, iconically ascertainable identity with a specific 

individual. This meaning was semiotically articulated by the signaletic description, and 

phenomenologically realised through physiognomic recognition. The key problem of this 

regime was to devise a semiotic code that made the individual decipherment at the same 

time a truthful articulation of the individual’s physical features, and that was easily 

available to cognitive processing by police officers. Identity was a calculated effect of 

elaborate semiotic and administrative operations.  
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Chapter 6: The Modern Individual and the Subjects of Studio 
Portraiture 

 

 

 
Current Views on Studio Photography 

 

At the beginning of the previous chapter, we quoted Allan Sekula’s suggestion for 

distinguishing between honorific and repressive forms of portraiture. The former, honorific 

function derives from what has been described as “photography’s democratic nature”540 

: it “accelerates, popularizes, and degrades a traditional function. [… By] providing for 

the ceremonial presentation of the bourgeois self [,] photography subverted the 

privileges inherent in portraiture, but without any more extensive leveling of social 

relationships, these privileges could be reconstructed on a new basis. That is, 

photography could be assigned a proper role within a new hierarchy of taste.”541  The 

downward proliferation of honorific conventions quantitatively extended portrait 

photography’s functions of giving pleasure and being  socially ameliorative.542  

 Sekula’s interpretation follows the now classic analysis by Gisèle Freund who 

has emphasised the degree to which popularised portrait photography especially from 

around 1860, served the taste and the self-conceptions of a new, aspiring middle class. 

The fact that their portraits followed a certain schema and led to hardly distinguishable 

images was not a flaw, but a necessary function of the introduction of portraiture to a 

mass market. Individual particularity was expressed through a set of poses, gestures, 

accessories, which manifest the citizen’s social position, importance and honourability.543  

 The commercial studio was a privileged production site of this social economy. 

As Bernd Busch puts it: 

 
The nineteenth-century studio, complete with its requisites and ritualised 
operations, resembles an experimental disposition for the social 
production of identity and for habitualisation. It becomes a ‘temple’ in 

                                                
540 It seems questionable whether the term ‘democratic’ is able to characterise 

adequately the access to, or the style of, a set of more or less prestigeous commodities (cf 
e.g. McCauley (1985), p.77). Martin Jay (1993), p.142, n.219, has recently suggested 
‘egalitarian’ as an alternative term. 

541 Sekula (1986), p.6. 
542 Ibid., p.8. 
543 Cf Freund (1974/1980), p.52-68, which is mainly concerned with Disdéri’s career. 

For a closely allied interpretation of the concepts expounded by Disdéri, cf Rouillé (1982), 
p.171-9. McCauley (1985), p.76, contests “Freund’s complaint that the sitter in Disdéri’s 
photographs is ‘confined to a pose’ and that Disdéri sees types and not personalities,” 
and claims that it “is more applicable to Carjat or any number of Second Empire carte 
photographers than to the scapegoat Disdéri.” Cf also my discussion of Disdéri, later in 
this chapter. 
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which everything characteristic disappears behind an ‘authentic 
dissimulation’; it becomes the construction site of technically ‘realised’ 
phantasmagorias.544  
 

The humanist notion of the individual which still prevails in such interpretations, is 

challenged by a dispositif which organises rather than deforms the individual’s 

construction. Busch describes the set-up of the dispositif and introduces the players: 

 
The studio of the nineteenth century was the social locus in which 
bourgeois society determined the world according to its desires. Its 
history exemplifies the interplay between technology and an economy of 
signification (Julia Kristeva), and the multi-layered process of revealing 
and concealing which is at work in the cooperation between the medium, 
the photographer and the sitter, and which takes shape in the studio 
situation.545  
 

According to Busch, it is the cooperation of sitter and photographer in the studio which 

serves to construct the socially acceptable representation of the alienated bourgeois 

self.546  The conception rests on the assumption of a binary formation in which the 

individual and society oppose and mutually stabilise each other. That binarism had been 

challenged by the nineteenth-century sociological conceptions of normalised 

individuality which we reviewed in the introduction. It persists, however, as an 

interpretive matrix throughout large sections of the literature on photography which 

assert that aspects of the autonomous and of the socially conditioned individual are 

represented simultaneously in photographic portraits. The bourgeois individual of this 

genre always partakes authorially in its own construction, not only as a blind agent, but 

as willfully choosing him- or herself.547  

 In a recent essay, Steve Edwards has attempted to develop a theoretical basis for 

this co-authorial relation between photographer and sitter. Drawing mainly on Bakhtin’s 

                                                
544 Busch (1989), p.312 [Das Atelier des 19. Jahrhunderts mit seinen Requisiten und 

ritualisierten Operationen gleicht einer Versuchsanordnung gesellschaftlicher 
Identitätsproduktion und Habitualisierung. Es wird zum “Tempel”, in dem jede Charakteristik 
hinter der “authentischen Verstellung” verschwindet; es wird zum Bauplatz technisch 
‘verwirklichter’ Phantasmagorien]. 

545 Ibid., p.317 [Das Atelier des 19. Jahrhunderts war geradezu der soziale Ort, an dem die 
bürgerliche Gesellschaft die Welt nach ihren Wünschen bestimmte. An seiner Geschichte läßt sich 
exemplarisch das Zusammenspiel von Technik und “Sinngebungsökonomie” (Julia Kristeva) 
beobachten, der vielschichtige Aufdeckungs- und Verdeckungsprozeß in der Kooperation zwischen 
Medium, Fotograf und Fotografiertem - so wie er in der Aufnahmesituation Gestalt annahm] (the 
reference to Kristeva could not be located). 

546 Cf ibid., p.314. 
547 For an example, cf Beloff (1993), p.115. In the case of a photographer taking self-

portraits, or having portraits made, the authorial sincerity will go to all extremes. 
Discussing three portraits of J. M. Cameron, Beloff concludes: “All three pictures strike 
us as being honest, meaning that the sitter has not engaged in elaborate impression 
management. She has not worked to enhance her appearance. There is no clever 
presentation of her best characteristics, let alone allure. She shows us herself as she is” 
(p.116). 
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concept of dialogism and on Volosinov’s notion of reported speech, Edwards has put 

forward a critique of post-structuralist accounts of colonial or criminal photography 

which, according to him, unduly foreground photography’s “repressive” aspects and 

thus fall short of an understanding of the complex and productive situation in the studio, 

and which are theoretically complicit with the power structure they denounce.548  

Edwards claims that the situation between photographer and sitter in the studio has an 

essentially dialogic structure, even if the distribution of power in that formation may not 

be equal.549  The bourgeois sitter is, at least partly, in control of the image that is being 

produced, because the relation with the photographer is based on monetary exchange: 

 
[In the studio] the object, or more specifically in this instance, the subject 
of the camera’s gaze, the individual bourgeois, acts as co-author. In the 
19th-century portrait, these powerful subjects collaborate with the 
photographer to determine the codes of their own appearance, 
producing a self-image invested with confidence and contentment.550  
 

In order to affirm this authorial set-up, Edwards repeats the distinction between 

honorific (“celebratory”) and repressive portraiture and stresses “the necessity of 

separating out the authorial from other voices.”551  

 In the light of the analyses of the preceding chapters, such passages have to be 

seen as rearguard attempts at an affirmation of individualist agency. We have seen in 

several instances that subjectification can play a significant role in the dispositif 

photographique. But it needs more than the mere assertion that we should, as S. Edwards 

suggests, consider “the objects of the camera’s gaze as subjects. And as subjects who 

author themselves, who make their own histories even if not in the conditions which 

they may choose.”552  In such constructions, the survival of the bourgeois self hinges 

once more on the introduction of an assumed difference of authority which traverses the 

entire domain of social representation and which supposedly orders its persisting 

subject-object formation.  

 Instead, we would like to suggest that the discourses of the honorific and the 

repressive overlap and collapse when the discursively affirmed dividing lines themselves 

come under scrutiny. Consider the following passage: 

 
The portrait in its culturally coded usage always demanded measures of 
unambiguity and legibility, and therefore the preparation of the sitter is 
not only the basis of the meaningfulness fabricated by the studio, but 
also the indispensible tool of the identificatory exposition of the 
individual. The demand for a clarifying reading of the portrayed face is 

                                                
548  Steve Edwards is thinking particularly of Tagg (1988) and Sekula (1984). 
549 S. Edwards (1990), p.71. 
550 Ibid., p.68. 
551 Ibid., p.72-4. 
552 Ibid., p.74-5. 
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not only confronted with the problem of the sitter’s camouflage, but the 
set-up as well as the decoding of the image have to put the ‘multitude of 
recorded details’ into a valid and recognisable order.553  
 

The rigid analysis formulated in these sentences, written about Bertillon’s signaletic 

portraits, pinpoints the problem of decoding any photographic portrait in the context in 

which its function as social currency is required. The economy of meaning in which 

nineteenth-century portrait photographs are traded traverses the entire homologous field 

of social representation.  

 In order further to clarify this crucial point, let us briefly examine a key passage 

from Christian Phéline’s study about Bertillon, L’Image accusatrice.554  In the chapter, 

“Portrait bourgeois, portrait de police: la photographie comme obligation”, Phéline asks whether 

there is a shared basis for the synchronic banalisation of portrait photography, and the 

multiple initiatives for using photography as a means of social surveillance (judicial, 

psychiatric, ethnographic, identificatory, and the emergence of the carte-de-visite). In the 

nineteenth-century domain of “social exchange” in France, there is not only the repressive 

function of controlling identity, but more generally the principle of the photograph 

contributing to the constitution of identity and participating in the emergence of the modern 

individual. The portrait is a form of representation with historically specific ramifications 

and, in Phéline’s eyes, the photographic portrait has to be seen in the context of the post-

revolutionary emergence of the bourgeoisie as a prime social force. It serves the need for 

self-affirmation in a dual way by helping the individual to recognise itself and by 

enhancing the cohesion in different social groups, constituting “cette nécessaire conscience 

sociale du soi.” As commodities with a large collective circulation, cartes-de-visite 

facilitate the individual’s identification with itself or its subjective personality, and with 

the group to which it belongs. The dispositif of bourgeois portrait photography works 

towards the representation of the individual as socially integrated. In so far as both 

bourgeois and police portraits are inscribed by an obligation sociale, and in so far as they 

confirm, through the image, the sitters’ respective positions on the social ladder, they 

bring together those two “extreme social categories” of constitution and control. 

