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Naming and framing ‘Nature’ in Photographie

Loologique

JEFF ROSEN

‘For natural history to appear,” wrotec Michel TFoucault in
The Order of Things, our collective understanding of nature
did not have to grow progressively morc dense and
obscurc, amassing authority under an ‘opaque weight’ of
unexplainable facts and scientific calculations. Instead,
Foucault believed the opposite had to occur: ‘it was
necessary,” he wrote, ‘for History to become Natural.™
Foucault distinguished between the archaic tasks of the
seventeenth-century collector of curiosities, who amassed
specimens because they were interesung or rare, and the
nineteenth-century natural historian, who collected speci-
mens in order to discover deep structures that linked
together diverse species, ultimately forging conceptual
links between those specimens and the origins of mankind.*
While the former examined, named and classificd phen-
omena using both a terminology he considered neutral
and an approach he believed unmediated, the nineteenth-
century natural historian had no illusions that his task was
anything but historical and contextual: his primary activit-
les involved incorporating the texts of his predecessors
and making historical commentaries about natural phen-
omena while constructing the new lexis of the scientific
catalogue.

Conceived as a process of naming and framing, photo-
graphy has many affinities with the actual activities of the
natural historian. Both photography and the natural histor-
ian’s scientific catalogue emerged as new, objective fixtures
of the modern cra, complete with their related structural
affiliates, the table, the index and the archive. The scientific
textbook, itself profusely illustrated with line engravings
made {rom an artist’s drawings, collected together this
growing archive of knowledge, and is emblematic of the
broad range of cfforts to bring that knowledge to life
through visual representations. But scientific knowledge
was transformed forever after 1839, when the archive met
the ultimate index, photography, and for this reason
photography was quickly embraced by practitioners of
scicnce.

As Foucault wrote, natural] history, like photography,
emerged as ‘a new way of connecting things both to the
eye and to discourse.”® But before new institutions were
created to help solidify visual perception as a normalized
structure or accepted phenomenological approach, diver-

gent atutudes about photographic objectivity were awk-
wardly forged together with new discursive strategies
explaining photographic truth. By the end of this period,
members of the Muséum d’histoire naturelle, the
Académie des sciences, and the Société frangaisc de
photographie had accepted the view that photographic
subjectivity was not self-evident, but instead recognized
that it was constructed according to certain ideological
rcquirements and emerged according to institutional
needs. Similarly, the establishment of natural history as a
mature intellectual discipline also emerged by the end of
the nineteenth century, complete with its structural subsets,
such as zoology and botany, as well as its important
institutional frameworks, such as academic and museum
departments.

This essay explores the chief discursive structures that
were developed during the century that actively connected
scientfic objectivity and photography; as we shall sec,
academy and muscum members used photography to help
classify both superficial and structural similarities and
differences among zoological species, and made social and
scientific inferences from the photographic evidence.
Although its institutional roots were long-established in
the Muséum d’histoire naturelle and the Académie des
sciences, natural history grew dependent upon the new
photographic tcchnologies to ‘naturalize’ its structure as a
discipline, and relicd upon photographic mass production
and dissemination in order to acquirc both a persuasive
and pervasive authority during the century.

If zoology appeared from within ‘the space opened up
in representation by an analysis which is anticipating the
possibility of naming’ as Foucault wrote, representation,
then, must assume the chief burden of framing that
discourse. For Foucault, the objects of natural history must
first be visualized, because the discipline is coherent only
when ‘it [results from] the possibility of seeing what one
will be able to sap.”* The task for both natural history and
for photography at mid-century therefore appcared cocval:
language must be brought as close as possible to the
observing gaze, and things observed brought as close as
possible to words, since ‘natural history,” concluded
Foucault, ‘is nothing more than the nomination of the
visible.”
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Photographie Joologigue was announced in 1852 in the
midst of many competing discourses surrounding the
institutional discipline of zoology and the emerging art
and technology of photography.” The project inially
assembled six photographic plates of zoological subjects
in a single portfolio; the prospectus announced the organ-
1zers’ intentions to offer regular installments of this size.
The photographic specimens included a wide range of
animal subjects, including shells belonging to land and sea
creatures, insects, mammalian skulls and bones, and rep-
tiles. As displayed in the drawn marginalia of the title
page [figure 1], a horse and antelope skull, a monkey and
wren, an alligator and dinosaur-like creature surround
Roman-like portrait medallions of the museum scientists,
suggestivcly representing the exotic types of animals pic-
tured within; similarly, tantalizing glimpses of a far-away
or exotic lifc were also promised in the representations of
the obelisk, pyramids, and Great Sphynx of Egypt above
the title, as well as the unnamed island paradise below.
As we shall see, the project was unfortunatcly disbanded
before 1t could make good on the many promises of its
title page.

Then as now, the ‘nomination of the visible,” or what I

PHOTOGRAPHIE ZOOLOGIPUE [
2| OUREPRESENTXTION DES ANIMAUX RARES |

des Colleel ions du Muséum
dWistowre \aturelle

PUBLICL PAR

OUVRAGE
Dedie a MM™ les

Figure 1 Title Page, Photographie Joologique, ou représentations des ammaux
rares des collecons du Muséum d Histoire Naturelle, publiée par L. Rousseau et
A Devena. Procédés des plus habiles photographes, 2¢me livraison, r.1854. All
figures € Bibliothéque Centrale du Muséum Nanuonal d'Histoirc
Naturclle
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shall refer to as strategics ol naming and framing, proved
to be an unstable terrain upon which inventors and
publishers vied for control over the means of production,
and over which scientists and artists debated the limits
and boundaries of representation. These competing strat-
egies were apparent when the publication rcached its first
large audience, at the Exposition Universelle of 1855.
Displayed publicly for the first time in the Palais de
I'industrie, Photographie Joologique was heralded as the har-
binger of a new age in visual representation by important
institutional voices claiming that it had broken significant
new ground: for one, Photographue {oologique was identified
as the first cooperative venture between thc Académie
des sciences and the Muséum d’histoire naturelle to use
photography to assist in their scientific investigations, in
particular the act of classification and then, later,
cataloguing.’

It was further promoted during the Exposition
Universelle as the first systematic application of phato-
graphy to replace line drawings that were conventionally
used as the basis of printed engravings, pointing the way
toward the eventual replacement of such engraving by
photography for illustrated zoological texts. Additionally,
Photographie Joologique was advanced at the Exposition as
the first attempt to apply new mcans of photographic mass
production to make the work available to a broad audi-
ence. Graphic art printers, as well as political economists
and industrialists, used their respective trade journals to
promote the project as the first practical test for photograv-
ure. This recently invented photographic application made
feasible photographic mass production, a technique which,
during 1852-7, stood head to head in competition with
photolithography for the scarce resources allocated to the
developing photographic technologies. Finally, officials of
the Muséum d’histoire naturelle also promoted Photographie
Loologique as the first institutional attempt to apply the
medium of photography to a systematic cataloguing effort.

The project therefore occupied more than one seat at
the table of new photographic applications: Photographie
Loologique was claimed both by scientists and by publishers,
as it was the product of scientific investigation and graphic
art. It was simultancously displayed as both a printed
publication and a framed exhibition of prints, posscssing
neither a conventonal publication history nor a conven-
tional exhibition record. And Photographie Zoologique was
acclaimed, sanctioned and promoted by different agencies
of the French state and by representatives of the commer-
cial world of graphic art and publishing. Owing to its
origins, therefore, as a hybrid project of the Académic des
sciences and the Muséum d’histoire naturelle, and to the
many institutional contexts later claiming credit for its
publication, no single institutional frame adequately con-
tains the conflicting ideological voices advancing the
project.
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Moreover, the many individual institutions promoting
the project unwittingly obscured the collaborative ways in
which Photographie oologique actually contributed to an
emerging idcological construct connected to the collection
of species from around the globe. Ostensibly set in motion
to advance disinterested scientific inquiry, zoological col-
lecting activities, whether on behalf of creating zoos or
completing rescarch cataloguing projects, also worked
hand in hand with colonial exploration to advance the
discursive practice of imperial control and domination. In
order to explain the role of Photographie pologigue within
this devclopment, I shall isolate scveral of the conflicting
voices advancing the project, and thereforc have divided
this study hroadly into three sections, to examine better
Photographie Joologique in the context of the ideology of
progress, the ideology of objectivity and the ideology of
collecting In this way, I hopc to examine the dominant
institutional contexts in which the project appearcd, and
sort out the competing claims upon its meaning and
impact.