 The present study, instead of stating a dichotomy of individual and society, tries 

to understand their relationship as interdependent. We are concerned with the close 

corollary between identification and classification and understand bourgeois and police 

                                                
553 Busch (1989), p.316 [Weil das Portrait in seinem kulturell codifizierten Gebrauch stets 

nach Maßgaben seiner Eindeutigkeit und Lesbarkeit verlangte, ist die Präparierung des 
Portraitierten nicht nur die Grundlage der vom Atelier verfertigten Bedeutsamkeit, sondern auch 
das unverzichtbare Hilfsmittel der identifikatorischen Exposition des Menschen. Der 
Klärungsanspruch der Lektüre des abgelichteten Konterfeis ist nicht bloß mit dem Problem der 
Tarnung des Aufgenommenen konfrontiert, Inszenierung ebenso wie Entzifferung des Bildes 
müssen vor allem der “Fülle festgehaltener Details” eine gültige und einsehbare Ordnung geben]. 

554 Cf Phéline (1985), p.23-8. 
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portraiture not as ‘extremes’, but as homologous manifestations of the modern 

individual. Phéline hints at the constitution of a social self-awareness. In this last chapter, 

we will home in on elements of the subjectifying mechanisms and techniques which lead 

to the effects of identification, social classification, and self-affirmation. The honorific 

function of portrait photography hinges on the installation of a positively coded link 

between an image and the self-identity of a modern, normalised individual. In 

Bertillonage, this link was mechanical and identificational, although, in order to become 

operational, it required an empathetic attitude from the recognising and self-recognising 

observers. The studio portrait established the link between image and sitter based on the 

notion of the characteristic. The portrayed individual was conceived as a subject that was 

recognisable as a visual articulation of its social position. 

 

 
The Sitters and the Sites of Commercial Portraiture 

 

Portrait photography’s commercial success after the middle of the nineteenth century 

significantly spurred the evolution of the homo photographicus.555  The exemplary case of 

the Parisian photographic industry had experienced for more than two decades a 

continuous growth until 1868, after which date the number of studios stagnated around 

330 until the end of the century. The growth in photography was part of a general 

economic expansion during the Second Empire, with a distinct slow-down in the 1860s 

which curbed the spending power of the middle classes. The successful photographers of 

the period, some of whom are now famous for their highly regarded portraiture, had to 

be skilled not only as camera operators, but also as entrepreneurs. Disdéri, Carjat, or 

Nadar, “the master media manipulator” (McCauley), for instance, maintained direct 

editorial and financial relations with popular journals which would print their work and 

advertise their services. Beside wooing the press, the photographic entrepreneurs of the 

1860s used public relations techniques such as mounting exhibitions and events, they 

took part in national and international exhibitions of industrial products, put their work 

on show at the roughly biannual exhibitions of the Sociéte française de la photographie, 

which also exchanged exhibits with photographic societies in other European countries. 

In order to market their photographs, glass showcases were set up at street level outside 

the studios which, for reasons of lighting, were often housed in the upper floors of urban 

buildings. Beside trading directly from the studio premises, photographs were sold 

through booksellers, art and print galleries, and travelling salesmen.  

 The bulk of photographic merchandise traded in Paris in the 1860s, beside 

                                                
555 The following discussion is based on McCauley’s recent account of photographic 

commercial enterprises in Paris between 1848 and 1871 (1994). 
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individually commissioned studio portraits, were celebrity photographs, stereoscopic 

views, and reproductions of art works.556  Additionally, there was a constant stream of 

new products which satisfied the fashion-driven market for novelties and curiosities and 

which used photographic images for the ornamentation of anything from bracelets, rings, 

brooches and watches, to furniture and china ware.557  Unlike the older tradition of 

decorating such items with paintings, the photographically enhanced products targetted 

a much larger market due to their more moderate prices. For pioneering entrepreneurs 

who, like Disdéri, had the facilities to produce and market new products on a grand 

scale, the urban consumer markets were gold mines. 

 In the present context, the photographs of celebrities which were on sale in huge 

numbers, are of particular interest. They often set the aesthetic standards for portrait 

photographic styles and, more generally, contributed to a visual structuring of the social 

formation and to the visual economy of individuals. Celebrity portraiture was based on 

the possibility of a commercial exploitation of the fame and popularity of individuals by 

making their images available to the paying public. The portraits were sold individually 

in shops or from street stalls and vendors, or as more or less elaborately edited 

collections. One of those projects was the series of portraits of British contemporaries 

published as Men of Mark in London between 1876 and 1883. The lavish edition was 

produced by the photographic studio of Lock and Whitfield who wrote in their preface 

that the aim of the work had been “to bring, by means of photography, the characteristic 

expressions of our great men under the observation of all, at whatever distance socially 

or geographically they may be, and to render familiar the outline of their career by 

reliable biographical sketches.”558  A crucial task of celebrity photographs, then, was the 

fostering of social cohesion around individuals who marked and represented the essence 

of society as a whole. As early as 1848, German publications like the Deutsche National-

Gallerie and Männer des deutschen Volkes played the role of providing the bourgeois 

population that was gaining political weight, with an ‘ancestral gallery’ of their newly 

elected democratic leaders.  

 These latter albums of German parliamentarians of the Frankfurt Paulskirche in 

1848/49 provide an early example of the different sites of the visuo-political economy. 

After the revolution of March 1848, the first parliament elected by the entire male 

German population met in Frankfurt to draft a constitution for the new republic. Only 

weeks after the inauguration on May 18th, lithographed portraits of the more prominent 

of the representatives came into circulation, initially based on life sketches, but as early as 

June, the first portraits made after daguerreotypes appeared, and the latter soon became 
                                                

556 Ibid., p.97. 
557 Cf Disdéri (1862), p.142-3, who also suggests photography to the museums as a 

durable means of documentation. 
558 Cf Men of Mark (1876), [n.p.]. 
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the primary visual source for such images.559  

 In the first instance, there was an exhibition in the club where the parliamentary 

faction met which was represented in a certain series of photographs. Some weeks later, 

the daguerreotypes were shown in a public gallery, an exhibition which coincided with 

the publication of the lithograph album which was then for sale.560  The portraits thus 

served a self-representative purpose for the sitters before they were put on the open 

market. This also made sense in terms of the marketing strategy: the parliamentarians 

were the first, most likely customers. The public exhibition was then designed to instil 

curiosity and to initiate publicity for the portraiture project. 

 Two other sites were developed in this line. In newspapers and on fliers used to 

inform the public about the work of the parliament, lithographs of individual 

parliamentarians were reproduced when they had drawn special attention to themselves. 

This practice greatly increased the circulation of the portraits, and the degree to which 

parliamentarians’ faces were known to the general public. Secondly, the photographers 

took group portraits of the different political clubs, as well as single portraits, and the 

group portraits became cherished souvenirs for the men who had been members of the 

short-lived parliament. 

 One parliamentarian who sent a package of portraits home to his family in 

Oldenburg received a letter back from his wife in response, which serves to mark out the 

course of further sites of reception.561  The photographs were first looked at by the wife 

and children who paid special attention to their husband and father’s image. For them, 

the photograph indicated the virtual presence of the sitter, it functioned as an aide mémoire, 

and was then placed in a prominent spot in the family’s sitting room where it became the 

medium of a contemplative communication of the wife with her husband. The images 

were then taken to the extended family and to friends who also admired them, while 

other members of the local community came to view the portraits in the family home. In 

terms of the social economy of faces it is important that here the private interest was 

interlaced with the public effect: viewing not only the portrait of the family man and 

friend, but seeing him in the context of the other parliamentarians, made the political 

activities happening in Frankfurt more tangible, and served, just like the portraits that 

would soon appear more regularly in press publications, to acquaint the public with the 

personalities who, in the emerging representative democracies, held increasingly 

important social positions. 

 Celebrity photographs thus contributed to the formation of an elaborate visual 

codification of the social economy of individuals. Their iconography of poses and 

                                                
559 Cf Hoffmann/Wrocklage (1989). 
560 Cf ibid., p.421. 
561 Cf ibid., p.427. 
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gestures was, to a large degree, borrowed from classical painted portraiture, and 

replicated the repertory of postures and conduct that had been made part of bourgeois 

education by etiquette books since the eighteenth century.562  In the commercial studio, 

the effective use of such attitudes seemed largely to depend on the photographer who 

had to direct the sitter to take up a position which would satisfy the latter’s self-

conception when receiving the results of the session. Dissatisfaction with the composition 

of portraits was a serious problem of the photographic trade in the nineteenth century, 

and there was a constant dispute about the aesthetic principles guiding photographic 

portraiture.563    

 For most photographic businesses, however, the road to customer satisfaction 

was paved by widely available technical and practical instructions for achieving the 

precise physiognomic appearance of the ideal satisfactory face.564   The centralised 

production of studio requisites by only a few companies further added to the 

homogeneity of nineteenth-century portrait production.565  In her study of Parisian 

photographic enterprises of the 1860s, McCauley has convincingly shown that, on the 

whole, the commercial studios which had specialised in portraiture differed less in the 

aesthetic quality of their output than in their marketing strategies. Their success seemed 

largely to rest on the creation of a specific image which would attract a certain type of 

audience. “If in the 1850s Disdéri established himself as the photographer of the emperor 

and the royal court, Nadar promoted another group, the writers and artists who 

constituted his real friends but whose celebrity often didn’t extend beyond the pages of 

the low-circulation journals for which they worked.”566  Nadar went for the top end of 

the market: while other studios were advertising portraits at three, five, and ten francs, 

he charged up to ten times more for his often life-size portraits; by selling “fewer large 

prints at a higher price to a restricted audience”, Nadar made profits even from having 

only an estimated tenth of the number of clients Disdéri had in the late 1850s.567  

 The outstanding feature of the portraiture style of Nadar’s studio was to sacrifice 

details in favour of broad effects of light and shadow, a style which, as McCauley 

comments, was seen as suitable by customers who sought to distinguish themselves from 

the general public who, in turn, would have regarded the lack of representational 

precision as a grave flaw, and as incompatible with the image they wanted to project of 

themselves. Yet, despite all claims Nadar made to his artistic genius, “the portraits 

                                                
562 Cf ibid., p.417. 
563 For a multitude of anecdotal examples, cf Nadar (1900); cf also Francis Wey: 

“Théorie du portrait II”. In: La Lumière, 4.5.1851, no.13, p.50-1; cit Rouillé (1989), p.121. 
564 Cf The Photographic News, London, 20.5.1859, p.125; cit Gernsheim (1983), p.286. 
565 Cf Gernsheim (1983), p.363. 
566 McCauley (1994), p.119. 
567 Cf ibid., p.138. 
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themselves reveal a formula, albeit an original one, of lighting and pose established in 

the 1850s […]. The average sitter was closemouthed, serious, even melancholic. Cut off at 

the thighs, the client stood freely or sat on a darkened and cloth-veiled chair at a three-

quarters angle to the camera. His hands […] were hidden - in pants or coat pockets, the 

front of the jacket, or between crossed arms.”568  The formula, developed in the portraits 

of Nadar’s bohemian friends, became a trade mark that attracted customers who wished 

to associate themselves with the culture it connoted and who were satisfied with their 

merely symbolic, visually articulated participation in it. 

 In spite of the growing presence of portrait photographs in exhibitions, 

publications, and other media, the private photo album was probably the most important 

site of the nineteenth-century visual economy of individuals.569  The production of 

portraits for these private collections, although difficult to quantify due to a lack of 

records, exceeded all other genres and formed the most important factor in the 

photographic industry. Whether in the popular carte-de-visite-format or otherwise, the 

photographs collected in photo albums functioned as records and chronicles of family 

life which marked special events and assumed pivotal importance for the cohesion of 

families.570  These historical photo albums not only provide inventories of modern 

kinship relations by defining and demarcating the structure that distributed individuals 

in the social economy. They also offered a sense of place to those who were represented 

in them, and thus served to create a notion of social identity made manifest on the pages 

of the private portrait collections. 

                                                
568 Ibid., p.127-9. 
569 For an overview over the use of photo albums in the nineteenth century, cf Maas 

(1977). 
570 For the Eugenicist version of such an inventory, cf Galton’s suggestion for a 

Family Life Album quoted in the introduction, above. An entire psychological history 
might also be based on descriptions of the particular problems of child photography; cf 
eg Robinson (1885), p.86-92, p.102, and Regener’s study of nineteenth-century 
representations of bourgeois girls (1988). 
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 In his essay on studio photography, Timm Starl has pointed to some of the 

crucial functions of the album for the social economy of the nineteenth century.571  Starl 

claims that until well into the 1880s, having a photographic portrait taken was still so 

expensive that the acquisition itself sufficed to mark an individual’s membership to the 

property-owning class. The presentation of one’s own portrait next to purchased 

celebrity photographs forged a symbolic community between the still privileged homini 

photographici.572  The democratic ideals of this community were determined not by a 

notion of universal equality, but by a symbolic participation of the aspiring bourgeoisie 

in the aesthetically streamlined and feudally ordered socio-political apparatus. Equality 

and social emulation were strategies directed ‘upwards’ on the social ladder, while the 

dominant thrust directed downwards was one of social distinction. The private gallery 

assembled in the photo album served to articulate a social aspiration which had a 

particular set of aesthetic codes, and which implied insertion into a particular order of 

norms and values. This order coincided with a social utopia in which, as contemporary 

sociologists put it, the modern individual would fully immerse itself in the functionalist 

structure of the social formation. 

 
At the point when the photographic image became a commodity, and to 
the degree to which it revealed its commodity character, it could serve 
the propagation of those values which one aspired to but did not hold. 
The persistent absence of personal traits related to their constant 
utilisation for articulating collective desires as one’s own. The exclusion 
of the private turned photography into an appropriate carrier of social 
norms which were experienced as individual aims.573  
 

The photo album, a strongly private visual space assembled and kept in the home, was 

one of the key sites of the individual’s symbolic participation in the public moral and 

economic order. The modern individual was articulated within the visual space of the 

portrait photograph, and was symbolically inserted into the social order in the medium 

of the photo album. 

 

 
                                                

571 Starl (1991). 
572 McCauley (1985), p.30, repeats the counter-hypothesis of the rapid ‘downward 

mobility’ of portrait photography into the bourgeoisie and sections of the working class. 
Neither of the authors can further substantiate their claims: the question of the social 
stratification of photography in the period between 1840 and 1890 remains largely 
unanswered. 

573 Starl (1991), p.33 [In dem Augenblick, als das fotografische Bild zur Ware wurde, und in 
dem gleichen Maße, wie es seinen Warencharakter offenbarte, konnte es der Propagierung jener 
Werte dienen, die man anstrebte, aber nicht besaß. Die gleichbleibende Abstinenz persönlicher 
Züge in den Porträts entsprach ihrer konstanten Verwendung, kollektive Ansprüche als eigene zu 
artikulieren. Der Ausschluß des Privaten machte die Fotografie zum geeigneten Träger 
öffentlicher Normen, die als individuelle Ziele empfunden wurden]. For the nineteenth-century 
sociological conceptions of the modern individual cf the introduction, above. 
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Disdéri and the Composition of Character  

 

The function of social classification ascribed to portrait photographs is not the mere 

result of a retrospective formalistic analysis of the images. Contemporary sources suggest 

that there was, in the nineteenth century, a strategic awareness of this effect, and 

photographers as well as sitters actively participated in realising photography as a tool 

for the social ordering of individuals. Part of the new visuo-social order was clearly 

rooted in the economic conditions of different social groups. As was indicated earlier, 

private photographic portraiture remained a luxury which, although trickling 

downwards over the decades, served as a social marker throughout the century. The 

quality of the material used by photographers correlated with the amounts of money 

customers were able to spend on their portraits, so that the poverty or wealth of the 

product - indicated by the studio setting and requisites, quality of lenses, size and quality 

of paper and carton - inscribed the social status of the sitter in the portrait-object. 

Additionally, improved technical means and a more articulate professional identity 

among photographers emerging in the 1850s, created a new demand on photographic 

portraits not only to record purely physical likeness, but to express the social and 

psychological characteristics of the sitter as well. The task of the portrait photographer 

was to determine a compositional style that would be read as bringing out the character 

of the sitter and would satisfy the sense of social identity that was held by the individual 

and its peer group. The following section will examine a source in which the nineteenth-

century photographer André Adolphe Eugène Disdéri (1819 - 1889) reflects on the work 

of the portraitist and thus hints at the mechanics of the visual articulation of the modern 

individual in portrait photography.  

 Disdéri’s commercial enterprise was thriving during the unprecedented and 

unrepeated boom in studio photography of the years before 1865.574  In 1860, he owned a 

large studio with a printing atelier located on the fourth floor of 8 boulevard des Italiens 

and several other outlets in Paris, and had a total of sixty-two employees and several 

accounting offices. 575   For some years, Disdéri, who had patented the small and 

commercially innovative carte-de-visite format in 1854, was among the most successful 

photographic entrepreneurs in Europe [ill.34]. His client register records more than ten 

                                                
574 Cf McCauley (1994), p.56. 
575 For the period between 1857 and 1862, cf McCauley (1985), p.44-52. In her 

substantial study of Disdéri’s work, E. A. McCauley (1985) has given a full account of his 
career and of the socio-historical environment in which Disdéri’s business thrived. The 
nature of the archival material McCauley has mainly drawn on beside legal and financial 
documents, i.e. the photographs deposited in the Cabinet des Estampes of the Paris 
Bibliothèque Nationale under the dépôt légale, puts the emphasis of her study on the 
celebrity and curiosity photographs which were for sale publicly. My interest here lies 
with ‘private’ photography as well, and with Disdéri’s theory of portraiture, a field 
which McCauley only points to in passing (cf ibid., p.41-2, 205-6). 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 224 

thousand negatives taken annually during the peak period of his career, and his product 

lines ranged from large-size studio prints to short-lived photographic fads.576   

 Like many of his competitors who sought to make their profit through a fast 

turnover of large numbers of customers, Disdéri had to accommodate the need for cheap 

production with the restrictions of the technical apparatus and the aesthetic demands of 

his customers. In a brochure first published in 1855, and extended as a book in 1862, 

Disdéri spelled out an aesthetics of portraiture that clearly went much further than he 

was able to put into practice in the assembly line-style production of his studio. Disdéri 

understood that the critical effects of photography were subject to the photographer’s 

skill of handling the material. In his text he sought to explain that these effects depended 

on strategic decisions to be taken by the practitioner who thus assumed a status 

comparable to that of fine artists. The analytic and descriptive detail of Disdéri’s 

reflexions marked a significant progress in relation to most of the contemporary 

literature on photographic portraiture, and they articulated a set of opinions which 

would, as we will see later, dominate the genre for the rest of the century.577  

 Disdéri’s brochure on photography of 1855, Renseignements photographiques, was 

written not only for photographers, but for the general public. The extensive first section 

on portrait photography was intended to instruct potential sitters about the behaviour 

that was required from them in order to achieve good results: 

 
One has to remain still, breathe calmly, and blink regularly, but must 
always look at the same point. We overall suppress the smile as a means 
of animating the physiognomy. It is true, one has to smile, but only with 
the eye. Put otherwise, the smile has to be internal in order not to turn it 
into a nervous contraction, as it is not a grimace.578  
 

A close cooperation between the sitter and the photographer was a proviso of the 

procedure for which, as Disdéri emphasised, the sitter should allow ample time.579  

 Towards the end of the brochure, Disdéri formulated a series of criteria for a 

satisfactory photographic print which were not only meant to set a quality standard for 

practitioners, but which were also supposed to enable customers to assess the new 

images critically: 

                                                
576 Cf ibid., p.225. 
577  For the debate about the relation between photography and art, cf the 

documentations in Buddemeier (1970), and Rouillé (1989). The discourses which sought 
to foster photography’s aesthetic respectability strongly emphasised the subjective 
aspects of its production; cf Plumpe (1990) for a detailled analysis of such discourses. 