PROGRESS

Photographie  Joologjique was the product of artistic and
scientific collaboration, viewed as essential by the Société
Héliographique if real progress was to be accomplished in
photography. By 1852, ‘real progress’ was defined in
technical and commercial terms by the industrialists actu-
ally supporting photography’s growth and by political
economists providing the theoretical mandate. Inventors
were working to take photography out of its dark ages,
characterized by fickle and unstable prints, laboriously
produced, that faded quickly upon exposure to sunlight
or that turned into unwanted shades of pink, purple or
yellow-green. Their efforts were directed to creating means
of fixing stable and durable positive prints in order to help
photography attain the kind of permanence associated
with older forms of graphic art. Commerce firmly guided
the direction of these early developments: institutional
groups of economists and industrialists, such as members
of the Société d’encouragement pour 'industrie nationale
and the Conservatoire des arts et métiers; photographers,
for example members of the Société Héliographique; and
scientists, such as those attached to the Académie des
sciences and the Conservatoire dcs arts et métiers, offered
prizes, sponsored competitions, and made outright grants
to inventors to devise reliable means of creating inalterable
prints, leading to photographic mass production.”
Technological determinism thercfore defined an important
aspect of the ideology of progress attached to photography;
economic growth, political economy, and the institutional
structures supporting such development sustaincd this
ideology in practice.

Photographie Soologigue was introduced at a time when
two ncw processes, photolithography and photogravure,

had just been announced. The many communities follow-
ing these developments in trade journals such as La Lumiere,
Annales de Uimprimente or the Bulletin de la Société d’encouragement
pour lindustrie nationale recognized immediately that the two
new graphic art forms linked photography to engraving
and lithography in important ways. For one, the new
photomechanical images were produced in ink and, like
any ink-based print, did not fade. Moreover, they were
produced in established graphic arts workshops, relying
upon an already existing organization of labor and system
of distribution. Finally, their actual costs of reproduction
per picce declined (compared with conventional salted-
paper photographs) as the size of a print run increased;
such economic principles had guided the production of
the older graphic forms.”

Institutional cooperation was essential to French tech-
nological progress, and also helps us comprehend the
origins of Photographie Zpologigue. This is the skeleton of
the project: Louis Rousseau, a preparator at the Muséum
d’histoire naturelle, and Achille Deveria, a curator at the
Cabinet des estampes, devised the blueprints. Both men
drew upon their altachment to these statc agencies:
Rousscau relied upon the support of his colleagues at the
museum, principally Henri Milne Edwards, in order to
organize and assemble the objects to be photographed,
and Decveria drew upon his connections in the arts to
sccure the Bisson fréres as photographers and the
printshop of Lemercier ¢t Compagnie, the largest and
most respected graphic arts firm in Paris.”® Together,
they established scientific support, sought funding from
governmental and other institutional groups, and found
distributors in Paris and London."" Deveria and Rousseau
were also highly successful, at least initially: various
journals tracked their progress throughout 1852 as they
displayed the fruits of their labor before members of the
Académie des sciences.”* In December 1853, the project
won an important subvention of 2000 francs from the
Academy, a significant vote of approval. This award was
the first important grant in the Second Empire in support
of the industrial development of photography, and the
first such award conferrcd upon any photographic project
since the introduction of the Daguerreotype that had
never been publicly displayed in a photographic or
industrial exposition.?

Rousseau and Deveria also secured the talents of the
most able persons in the graphic arts, kept abreast of new
printing technologies and devices used in representation,
and, most important for the ideology of progress, modified
the project itself over time in order to incorporate ever-
new technologically advanced photographic means of mass
production. For example, although the project began in
1852 as salted-paper prints, as in a photograph of shells
(figure 2), by December 1853 such prints were deemed
unsuitable by Academy members for the purposes of mass
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Figure 2. ‘Spécimen du Muséum,” [shells], from Photographie Zoologique,
ler livrason, c.1852 (salted paper print)

production. The Academy’s major award, then, was not
in support of continued conventional printing. Instcad, it
instructed the project’s directors to adopt photogravure as
the best hope for mass produced ink-based printing, a
process used for an image of insects (figure 3). This new
process was recently introduced by Claude Marie Frangois
Nicpce de Saint-Victor, nephew of Joseph Niepce, one of
the original inventors of photography.'*

With their second fiwraison, composed of photogravures
rather than salted-paper prints, Rousseau and Deveria
announced their new publishing venture, declaring their
intention to produce a total of ten installments of six prints
each, offered to the public at g francs per livraison.’s By
January 1854, the transformation was complete: photo-
gravures replaced the salted-paper prints of the first livrai-
son, Lemercier et Compagnie had been replaced in favor
of the photo-engravers Riffaut and Mante, and the project
itself, now redefined as the first to employ photogravure,
was promoted and illustrated in the pages of the Bulletin
of the Société d’encouragement pour 'industrie nationale
as one of the two new photomechanical processes to
revolutionize the graphic arts (figure 4)."° To the Société
d’encouragement, Pholograplie Joologique heralded a new
day in French publishing, where the pre-industrial, hand-
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Figure 3 “Insectes Ordre des Coleopteres Famille des Longicornes,’
from Photographie ovlogique, ¢ 1854 (photogravure)

made processes were declared obsolete, replaced as they
were by more cost-effective and efficient industrial means
of production.*?