578 Disdéri (1855), p.15-6 [Il faut rester immobile, respirer à l’aise, fermer les paupières 
comme à l’ordinaire, mais regarder seulement le même point. Nous repoussons surtout le rire 
comme moyen d’animer la physionomie; il faut rire, il est vrai, mais de l’œil seulement. Le rire, 
pour ainsi dire, doit être interne, afin de ne pas faire de lui une contraction nerveuse, quand ce 
n’est pas une grimace]. 

579 Ibid., p.20. 
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The satisfaction that we experience when seeing a beautiful work leads 
us to specify the indispensable qualities of photographic prints: 1. 
Development of the image in its entirety, with the forms perfectly 
indicated. - 2. Agreeable physiognomy, natural pose. - 3. Overall 
sharpness. - 4. Shadows, halftones, and lights well pronounced, the latter 
brilliant. - 5. Natural proportions. - 6. Details in the shadows. - 7. Purity 
and cleanness of the image. - 8. Natural backgrounds; avoid artificial and 
nuanced backgrounds that make the contours hard and discordant.580  
 

 For the interaction between photographer and sitter it was vital that they should 

be on their own in the studio, and that the photographer should fulfil his role as a 

director, while the sitter appears as an actor on the studio stage: 

 
To arrive at [a natural expression] it is of great importance that the artist 
should be alone with the model so that he may be able to exert his 
influence and impress through talking or through the expression of his 
physiognomy, and for determining the favorable moment for the 
exposure. It is also useful when sometimes during the operation the 
model takes a serious expression that the operator dissipate this 
disagreeable expression with a few words expressed with enough care 
for the model not to lose its immobility.581  
 

We will return to this notion of acting and directing a little later.  

 Disdéri expanded his elaborations on portrait photography in a three-hundred-

page volume published in 1862, entitled L’Art de la photographie.582  This book was geared 

at a professional public, so that the earlier instructions to the sitters were left out, while 

Disdéri added strongly to the practical sections, and to the art-theoretical passages in 

which he sought to ascertain the photographer’s artistic status. The portrait was now 

presented as an art work, a creation of the photographer who came to be presented as the 

author rather than co-author of the image. Disdéri’s are among the most extensive 

elaborations on photographic portraiture written in the period, and they can help us 

comprehend the processes by which such a photographer conceived the constructive 
                                                

580 Ibid., p.27, English translation cit after McCauley (1985), p.42 [La satisfaction que 
nous éprouvons en voyant une belle œuvre nous entraîne à specifier les qualités indispensables 
aux épreuves photographiques:1° Venue de l’image dans son entier, la forme parfaitement 
indiquée. 2° Physionomie agréable, pose naturelle. 3° Netteté générale. 4° Les ombres, les demi-
teintes et les clairs bien prononcés; ces derniers brilliants. 5° Proportions naturelles. 6° Détails 
dans les noirs. 7° Pureté et propreté de l’image. 8° Fonds naturels; éviter les fonds factices et 
généralement nuancés qui rendent les durs et peu harmonieux]. 

581 Disdéri (1855), p.17 [Pour arriver à [une expression naturelle], il est de toute nécessité 
que l’artiste soit seule avec le modèle, afin qu’il puisse lui faire subir son influence et 
l’impressionner soit par la parole, soit par l’expression de sa physionomie, et saisir alors l’instant 
favorable où il faudra qu’il opère. Il est même utile parfois, si, pendant l’opération, le modèle 
prenait une expression sévère, que l’opérateur fasse disparaître cette expression fâcheuse par 
quelques paroles dites avec assez de tact pour que, le modèle ne perde pas son immobilité]. 

582 Shortly afterwards, the book was translated into English and put on the Anglo-
American market as part of the series, The Universal Textbook of Photography (1863). The 
translation differs significantly from the original, which is why I quote and translate from 
the French. 
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activity that his practice implied. 

 Initially, it is important to understand the character of the sitter, his or her 

personality as well as the effects of the particular social existence: 

 
To make a portrait, it is not enough to reproduce the proportions and 
forms of the individual with mathematical accuracy; it is also, above all, 
necessary to understand and represent the intentions of nature manifest 
in that individual, saving and improving them, with the essential 
modifications or developments brought about by habits, ideas, and social 
life.583  
 

The individual to be represented is here understood not as a mere surface, but as a 

complex appearance in which a given set of inborn features has been transformed and 

developed under the specific social circumstances under which it has lived. 

 The photographer has to study this complex aggregate closely, to dissect it and to 

incorporate it as precise knowledge: 

 
The first step that a photographer should take to obtain a good portrait, 
is to penetrate the real type and the true character of the individual, 
beyond the thousands of hazardous aspects under which he sees his 
model. He has to study and to know it.584  
 

In previous chapters, we have already identified this technique of studying and knowing 

as a crucial feature of the subjectifying effect that the reading of portrait photographs 

triggered in the observer. However, unlike the internalising reading suggested, for 

instance, in psychiatry, the photographer has to try and see the sitters not as they see 

themselves, but as they appear in the eyes of their peers. It is the perception of parents, 

friends, those who know the sitter and who see him or her every day, which forms the 

relevant reference point for controlling the quality of the portrait, and the photographer 

therefore has to emulate their position as observers. 585   This deep and careful 

understanding is a precondition for an appropriate composition of the posture, gesture 

and expression, of the studio setting and the optical conditions of the portrait.  

 As an example of the transformation of the observations into compositional 

decisions, Disdéri describes the fictitious portrayal of a scholar. The study of the scholar’s 

character results in the following descriptive tableau: 

                                                
583 Disdéri (1862), p.265 [Il ne s’agit pas, en effet, pour faire un portrait, de reproduire, avec 

une justesse mathématique, les proportions et les formes de l’individu; il faut encore, et surtout, 
saisir et représenter en les justifiant et en les embellissant les intentions de la nature manifestées 
sur cet individu, avec les modifications ou les développements essentiels apportés par les 
habitudes, les idées, la vie sociale] (cf (1862/1863), p.39). 

584 Ibid., p.266-7 [La première chose que doive faire le photographe qui veut obtenir un bon 
portrait, c’est de pénétrer, au travers des milles aspects de hasard sous lesquels il va voir son 
modèle, le type réel et le vrai caractère de l’individu; c’est de l’étudier et de le connaître] (cf 
(1862/1863), p.39). 

585 Ibid., p.265-6, cf also p.267. 
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Here is a scholar; he passes his life studying; the thorough research, the 
habit of reflection have furrowed these vertical wrinkles which you see 
on his forehead which he holds inclined; he is not a man of high stature; 
the intelligence seems to have developed at the expense of the body: he is 
calm and benevolent; his smile is full of sagacity. These are the principal 
traits with which he appears in everyday life to those who approach him, 
to his parents, to his friends.586  
 

The photographer must be careful not to get confused by the appearance of the sitter as 

he enters the studio: he may appear in an uncharacteristic outfit, and may have rehearsed 

a mannered pose. The photographer has to look through the mimicry and reveal the true 

character of the sitter. The composition of the scholar’s portrait will result from this 

thorough understanding: 

 
Having assessed the personality, the appropriate style for expressing it 
will easily present itself to the mind. Beside the question of resemblance, 
the portrait as a scene has to reveal serious and serene ideas; it should 
express calmness and reflexion. Simple attitudes, an interior light 
distributed in tranquil masses, with large halftones, serious backgrounds 
and accessories of great sobriety; the head, the seat of thought, salient 
and bright; this is the adopted mode. Everything else would be 
untruthful, unsuitable, and could not direct towards that profound and 
powerful resemblance which we seek.587  
 

The example shows how Disdéri’s rhetorical construction assumes a continuum between 

the character description, the technical means of the studio, and the photographic 

representation. The continuum is articulated by the compositional activity of the 

photographer who, as a creator, becomes the representational machine of the 

characterologically informed portraiture. 

 Two of the key factors of a successful composition are the pose and the 

physiognomy represented in the portrait. Both have to negotiate the claims for truth and 

beauty. The pose must express a complex of traits which define the social characteristics 

of the sitter: 

                                                
586 Ibid., p.267 [Voici un savant; il a passé sa vie dans l’étude; les recherches profondes, 

l’habitude de la réflexion ont creusé ces rides verticales que vous appercevez à son front qu’il tient 
incliné; ce n’est pas un homme de haute stature; l’intelligence semble s’être développé aux dépens 
du corps: il est calme, bienveillant; son sourire est plein de sagacité. Voilà les traits principaux 
sous lesquelles il apparaît dans la vie de tous les jours, à ceux qui l’approchent, à ces parents, à ces 
amis] (cf (1862/1863), p.40). As a parallel example, Disdéri describes the portrayal of a 
typical soldier (ibid.). 