As photography was shown to be useful to science as a
form of ‘applied art,’ the ideology of progress itself was
extended beyond simply demonstrating that a team
approach could help advance either the technology of
photography or the capacity of scientific representation;
technological determinism was also served, as was the
ability of social and political institutions like the Académie
des sciences and the Société¢ d’encouragement to deliver
the economic goods and potential. In the process, science’s
faith in objectivity, or the so-called ‘truth of the image,’
was given new focus. In the introduction to the second
installment, Rousscau and Deveria declared their success
at rcpresenting the world as ‘naturally,” or ‘truthfully’ as
possible, claiming that the photographic representations
in the livraisons were ‘so faithful that a magnifying glass
alone will render perfectly distinct all those qualities which
escape the naked eye.”™ With this professed faith in the
truth of the photographic image, we turn our attention to
the content of the imagery, and the discourses surrounding
the ideology of photographic objectivity.
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Iigure 4 ‘Repules,’ from Photographue Joologique, ¢ 1854 (photogravure)

OBJECTIVITY
Whereas political economy and technological determinism
were instrumental in directing the engines of photographic
progress, objcctification in the emerging scientific discip-
lines was accomplished by the development of new theoret-
ical and discursive concepts; these ideas were applied in
practice as strategies of naming and framing. Following
Foucault’s claim that science was thc ‘nomination of the
visible,’ the ‘natural world,’ then, could only appear natural
when normative codes and discourses were institutional-
ized, thereby providing internal coherence within the
discipline.'” According to Frederic Jameson, however, the
authority provided by its seeming mternal coherence is
revealed as subjective and constructed: strategies of
naming and framing become ‘strategies of containment,’
as the generative act of structuring discourses (or visual
frames) simultaneously erects new boundaries and limits,
disguising or eliminating in the process all contradictions
and historical contingencies.” By contrast, by exposing
these historical processes as strategies of naming and

framing, the institutional adoption of photographic objec-
tivity within the discipline of zoology becomes problemat-
ized, and the reprcsentations themselves become subject
to new historical investigations.

One of the ways in which photographic objectivity was
normalized as an adequate form of knowledge and
accepted 1n scientific terms was through the institutional
support the medium received as a chemical and mechan-
ical process. As photography was dependent upon the
physical properties of light and optics, the chemical proper-
ties of silver salts, and the mechanical operations of the
camcra, it was presented as an objective recording
medium.”" But such chemical and mechanical character-
istics did not definc the many uses to which early photo-
graphy was put. In a recent provocative study, Jonathan
Crary investigated the creation of those discursive strat-
egies that yielded early photographers the semblance of
creating ‘objective’ imagery and that conferred upon the
photographed objects themselves the appearance of an
internal coherence. In his Techmques of the Observer, Crary
examined ways 1n which the ‘realistic’ effects of nineteenth-
century photographic imagery were based upon ‘a radical
abstraction and reconstruction of optical cxperience.”**
Further elaborating upon Foucault’s methods of under-
standing ways 1in which dominant social institutions pro-
moted certain forms of knowledge as normative, Crary
focused on ways in which new disciplines made use of
certain optical devices to normalize their control over new
forms of knowledge. Chicf among these were those ‘tech-
niques for the management of attention, for imposing
homogeneity, anti-nomadic procedures that fixed and
isolated the observer,” such as the camera obscura.*?

Zoology and photography were unified as a result of
three interconnected developments: the normalizing of
photography as an objective means of representation
through supposed guarantees of optical truth; the
translation of zoological classification schemes into a pho-
tographic vocabulary; and the introduction of an optical
device in the mold of those discussed by Crary, one able
to codify and normalize ‘the observer within rigidly defined
systems of visual consumption.™* Objectification was
therefore a construction, promoted 1n the field of zoology
through the scientific method and thc system of classifica-
tion and categorization, and advanced as a ‘natural’
by-product of the chemistry, optics, framing, and
mechanics of photography.