587 Ibid., p.268 [La personnalité étant saisie, le style dans lequel il convient de l’exprimer se 
présente facilement à l’esprit. L’aspect du portrait devra réveiller avant tout comme scène, en 
dehors de toute question de ressemblance, des idées sérieuses et sereines; il exprimera le calme et la 
réflexion. Des attitudes simples, une lumière d’intérieur, distribuée en masses tranquilles, avec de 
larges demi-teintes, des fonds sévères, une grande sobriété d’accessoires; la tête, siége de la pensée, 
saillante et lumineuse; voilà le mode adopté. Tout autre serait invraisemblable, inconvenant et ne 
saurait conduire à cette ressemblance profonde et puissante que nous cherchons] (cf (1862/1863), 
p.40). 
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The first condition of a good pose is that it has to be in harmony with the 
individual’s age, stature, habits and manners. Secondly, it has to offer the 
greatest possible beauty of which the sitter is capable. […] What one has 
to find is the characteristic pose which does not only express this or that 
moment, but the individual as a whole. Moreover, the pose has to offer 
the eye a unified view and should be optically beautiful. One therefore 
has to find a dominant movement and gesture which govern all other 
parts.588  
 

The composition of a characteristic image described here hinges on the harmonising and 

unifying, molarising reduction of aspects of the individual who is transformed into a 

self-same unit. The pose is an element of what is conceived as the physical language of 

the social persona.589   

 The second crucial factor of the composition, the physiognomy, achieves and 

completes the quality of resemblance in the portrait. As in the case of the pose, it is a 

difficult task for the photographer-cum-artist to determine the most characteristic and 

most favourable physiognomy: 

 
It is always the same rule which has to direct the artist: it is absolutely 
necessary that, among all those passing nuances of the physiognomy, all 
those aspects of the head, those smiles, those fleeting movements of the 
lips and the eyes, he should distinguish the right expression, the one 
which eloquently contains, more than any of the others, the character of 
the individual, the one which summarises in some way the diverse ways 
of being of his face.590  
 

Again, the photographer has to turn a fleeting multiplicity of aspects into  a single one 

which will most comprehensively engineer the reterritorialisation of the assumed 

individual character on the face.  

 The first task of the photographer is to study the sitter’s facial expressions. In 

order to trigger a variety of different expressions, he must animate the sitter through a 

conversation and then note his observations in his mind. The skills demanded from a 

good portrait photographer thus go well beyond the knowledge of the technical 
                                                

588 Ibid., p.280-1 [La première condition pour que l’attitude soit bonne, c’est qu’elle soit en 
harmonie avec l’âge, la stature, les habitudes, les mœurs de l’individu; en second lieu, elle doit 
offrir la plus grande beauté dont le modèle soit susceptible. […] Ce qu’il faut trouver, c’est la pose 
caractéristique, celle qui exprime non pas tel ou tel moment, mais tous les moments, l’individu 
tout entier. Il faut, de plus, que la pose offre à l’œil l’unité d’aspect et qu’elle soit optiquement 
belle. On devra donc trouver un mouvement et un geste dominants auxquels obéiront toutes les 
autres parties]  (cf (1862/1863), p.46). 

589 McCauley (1985), p.77, has pointed out that the characterisation of sitters in 
nineteenth-century portrait photographs was to a lessening degree based on social or 
occupational classification, thus blurring the boundaries of social segmentations.  

590 Disdéri (1862), p.282-3 [C’est toujours la même règle qui doit diriger l’artiste; il faut 
absolument qu’à travers toutes ces nuances passagères de la physionomie, tous ces airs de tête, ces 
sourires, ces mouvements fugitifs des lèvres et des yeux, il démêle l’expression juste, éloquente, 
celle qui contient, plus que toutes les autres, le caractère de l’individu, celle qui résume en quelque 
sorte les diverses manières d’être de son visage] (cf (1862/1863), p.47). 
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apparatus. He also has to be a good psychologist and an able observer who can, 

simultaneously, activate emotional movements in the sitter, record their observations in 

his own memory, and process them for the necessary compositional choices. 

 
This selection thus requires a great observational swiftness, a sure grasp: 
this faculty is not given to all operators, not even to the most 
knowledgeable or to those who are gifted with an artistic sense. The 
modifications are so fast on the face of the sitter, the nuances so delicate 
and fleeting! Yet, it is vital to see everything, grasp everything, 
remember everything, if one wants to compare and select.591  

 

 The next problem the photographer faces is that, having made a decision about 

the characteristic physiognomy he would like to represent in the portrait, he has to find a 

way to revive the chosen expression for the moment of exposure. As a way of achieving 

this, Disdéri suggests a unique practice of ‘applied physiognomics’. As a basis, he takes a 

commonly accepted assumption of physiognomic theory: 

 
The muscles of the face are interdependent with one another and form a 
network of infinite complexity and mobility; their movement is closely 
linked to the emotions of the soul. It is not the will which can give this or 
that attitude to the features; it is the interior sentiment alone which 
models the face and animates it.592  
 

How, then, can the photographer influence the sentiment of the sitter in such a way that 

the chosen expression appears on his or her face? 

 
How does he succeed in this? This is a very delicate question. The faculty 
of imitation is innate with man: sadness transmits itself, smiling is 
contagious; observe the spectator in a theatre auditorium: you will see 
that the physiognomy, that his features are in unison with the actor who 
interests or moves him. You will see the various nuances of the scene 
passing over his features; well! the artist-photographer has no other 
means of reviving on the face of his model the vanished expression than 
to take on that expression himself: it is necessary that he identifies with 
the moral situation which he wants to arouse in the person who is to be 
represented, and which alone can give to his physiognomy the 
expression necessary for the perfect execution of the portrait.593  

                                                
591 Ibid., p.283 [Ce choix exige donc une grande promptitude d’observation, un tact sûr: cette 

faculté n’est pas donnée à tous les opérateurs, même aux plus savants, même à ceux qui sont doués 
du sentiment de l’art; les changements sont si rapides sur le visage du modèle, les nuances si 
délicates et si fugitives! Il faut pourtant tout voir, tout saisir, tout retenir, si l’on veut comparer et 
choisir] (cf (1862/1863), p.47). 

592 Ibid., p.284 [Les muscles de la face, solidaires les uns des autres, forment un réseau d’une 
complication et d’une mobilité infinies; leur mouvement est étroitement lié avec les émotions de 
l’âme. Ce n’est pas la volonté qui peut donner aux traits telle ou telle attitude; c’est le sentiment 
intérieur seul qui modèle le visage et qui l’anime] (not in English translation (1862/1863)). 

593 Ibid. [Comment y réussira-t-il? C’est encore là une question bien délicate. La faculté 
d’imiter est innée chez l’homme: la tristesse se communique, le rire est contagieux; observez le 
spectateur dans une salle de théâtre: vous verrez la physionomie, ses traits se mettre à l’unisson de 
l’acteur qui l’intéresse ou qui l’émeut. Vous verrez passer sur ses traits les nuances variées de la 
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In this surprising passage, Disdéri suggests that the photographer must imitate the sitter 

so that the sitter may imitate the photographer, reproducing his or her own characteristic 

physiognomy for the portrait. The characteristic expression is thus mediated by the 

photographer’s observation, his deliberate imitation, and the mirroring observation and 

unconscious imitation by the sitter. The facial reterritorialisation of the sitter’s character 

on the face needs the subjectifying agency of the photographer who functions as both 

projecting apparatus and screen for the image he seeks to call up. 

 Reversing Galton, who described the composite portrait as an experimental 

metaphor for yet unexplained cognitive processes, Disdéri envisages an image of the 

sitter that is realised in the portrait as a ‘composite’ representation of the observations 

made by the photographer, the photographer’s mind operating as the apparatus 

constructing the composite image. Once more, the subject of the photograph has to ‘pass 

through’ the practitioner for the photographic process to work out successfully. The 

subject proper of the procedure described by Disdéri is the photographer as an authorial, 

observing, facialising machine, and the result might just as well be interpreted as a 

portrait of him, imitated by the sitter: 

 
How often have we not observed that influence of the operator on the 
sitter! When some unexpected vexation turns our face sullen, all the 
unattractiveness of our traits is reproduced on the sitter; a smile which a 
strange incident may call up on our lips at the decisive moment often 
gives even to the portraits of grave persons a relaxed and happy air 
which is no longer in accordance with the serious style in which we have 
conceived the pose, the light, and all the rest of the portrait.594  
 

The question of what is ‘represented’ by a portrait photograph has, earlier in the analysis, 

drawn us away from the sitter towards the cognitive activity of the observer which 

articulates his or her sense of self in the act of looking at the image. Disdéri now suggests 

that, at the pole of conception of the portrait, the sitter is subject to the direction by the 

photographer who, in the portrait, seeks to create an imitation of the mental, composite 

characterisation he has constructed from his observations of the sitter, called up by his 

                                                                                                                                
scène; eh bien! l’artiste photographe n’a pas d’autre moyen pour faire revivre sur le visage de son 
modèle l’expression évanouie, que de prendre lui-même cette expression: il faudra qu’il s’identifie 
avec la situation morale qu’il veut faire naître chez la personne à représenter et qui seule peut 
donner à sa physionomie l’expression nécessaire à la parfaite exécution du portrait]  (cf 
(1862/1863), p.47). 

594 Ibid., p.285 [Combien des fois n’avons-nous pas observé cette influence de l’opérateur sur 
le modèle! Lorsque quelque contrariété inattendue rend notre visage maussade, tout le disgracieux 
de nos traits se reproduit sur le modèle; un sourire qu’un incident étranger fera naître sur nos 
lèvres au moment décisif donne souvent encore aux portraits de personnes graves un air léger ou 
enjoué qui n’est plus en rapport avec le style sévère dans lequel nous avions conçu la pose, le clair-
obscure, tout le reste du portrait] (cf (1862/1863), p.47). In this context Disdéri repeats the 
claim that the photographer and sitter should be alone in the studio and without 
distraction. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 231 

own posing and mimicking.595  

 Disdéri made these comments at the beginning of a period of several decades 

during which the work of portrait photographers and compositional styles remained 

relatively stable. It saw some modifications with respect to the evaluation of the 

aesthetics of portraiture, especially at the top end of the market, while in general the 

language of character expression remained in place until well into the twentieth century. 

Disdéri’s suggestions for the composition of portraits may have been particularly 

elaborate at the time, yet they formed nothing more than an historical precedent for the 

practice of studio portraiture. Thirty-four years later, Albert Londe would still maintain 

that, “in photography, the art does not consist in slavishly copying a model, but in 

presenting it to the lens in such a way that the print will be a faithful interpretation of the 

impression which emerges from the sitter.” 596   The impression called up in the 

photographer has to be transposed into a “presentation” that will faithfully articulate 

what has been determined as the character of the sitter. 

 

 
Robinson and the Management of the Sitter 

 

Quite predictably, such programmes did not translate into a great variety of styles and 

compositional inventions, but into a plethora of barely distinguishable portraits in which 

sitters would discover themselves. McCauley observes that by 1860 the general studio 

production was standardised in terms of both the composition of portraits and the 

technical quality. “When the most important segment of commercial production, the 

carte de visite, is examined, even the skilful posing and lighting of the model seem to be 

within the reach of most urban operators. Originality in portraiture […] was not 

necessarily rewarded.”597  

 Photographers all over Europe, and beyond, however, constantly reassured 

themselves and their customers that their products were genuine works of art that served 

to express visually the sitter’s inner and outer self. Let us consider a text from the mid-

1880s, written by one of the successful English photographers of the period, Henry Peach 

Robinson (1830-1901). In his booklet, The Studio And What To Do In It (1885), Robinson 

                                                
595  Michael Taussig has analysed comparable instances of mimetic behaviour 

exhibited by nineteenth-century European travellers (cf Taussig (1993), ch.6-7, p.70-99). 
He comments that “there is something […] crucially ‘primitive’ and antithetical to 
‘possessive inividualism’ necessary for this degree of sensuousity and mimetic deftness 
to exist” (p.98). 

596 Londe (1896), p.288 [L’art en photographie ne consiste pas à copier servilement un 
modèle mais bien à le présenter à l’objectif de telle sorte que l’épreuve soit l’interprétation fidèle de 
l’impression qui s’en dégage]. 

597 McCauley (1994), p.101. 
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offered detailed advice to young colleagues eager to start a photographic business, on the 

construction and equipment of portrait studios, and on the “Posing and Managing of the 

Sitter”.598  Note the degree to which, in the following passage, Robinson emphasises the 

constructive activity of the photographer with regard to representing the character of the 

sitter: 

 
The ideal photographer […] must be able to sum up his sitter at a first 
introduction, and determine at once, amongst other things, the 
expression which would best suit that face, and to work up to that 
expression during the usually brief interval which elapses between 
introduction and exposure.599  
 

Less affected by artistic pretensions than Disdéri, Robinson claims that “for ordinary 

every-day portraiture of ordinary humanity, no great variety of pose is necessary - or, 

indeed, admissible,” a feature that is, due to the dullness of male fashion, particularly 

true of the photographic representation of men.600  The result of the portrait is again 

declared to hinge on the skill of the photographer who can, as had also been described by 

Disdéri, direct the sitter into a characteristic pose by assuming that pose himself: 

 
If you want him to raise his arm, with his hand on his hip, if you will 
assume this position yourself, you will find in most cases he will with 
unconscious imitation follow your lead. This will not occur to a 
blundering operator, one who does not seem to know his own mind; but 
the skilled operator appears to have a kind of magnetic influence on his 
sitter which is both curious and useful.601  
 

Robinson declares it unproblematic and often useful if somebody accompanies the sitter 

because they can often provide important information about characteristic attitudes or 

expressions which “will aid you in getting a picture that the friends will declare is ‘so 

like.’”602   All these themes, from the simulation of the characteristic pose by the 

photographer, to the ultimately relevant judgement of the portrait by the sitter’s peers, 

are too familiar to us by now to require further comment. 

 As in Disdéri’s description, the moment of exposure is “a matter for friendly 

intimacy between sitter and photographer.”603  Once again, the portrayal is described as 

a theatrical moment: 
                                                

598 The second edition of 1898, and the third edition, posthumously revised by the 
son, Ralph W. Robinson, in 1905, appeared with only minor changes to text or 
illustrations; for a biography of Robinson, cf Harker (1988). For an account of the portrait 
practice of the London photographer Oscar G. Rejlander (1813 - 1875), which was less 
commercially motivated yet generally parallels the assessment given here, cf Spencer 
(1985), p.31-57. 

599 Robinson (1885), p.94. 
600 Ibid., p.57. 
601 Ibid., p.72. 
602 Ibid., p.101; cf also p.112. 
603 Ibid., p.97. 
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It is often possible to talk them into a genial state, or get them to act the 
part - “assume a virtue if they have it not” - but this is quite out of the 
question if you or the sitter feels all the time that there is some one taking 
a surreptitious peep, and listening to all that is said.604  
 

The fact that the intimate moment of invention could so decisively be disturbed by 

outsiders may have been due not only to the disruption of the concentrated atmosphere 

between actor and director, but also to the embarrassment caused by the theatrical 

enactment of a fictitious persona by both of them. 

 The individual’s character is described as a dual composite of the exterior 

observations made by the photographer on the one hand, and the recognising judgement 

of friends on the other.605  Like some of the human scientists we encountered earlier, 

portrait photographers like Robinson and Disdéri turned themselves into the articulating 

media of the visual economy of individuals, and made themselves the authorial subjects 

of that economy. Continuing the series of characterisations developed at the end of the 

previous two chapters, the semiotic regime of this photographic practice can be 

described as follows: 

 5. Disdéri conceived the portrait photograph as a constructive matrix whose 

meaning hinged on the recognisability of the inscribed character. This inscription was 

based on the photographer’s analysis of the sitter and his ability to compose or encode 

the face with legible markers. The key problem of this application of portrait 

photography lay with the mimetic faculty of the photographer who had to direct the 

sitter to take up a characteristic pose and expression. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
604 Ibid., p.100. 
605 There is yet another subterranean line of reference to Galtonian composite 

portraiture when Robinson refers to portrait photographs’ ability to elucidate a family 
likeness that was not perceivable in the physiognomies of the related individuals 
themselves (cf ibid., p.112-3). 
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A Visuo-Social Order 

 

The dispositif of portraiture circumscribed here was a structural part of the social 

formation in which nineteenth-century individuals were positioned and endowed with a 

sense of identity. The visual field created by photographic portraiture provides a 

significant frame of reference through which a society of individuals could be conceived. 

From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, individuals have been given a self relation 

through portrait photographs. Because of the still ongoing proliferation of photographs 

through the social strata, ever more individuals come to be involved in this complex and 

transient visual economy. 

 Various structural levels can usefully be distinguished: portrait production in the 

studio; the theory of studio portraiture, outlined in exemplary form by Disdéri; the 

storage of images in albums, picture galleries, archives; the commercial trade in portraits 

of general public interest; the non-commercial exchange of portraits between individuals. 

The economy of portrait trade and exchange replicated the established economy of social 

relations. The two main currencies were, on the one hand, the portraits of the publicly 

known, celebrities of all kinds, members of the royal families, etc., which were sold 

openly, and, on the other hand, photographs of bourgeois individuals and their 

immediate circle of friends and family. The distinction runs between photographs which 

stated a public interest and a symbolic participation in public culture, and others which 

were confirmations of existing personal relations. The social relations in the latter case 

were determined by familial or emotional ties, in the former by notions of admiration, 

aspiration, or envy. Apart from the standardised appearance of the portraits themselves, 

there was no overarching order among the segments of this visual economy, and no fixed 

structure which would have systematised the visual field of portraiture as a whole. 

Instead, the visual economy of individuals inhabited a disparate environment of photo 

albums, picture frames, shop windows, exhibitions and street stalls. Among these, it was 

probably the enclosed space of the family photo album which, combining an order of 

seniority with a chronological structure, had the most lasting effect on the constitution of 

the nineteenth-century visuo-social order.  

 The role that sitters saw themselves playing in this order is, due to a lack of 

contemporary sources, extremely difficult to gauge.606  Some of the celebrities whose 

portraits were the object of public trade and exchange expressed their dismay at what 

they saw as a fatal demise of the value of portraiture as a sign of social distinction, and 

the growing impossibility of making meaningful gestures of social allegiance through 

                                                
606 Cf McCauley (1985), p.82-4, for contemporary comments, and for examples of 

attempts at controlling the circulation of celebrity portraits. 
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offering one’s portrait to others.607  Attempts to counter this devaluation by monitoring 

the production of portraits more closely would again follow established aesthetic rules 

and lead to an affirmation of the visual order in which the social order was 

reproduced.608  

 It is important to reiterate that such a representational order did not imply a 

suppression, but a creative source of modern individuality in all its precariousness. We 

have to understand the portrait photograph not as a cage, but as an element in the 

machine generating the modern individual. The published self-images of human 

scientists are an important case in point. The following examples of portraits illustrate 

how the initial purpose of recognition, and the creation of a sense of familiarity in the 

viewer, translated into a reading of such images in terms of the individual and 

professional characteristics represented, effecting what may be described as an act of self-

inscription into the visual economy of individuals by the authors of human scientific 

discourses. The examples are witness to the described collapse of the ideology of 

individualism into a set of techniques devised to create a being fully integrated into the 

social structure. 