Even before the nineteenth century, classification was
well established as the principal activity of the zoologist.
Since 1793, when the Muséum d’histoire naturelle was
created, zoological classification received direct forms of
state support. But the greatest event to shake French
zoology after that point occurred in a series of disputes
that culminated in 1830, when the leaders of two opposing
schools of thought, Georges Cuvier and Etienne Geoffroy
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Saint-Hilaire, publically debated thce ultimate goal of
classification.®® In brief, Cuvier asserted that all of nature
could be classified within four basic structural types, or
‘plans of organization’ called embranchements: the vertebrate,
articulate, mollusk, and radiate plans. To Cuvier, an
organism’s function determined its classification, following
his belief that an animal's practical needs in the world
determinced its physiological structure. Geoffroy, in con-
trast, led a group contending that naturc was simply too
diverse to classify, and that all such schemes were arbitrary.
His method of ‘philosophical anatomy’ stressed commonal-
ities among organisms, explored their structure over their
function, and looked to discover formal and abstract
resemblances, or homologies, among them.

The debate extended into mid-century, when a new
approach synthesized chief principles of the two carlier
methods. The so-called school of ‘physiological zoology,’
led by Henri Milne Edwards, offered this new synthesis.
According to Toby Appel, ‘Milne Edwards combined on
the one hand a commitment to the four embranchements as
the cornerstone of zoology, and a theoretical belief in the
primacy of function over structure, with a search for
morphological regularities in nature.”” Importantly, Milne
FEdwards also scized upon photography as his visual
medium of choice, believing it far superior to linc drawings,
which had been employed for centuries as the basis for
engravings used to illustrate zoological texts. (Compare
the photographic images with an engraving of 1681 used
to illustrate Buonanni’s Natural History.) In 1853, 1 fact,
Milne Edwards reported to the Académie des sciences
that photography was the most effective means to further
the zoologist’s search for visible regularities among animals
and other organisms; photography not only advanced his
research, it made earlier forms of illustration absolete.
According to Milne Edwards,

Ainsi, les corps de zoologistes a besoin de représenter offrent
souvent une multitude de détails qui échappent a l'ceil nu
et qui sont cependant nécessaires 4 montrer. Pour les mettre
en évidence, le dessinateur est obligé de les grossir comme
st c’était & travers une loupe qu'il les voyait, et les figures
amplifiées ainsi obtenues ont rarement I'aspect de ces objets
tels qu'ils se présentent d’ordinaire dans la nature Pour en
donner une idée exacte et suffisante, le zoologiste a donc
presque toujours besoin de deux sortes d’images: de figures
d’ensemble non grossies et de figures de certaines parties
caractéristiques plus ou moins amphfiées.*®

Zoology was therefore constrained, according to the scient-
ist, by being forced to rely upon two different types of
hand-drawn imagery, as the general view was inadequate
for showing detail, and the magnified view unsuitable as
an artist’s distortion. By contrast, in a single photograph of
an organism, Milne Edwards found, the zoologist possessed
both types of illustration w one image. First, the general
view preserved a specimen’s ordinary appearance, and
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morcover, when the photograph was examined under a loupe
or magnifying-glass, it provided a realistic close-up view:
Dans des planches photographiques bicn faites, telles que
les planches dc I'Euryale, de I’Agaricie ct des Fongies,
présentées a ’Académie par MM Rouseau et Dévéria, on
n’apercoit, pas plus que dans la nature, les détails de
structure lorsqu’on les regarde a la vue simple, et les objets
représentés conservent alors leur aspect ordinaire; mais
lorsqu’on vient a examiner ces planches & l'aide d’une
loupe, on y voit tous les détails que cet instrument ferait
voir dans I'objet lui-méme, ct, par conséquent, ic1 une seule
et méme image peut tenir lieu des deux sortes de figures dont
nous venons de parler comme ¢étant généralement néces-

saires dans les ouvrages exécutés au pinceau ou au burin,
(emphasis added)™

One photograph could therefore substitute for the object
itself when close-up observations were needed, a practice
never considered for line drawings, as the magnification
of such drawings would reveal only the magnification of
the artist’s visual syntax, or drawing style and manner.®”