  At the beginning of this chapter, we considered the case of a series of group 

portraits of German parliamentarians. These portraits, produced and distributed first 

among the sitters and functioning as a representational glue among the group of sitters, 

before being turned into machines of social cohesion, had innumerable counterparts 

whose general popularity was expressed in numerous contemporary sources.609  The 

desire to present oneself as the member of a group with which one identified, ramified 

into the creation of a shared identity which was articulated by photographic portraits. 

Furthermore, such portraits supported the remembrance of individuals, of the corporate 

group, and of memorable events which served primarily to foster a collective identity 

among the participating members. 

 A particular form of such collections of memorable colleagues are ‘boards of 

honour’ type publications and posters. On the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary of its 

foundation, the Italian Archivio di antropologia criminale, psichiatria, medicina legale e scienze 

affini published, in 1909, a poster-size supplement showing 78 photographic portraits of 

“Gli Antropologi criminalisti”, most of them belonging to the Italian school, though some 

others were also included, like A. Bär, G. van Hamel, A. Lacassagne, and  R. Sommer 

[ill.35]. The great formal variety of the portraits suggests that the scientists had been 

                                                
607 Cf the examplary statements by the historian Jules Michelet (cit Sagne in exh. cat. 

Identités (1985), p.17), and by the French writer Alexandre Dumas père (in: The 
Photographic News, August 10, 1866, p.379-80, cit McCauley (1985), p.82). 

608 Cf Baudelaire writing to request a portrait of his mother in 1865 (Correspondance. 
Paris, 1973, vol.2, p.554; cit Rouillé (1989), p.329, Engl. transl. in McCauley (1985), p.221). 

609 For an example, cf the Medico-Legal Journal (New York), 1891, p.X. 
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asked to send in photographs for the publication.  

 The fact that this tableau closely resembles the wanted posters published by the 

police as well as the synoptic tables of criminal types in criminal anthropological 

publication is no coincidence. It is inspired by an analogous desire to provide a 

representation that is, at the same time, concerned with individual specificity, and with a 

typological collectivity. The assemblage of portraits, ordered alphabetically, transcends 

the internal ideological ruptures that divided the discipline, and presents the 

physiognomies of the criminologists who were joined in the cause of scientifically 

tackling crime. The community thus created was as real and as imaginary as the 

community of delinquents who were the subjects of their scholarship. 

 The ambiguity of meanings articulated by photographic portraiture lay close to 

the surface of the dominant, honorific readings of such representations, however. 

Consider the case of self-imaging of the Italian criminalist Louis Tomellini, an assistant at 

the Department of Legal Medicine of the University in Genoa and epigone of Bertillon’s, 

who had photographs taken of himself for a publication on police photography. In an 

illustration of the standard filing card of the police archive, Tomellini showed two 

signaletic portraits of himself in en face and profile views. Moreover, there were full-

figure portraits showing him standing in an anthropometric studio, and photographs of 

him lying on the floor, mimicking the dead victim of a violent crime [ill.36].610  Of the 

scientific applications of portrait photography we have been looking at, criminalistics was 

the only one in which such representations of an authorial individual “as a criminal” and 

“as a victim” were possible. The representation of Lombroso “as a criminal”, or of Morel 

“as an imbecile” would have been out of the question, while the anthropometric context 

of signaletic portraiture ensured that the body was regarded as a superficial form which 

had no meaning beyond its measurable dimensions. In which case the presence of the 

scientist’s body is an arbitrary choice on the scientific level, and a joke enhancing the 

anthropometric claim to objectivity. The full-figure portraits illustrated here precisely 

pinpoint the non-fixity of meaning in such photographs: posed in a way that seeks to 

emulate commercial studio portraits in order to illustrate the type of photographs useful 

for police reconnaissance, Tomellini is mimicking a criminal who is mimicking a normal 

individual. His own “indexical presence” in the photograph has nothing more than a 

slightly ironic meaning. 

 At the other end of the spectrum we find a genre of portraiture which radicalises 

the molarising presentation of the sitter in the image through the attempt at a 

comprehensive facialisation of the social persona, i.e. in the frontispiece portraits of 

scientific publications. The third edition of Wilhem Griesinger’s Pathologie und Therapie 

der psychischen Krankheiten of 1871 was an unchanged reprint of the earlier editions, save 

                                                
610 Tomellini (1908), p.153, 155, 156, 163. 



Broeckmann: Visual Economy 237 

for the portrait of the author, etched after a photograph, which was added as a 

frontispiece [ill.37]. In his preface, the editor declared: 

 
As a special adornment, this edition has been enriched by a superb 
portrait of the author cut in steel which will be a welcome 
commemorative sign to his numerous students, friends and admirers.611  
 

The entire body of scientific knowledge associated with the Griesinger is projected onto 

his face which serves as a memorable sign laying the mnemonic link between the readers 

of the book and the author. The brief remark of the publisher points to the structure of 

the scientific schools constructed on the basis of such indicators of commemoration and 

allegiance, and to the social matrix into which the name of the author is inscribed and in 

which it operates. At the centre of the scientific social formation are the author and his 

colleagues and friends; the dynamic element placed below them in the disciplinary 

hierarchy are the pupils who will carry the torch into the future; and on the outside we 

find the admirers who have no place in the small circle of allumni, but who support and 

partake in the glory of the scientist. Like a black hole, the face in the frontispiece draws 

the personnel of this social economy into its depth and creates the subjects who will 

recognise themselves in their cherished mentor’s portrait. 

 The observers rather than the sitters of such portraits were the primary subjects 

of their own discourses on photography, posing as members, rather than as authors, of 

the visual economy of individuals. For these human scientists, as much as for any 

observer of portrait photographs, the processes of subjectification articulated by the 

dispositif photographique were vital for the constitution of a sense of self, and for their 

conception of meaningful social agency. 
  

                                                
611 Friedrich Wreden in Griesinger (3rd edition,1871), [n.p.] [Eine besondere Zierde 

erhielt diese neue Auflage noch durch das vorzügliche in Stahl gestochene Bildniss des Verfassers, 
welches seinen zahlreichen Schülern, Freunden und Verehrern ein willkommenes 
Erinnerungszeichen sein wird]. 
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Conclusion: A Visual Economy of Individuals 
 
 
 
Photography and Scientific Representation 
 
By way of concluding this investigation of nineteenth-century human scientific 
discourses about photography, let me return to some of the problems raised in the 
introductory chapter. In his studies about proto-photographic and cinematographic 
apparatuses of the early-nineteenth century, Jonathan Crary has highlighted the 
emergence of new subject positions for the observer as a component of representational 

dispositions.612  On an epistemological level, the decentring of the perceiving subject’s 
position from the nub of scientific truth translated, as Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison 
have shown, into a new conception of scientific objectivity which hinged on the 
abdication of the authorial scientist, and the deferral of the objectifying judgement to the 
reader of scientific texts. Geoffrey Batchen adds that this transformation of the “empirico-
transcendental” visual economy articulating scientific representations affected not only 
the position of the authorial observer and his audience, but that the photographer was 
similarly implicated: “The photographer, for whom the camera is, as Nièpce put it, ‘a 
kind of artificial eye,’ is constituted by photography as the prosthetic trope around and 
through which this complicitous economy must necessarily turn. The 
photographer/camera assemblage is therefore posited as a becoming that simultaneously 
incorporates both ‘the Percipient & the Perceived,’ to use Coleridge’s terms of reference, 

while remaining true to neither.”613   
 These analyses are extremely valuable in that they succeed in radically 
problematising the reception and the production of visual images, and thereby the 
position and constitution of the perceiving and producing subject. The present study has 
shown that it is, however, necessary to divert attention away from an assumed ‘agency’ 
of the medium of photography, and towards the machinic production of the dispositif 
photographique in which the medium ‘itself’ is no more than a component beside the 
discursive and semiotic apparatuses linking it to other strata of social signification. In 
human scientific practices, it was aligned with linguistic and mathematical models, 
which meant a domination of the disciplinary regimes of representation by graphs and 
statistical tables rather than by images. John Tagg’s claim that the camera held a decisive 
position in the nineteenth-century monocular “machinery of the archival gaze” it made 

                                                
612 Cf Crary (1990). In a more recent study, Crary (1994) has investigated nineteenth-

century experimental psychologists’ research on the filtering of sensory experience 
through “attention”. He points to an acute awareness of the malleability and mobility of 
perception and the perceiver, and to the necessity of devising techniques for making this 
flux “useful, controllable, and socially manageable” (p.27). 