In accepting the photograph as an objective representa-
tion, so apparently rcalistic as to be able to substitute for
the object itself, Milnc Edwards, as well as other scientists
in the Académie, not only accepted the naturalism they
found inherent in the camera-based image but effectively
promotcd the power of photography to define content in
photographic terms.?* When framed photographically, the
specimen, or subject of the image, was contained and
defined by the camera in ways unlike hand-drawn imagery.
As John Szarkowski wrote much more recently,

To quote out of context is the cssence of the photographer’s
craft. His central problem is a simple one. what shall he
include, what shall he reject? The line of decision between
in and out is the picture’s edge. While the draughtsman
starts with the middle of the sheet, the photographer starts
with the frame. [Consequently,] [t]he photograph’s edge
defines content.**

Although the role of framing now forms an important
problem for postmodern theory in questioning the domin-
ant role of the center of an image and in revealing the
constructed and fragile nature of the work of art, its border
or edge, and its context, early photographic practices
relicd upon a defining frame precisely in order to deter-
mine the content of the image. Many nineteenth-century
manuals of photographic practice called their readers’
attention to the importance of framing the camera obscura
carefully in order to create an artful composition within
its borders, especially in preparing objects to be photo-
graphed or for other forms of ‘copy work.’® Framing and
objectivity were interconnected. Photographers were
instructed to use the framing device of the camera as an
important semiotic indicator to construct a visual field, to
provide a picture with depth or with geometry, or to give
internal coherence to a diverse array.* In accepting the
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dominant role of the photographer’s frame to define
content, then, Milne Edwards and others in the Académic
and Muséum effectively naturalized thc representation
of that content through the photographer’s frame.
Conscquently, animal parts and other zoological frag-
ments, secn photographically, were framed as specimens
through the way they were photographed; in the process
they were defined as camcra-based representations (for
example, figures 2 and ;). When Milne Edwards addressed
the cffectiveness of photography to aid the scientist, hc
accepted as a given the realism and truthfulness of the
camera-based image. Later, when he proposed modifi-
cations to Photographie Zoologique, these addressed ways
to enhance the critical framing used to represent the
specimens, as we shall see below.

Critics responding to the 1855 Exposition Universelle
found the display of plates from Photographie Soologique there
doubly remarkable, first for their optical fidelity and
second, for their objective accuracy. The photographic
press assured, and the scientific press confirmed, that the
photogravures were ‘purely photographic,” that is, unre-

® s

Figure 5 ‘Spécymen du Muséum pubhé par [. Rousseau et A. Deveria,’
[shells], from Photographie oologique, c.1853

touched photographic examples of zoological specimens
which could be relied upon for their unquestioned truth-
fulness. As one reviewer of the photogravures put it:

Nous voudrions expliquer avec assez de force et dec maniére
a porter la conviction dans tous les asiles de la photographie,
que le principal mérite des productions de cet art est la
véracité, la sincérité. Une photographie sans retouche est
un compte rendu sans mensonge. Eh bien! toute retouche,
fat-elle exacte, éveille le soupgon, I'incertitude, ct produit
I'incrédulité Personne, de reste, n'a exécuté de plus beaux
ouvrages sans retouches que M. Riffaut, ses collections
d’histoire naturelle sont de parfaites gravures: les deux
lézards, le polype, les scarabées, coquillages, crabes, tapir,
tortue, méritent les plus grands encouragements

The photographic process, beginning with the opucal
fidelity of the camera and the careful framing of zoological
specimens, to the creation of mass-produced prints using
unretouched methods, therefore helped to inscribe the
mark of objectivity; ‘truth’ was constructed by the frame
of the camera’s optical viewfinder and further extended
into the production of positive prints by supposed guaran-
tees, such as the emerging taboos outlawing retouching.
Importantly, these taboos were applied almost as a kind
of requirement for scientific photography, but they were
willingly transgressed by sclf-described photographic art-
1sts, such as Charles Neégre, Edouard Baldus, Camille
Silvy, or Gustave LeGray, who were commended for
extending the artistic boundaries of photography in the
photographic press.*

Although the printed photograph replaced the line
drawing standard in scientific publications, it was less
effective in disposing of hand-drawn illustrations in pop-
ular texts. Initially, the arrangement of the zoological
objects in the individual plates of Photographie oologique
conformed to the standard forms of zoological illustration
existing prior to photography, which is to say that speci-
mens were depicted as if they were arranged in a cabinet
or museum display case, the frame of the casc delimiting
the boundaries of the image (figure 5). By contrast, com-
mecrcial or popular texts illustrating zoological subjects,
which were largely aimed at middle-class audiences, por-
trayed living animals in their ‘natural’ surroundings as
much as possible.” While illustrations in scientific texts
were most certainly clearly ordercd images, all depicting
a related structural or homological grouping, none corrc-
sponded to the cluttered arrangement characterizing
graphic renderings of the collections of older museums,
such as the famous interior view of the Museum of Worm,
for example. Moreover, scientific illustrations strived for
purity; sometimes they could be so refined as to eliminate
perceptual clues, such as figure/ground relationships; the
isolated detail, or section view of a tissue sample, may be
seen as one example. Popular audiences, on the other
hand, were lured with vignettes and colorful inserts, and
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such publications always contextualized the imagery, often
mixing interesting, unusual or environmentally related
plant and animal forms togcther in a single illustration.

As classification ruled science, and order ruled its rcpres-
entations, new devices were created during the century to
help normalize vision and extend the public’s faith in
photographic accuracy; new photographs of microscopic
organisms or of telescopic views of cclestial bodies were
important examples of these applications, as was the
introduction and widespread use of stereoscopic photo-
graphy.* In fact, as early as 1853, Milne Edwards sug-
gested one such device himselfl. Having observed that the
first experiments with zoological photography were limited
by the photographer’s need to stand specimens upright so
that they would be well lit beforc the camera, Milne
Edwards declared this method unsuitable for depictng the
soft bodies of spineless creatures as they appeared in
nature. In order to solve the problem, the scientist pro-
posed that photographers place such specimens below the
lens, if necessary over a kind of light box, and take the
camera’s cye to a new position directly overhead the
specimen; special prisms could also be devised to focus
light directly on the object. Milne Edwards therefore was
comfortable rearranging his specimens in order to convey
their naturalncss in photographic terms, and experimented
willingly with the mobulity of the photographic apparatus
to help him achieve those ends.* He called the new
instrument a chambre obscure renversée, and worked with
Rousseau and Deveria to give it immediate application in
Photographie vologigue: examples include photographs of
the intestines of an earthworm, and a cross-section of a
human head (figures 6 and 7). Both images were exhibited
in 1855 at the Exposition Universelle and commented
upon favorably by reviewers.

The application of this new device to the evolving
project itself illustrates further how institutional
cooperation led to advances in techniques of photographic
representation. But it also was evident that photography
was being used to help naturalize zoology. First, the
photographic frame was accepted as an essential element
both determining the image’s structure and defining its
content; in this most basic way, zoology was defined in
objective, photographic, terms. But zoology also became
‘natural’ when its raw materials werc accepted as photo-
graphically constructed; in other words, as a product of
the chambre obscure renversée, the photographed zoologi-
cal specimens acquired a new authoritative weight as
representalions.

COLLECTING
Photography and natural history were linked together
through an additional social force, the role of collecting,
and we therefore move from examining the naturalizing
of content by the camera’s frame to the construction of
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Figure 6. [Earthworm], from Photographue Joologique, c.1854

meaning by insututional frames. For the discipline
of zoology, the two most influential institutions were the
Académie des sciences and the Muséum d’histoire
naturelle. Although both embraced photography as a
means of possessing, knowing, and studying objects, no
matter how familiar or how remote, the Muséum'’s author-
ity rested on the strength of its collections, which provided
the primary research materials for its professors and drew
the attention of interested zoologists throughout the world.**

During the Muséum’s first three decades, the institution
grew from a small collection of preserved objects into the
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Figure 7 [Cross section of a human head], from Photograpine Joologique,
c 1854

world’s largest zoological rcpository; by 1822, it was
estimated that the Musféum conserved more than 1500
mammals; 6000 birds; 1800 reptiles; 5000 fishes; 25 000
specics of arthropods; and an unspecified number of
mollusks and zoophytes.** Further, the Muséum’s domin-
ance in French science was demonstrated by virtue of its
financial strength: compared with the levels of state finan-
cing of other scientific groups in France, the Muséum’s
annual budget allocated for building its collections and
for promoting research was consistently double that of
comparable educational institutions such as the Collége
de France or the Ecole Normale Supérieure.** As a result,
the Muséum’s promotion of photography as a reliable
and objective form of illustration therefore amounted to
substantial and influential patronage.