613 Batchen (1990), p.10-11; in what I believe is a confusion of conceptual levels, 
Batchen then tries to describe photography as a force comparable to Deleuze and 
Guattari’s notion of desire. 
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possible, has to be rejected as exaggerated.614  The application of photography was scarce, 
unsystematic and idiosyncratic, and only scantily integrated into disciplinary strategies, 
so that photography can better be characterised as a component of the semiotic regimes 
which were identified in the previous chapters. 
 These regimes construed the photographic matrix in distinctly different ways, 
from the essentialist conception of Lombroso, through various notions of measurability 
and legibility held by Fritsch, Bertillon and Conolly, to the more constructivist approach 
taken by Disdéri. Crucial to the analysis was the insight that the different semiotic 
regimes generated different types of subjectivity: the generation of meaning hinged on 

specific techniques and strategies from which particular self-relations could emerge.615  
The formation of a notion of the self consistently takes place on an exterior plane, 
whether in the diagnostic work of the psychiatrist, the analytic and mnemonic work of 
the police officer, the compositional efforts of the studio photographer, or in the self-
recognition of normal individuals, mental patients and criminals. In a very practical 
sense these historical examples illustrate Deleuze’s analysis of the self as a folding on the 
surface of the outside. Beside the constitution and affirmation of complexes of social 
power and knowledge, scientific practices had an important impact on the formation of 
the subjects who conceived of themselves as social agents. 
 There was, on the whole, a high level of awareness regarding the limitations of 
photographs, both in term of their technical production, and on the level of the evidence 
they offered to the observer. The critique of the technical restrictions was particularly 
strong from those scientists who had practical experience of taking and developing 
photographs, while the problems of reception were reflected upon whenever the images 
were used as more than bland, transparent illustrations that begged no further comment. 
Although the notion that photography was an objective, transparent mediator of reality 
was powerful, we have witnessed numerous instances in which this notion was strongly 
contested throughout the period under investigation. Nevertheless, the most prevalent 
discursive strategy deployed to call up the evidential value of portrait photographs was 
the tautological folding of verbal accounts, the visual representation and bodies, types, 
identities and characters onto each other as matrixal references. 
 A vital complement of the concrete photograph in the dispositif photographique 
was the function of memory which, though often sneered at as an unreliable source of 
scientific insights, is consistently conceived as a crucial generator of modern subjectivity. 
The application of mnemonic practices turns the scientist’s cognitive processes into the 
vehicles of investigation, discovery and knowledge, constituting what we might call, in 
variation of the “mechanical objectivity” described by Daston and Galison, an episteme 
of “unconscious objectivity”. 
 
 

                                                
614 Tagg (1993), p.35. 
615 In this sense, all the semiotic regimes considered here can be characterised as 

“postsignificant” (cf Deleuze/Guattari (1980/1988), ch.5). 
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An Economy of Individuals 
 
In his well-known argument about the constitution of the subject in capitalist social 
formations, Louis Althusser has claimed that the subject is the effect of acts of 
interpellation through which the ideological state apparatuses represent to individuals 

an imaginary relationship to their real conditions of existence.616  With the objective of 
reproducing the relations of production, ideology interpellates and thus constitutes 
individuals as subjects who (mis)recognise themselves as conscious agents within the 
economic order that determines their lives. Although their own conception of the 
modern subject is not completely alien to this analysis, Deleuze and Guattari have 
rejected Althusser’s notion of subjectification for its assumption to be a ‘cover-up’ and a 
complement to an existing, ‘real’ economic order. Instead, they maintain, the social 
formation rests on an organisation of power in which capital itself is an exemplary point 

of subjectification.617  
 This perspectival shift, away from the essentialist notion of a human individual 
who can be alienated, repressed and otherwise fooled, towards a consideration of the 
field of forces that generates individuals and subjects as diagrammatic effects has 
crucially informed the present study. The line of investigation taken was furthermore 
indicated by Michel Foucault’s work on the self-techniques deployed in the Graeco-
Roman and early Christian periods, and by his notion of the political technology of 
individuals which suggests that, in modern times, subjectivity as a genuine relation with 
the self was overshadowed by the modern individual’s relationship to society and, more 
generally, to the state as a superior social entity. The previous analyses of practices 
related to portrait photographs have attempted to approach the history of the modern 
subject as a practical micrology. They have unfolded a complex tableau of modern forms 
of subjectification, including the self-recognising mental patient and criminal, the 
subjectified diagnosing physician, the authorial generator and anchor of scientific 
evidence, the machinist of identification, and the mimicking stage director and actor of 
characteristic poses in the commercial studio. All of these “infoldings” 
(Deleuze/Guattari) traverse a series of social and semiotic strata and form temporary 
intersections and concentrations of forces on those strata. 
 In the representational regime of the nineteenth century structuring the use of 
portrait photographs, the strategies of classification, identification, and characterisation 
formed homologous constructive approaches to the articulation of human bodies as 
modern, individuated subjects. Inversely, the subject classifies, identifies, characterises; it 
is the point of convergence of the forces involved in the process of facialisation. The 
dispositif photographique formed an important strategic device for fostering the semiotic 
(self-)relationships between bodies and the different social typologies: it is an abstract 
machine of becoming-the-same. 
 
                                                

616 Althusser (1970/1971), p.162-77. 
617 Cf Deleuze/Guattari (1980/1988), p.129-30. 
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Subjectification and Facialisation 
 
As Martin Jay has recently shown, the existentialist critique of the look, or gaze, is based 
on the idea that the Other authorially and repressively looks upon a victimised, 

objectified self who, as Sartre puts it, “beneath this gaze […] comes to himself.”618  
Sartre’s critique is formulated from the perspective of the object of the gaze. I have, in the 
present study, not attempted to write a history of the objectifying gaze, but have argued 
that the act of looking itself was conceived, in the nineteenth century, as a precarious act 
of subjectification, dispersing the notion of an over-powering and omniscient observer 
that haunts Sartre and many modern and postmodern commentators after him. The 
complex techniques of self-affirmation which often seem to be the true objects of the 
human scientific look, can help to move the analysis of visuo-social formations beyond 
the old dichotomies of formulations like, “the one who casts the look is always subject 
and the one who is its target is always turned into an object. Or at least, objectification is 

the telos of the look […].”619  
 In the same vein, I have sought to take the problem of photographic portraiture 
beyond the question of the visual representation of concrete faces ruled by the 
individual/image binarism that paralyses earlier analyses of the genre. The soul of the 
individual is not refracted by the image and yet tied to it by the intention of the artist or 
photographer, but a surface effect of the semiotic processes summarised under the term 
facialisation. The photographed face is a map which, through a series of infoldings, 
generates the application of a cognitively constituted self-consciousness. While a more 
precise examination of that mechanism will need further historically and 
anthropologically informed research in the field of cognitive psychology, I hope to have 
described some of the discursive strategies that bring about these infoldings. 
 It would be facile to invoke Foucault’s famous image from the final page of The 
Order of Things, hinting at the future disappearance of Man “like a face drawn at the edge 
of the sea”, as the final word on the precarious regimes of facialisation described in this 
study. The cheerful and ironic anti-humanism of that remark has not obliterated the 
necessity of trying to understand, as Foucault put it sixteen years later, “what we are in 

our actuality.”620  The radical constructivism advocated here does not take away the fact 
that portrait photographs indeed articulate the images that social agents have of each 
other, creating the close visual corollaries between social and subject identities which 
articulate modern individuals as the composites of collective assumptions about 
normalcy and deviance. 
 Furthermore, we are compelled to follow Brian Massumi when he insists that 
modern forms of subjectivity and selfhood are functions of the conditions of capitalism in 

                                                
618 J.-P. Sartre: Saint Genet. (1952) New York, 1963, p.17; cit Jay (1993), p.295; cf also 

ibid., p.276-98. 
619 Jay (1993), p.288, paraphrasing Sartre. 
620 Foucault (1982/1988), p.145. 
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that “a specific identity is characterised by the fact that it allows or prevents access to 
wage and commodity relations for a given body, and by the way in which this access or 

exclusion is realised.”621  The mechanisms of identification and subjectification are 
engineered through a set of specific, materially manifest technologies which include the 
disciplines and what Foucault has referred to as “biopower” and which represent 

“actualising apparatuses of the subject-form of capital.”622  We are easily reminded of 
some of the mechanisms described above in relation to the production and reception of 
portrait photographs. The economy of individuals is a subsection of the general political 
economy, and their apparatuses serve to construct complex entities which can be put to 
multiple tasks of social distinctions, divisions, and re-combinations. We have shown how 
the human scientific disciplines were instrumental in devising the make-up of such social 
machines and filters. Their efforts to classify and subjectify their subjects as well as their 
practitioners was matched by the effects that the apparently more benign forms of 
portraiture associated with the high street studio and the private photo album of family 
members and celebrities had on the positioning of individuals. The driving forces of this 
economy can best be described in terms of power that “includes characteristic modes 
which vary in their functions and which effect the actualisation of a given body, i.e. lend 

it a socially recognisable content.”623  
 I have stressed that the dispositif photographique functioned, in the nineteenth-
century discourses we have examined, as a subjectifying machine, operating within a 
visual economy of individuals that was strongly driven by the reception of photographs. 
The dispositif unfolds its force in and on the perceiving subject, rather than in a pulsion on 
the object of the representation. I do not deny that it can have an often brutal impact on 
these objects, but that impact has to be engineered away from the photograph even if it 
may partly be driven by visuality. Similarly, we must seek to surpass the interiorised 
notion of the sitter and photographer as self-conscious co-authors of the portrait, and 
begin to see them as effects of a facialising machine that generates the phenomenal forces 
necessary to recognise oneself as the subject of a photographically mediated, facial 
matrix. 

 
  

                                                
621 Massumi (1993), p.83 [re-translated from the German: Eine spezifische Identität ist 

dadurch gekennzeichnet, daß sie einem gegebenen Körper der [sic] Zutritt zum Lohn- und 
Warenverhältnis ermöglicht oder versperrt, und durch die Art und Weise, wie dieser Zutritt bzw. 
Ausschluß erfolgt]. 

622 Ibid. [Apparate der Aktualisierung der Subjektform des Kapitals]. 
623 Ibid., p.84-5 [Sie weist charakteristische Modi auf, die in ihren Funktionen unterschieden 

sind und die Aktualisierung eines gegebenen Körpers bewirken, d.h. einem Leben einen 
gesellschaftlich erkennbaren Inhalt verleihen.]. 
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