But the role of photographing the Muséum’s own objects
introduced it to a new institutional role, the role of a
repository of photographic collections. Photographs were
especially valuable where they could complement the
existing displays within the institution, or better yet,
actually substitute for the primary objects themselves. In
this way, photography was conceived by its promoters
outside the Muséum as able to ‘return the favor’ to the
Muséum by extending its influence and by adding to its
collections. Conceived in this way by Ernest Lacan, editor
of La Lumitre, photography was promoted as a new collect-
ible, able to serve the Muséum either by taking the place
of the primary objects themselves, or by donating ‘photo-

graphic raw materials’ in lheu of acquiring additional
primary specimens. The first area where such photo-
graphic cataloguing could begin, suggested Lacan, was in
the area of collecting examples of human racial types:

S1 la photographie prend au muséum d’histoire naturelle
ses richesses pour les vulganser, elle peut, en échange,
ajouter de précieux spécimens a ses galeries Ilétude des
races humaines est une de celles qui intéressent le plus la
science. Combien de types le moindre photographe portraiti-
ste ne réunit-il pas dans ses portefeuilles! Nous I'avons dit,
on fait de la photographie dans tous les pays du monde, les
poruaits faits dans 'Inde, en Aftique, en Amérnique, en
Russie, partout enfin, suffiralent 3 composer une ample
collection de types des races vivantes, en supposant qu’on
ne it pas des épreuves spécialement destinées & cet usage.
Quant aux races qui ont disparu, M. Rousseau a pris soin
de reproduire lui-méme les crines qui sont entre les mains
des anthropologistes.*

Unstated in the call to ‘restock’ the Muséum’s collections
with photographic examples of different human races was
a profound belief that the various forms of photographic
evidence were essentially equivalent. To Lacan and others,
there was no difference between photographs of the world’s
many races and photographs of shells or insects.

Indeed, one outcome of Photographe Joologique was its
influence upon the Muséum to collect and conserve such
ethnographic images. As a result, Photographte oologique
reproduced photographs of a living male and female
example of the African tribe Hottentots Bochismans, which
were believed by Europeans at the time to portray the
lowest form of Homo saprens, a kind of ancestral human
race, or ‘missing link’ (figures 8 and g).** In Pholographie
Loologrque, these photographs are accompanied by another
racial example in the photograph of a preserved decapit-
ated head of a Russian, called ‘Caucasian’ (figure 1o);
taken together, these thrce photographs were perceived
by Lacan and others as equivalent to Rousseau and
Deveria’s photographs of human and animal skulls, valu-
able contributions to the study of natural history
(figure 11).¥ ‘Knowledge,’ at least as constructed with
these forms of visual evidence, as bound together in this
photographic portfolio, and as collected by this institution,
scientifically ‘explained’ zoological equivalence. Using
racial terms connected to perceived states of their primitive
development, the human examples in Photographie Joologique
werc accorded an ‘objective’ place along the scientific
continuum upon which all animal species were then being
plotted. Therefure, the equivalence believed to exist
between thesc images was not solely a result of the now-
normalized objective science of photography, but instead
was a product of the ideological processing of those
representations as adequate forms for organizing informa-
tion, that is, in the context of an authoritative publication
of the state-run museum.
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Figure 8. Threc-quarter view of [Hottentot], from  Photographue
Zoologique, ¢ 1854

In his analysis of the importance of photography to
André Malraux’s Museun Without Walls, Douglas Crimp
wrote that ‘photography not only sccures the admittance
of objects’ and fragments to the museum, but also it
functions as ‘the organizing device; it reduces the now
even vaster heterogeneity to a single perfect similitude.’**
The semblance of such a perfect unity within a collection
was called by Walter Benjamin a ‘magic circle’ of ‘com-
pleteness’ that was always strived for but which never
could be attained ¥ And although both Malraux and
Crimp were concerned with photography’s homogeniza-
tion of diverse art forms as just so many formal styles, we
may sce that a similar reductive process occurred for
zoological objects in the Muséum d’histoire naturelle.
Photographie Zoologigue produced adequate substitutes for
the actual craniums, jawbones, fossils or living persons
within the Muséum, a substitution that rclied upon the
mimetic function of photography to replace the actual
specimen, and a metonymic acceptance of the fragmented
state of the object as it was represented in the museum.>”
Not undl the late nineteenth century did ethnographic
museums attempt to compensate for this fragmentation
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Figure 4. Profile of [Houentot], from Pholographie Joologique, ¢ 1854.

by developing installations that recreated an object’s miss-
ing context, while the photography of colonialized peoples,
as foreseen by Ernest Lacan, was reduced to collections
of stercotypical examples.”

Thus did photography move from zoology to anthropo-
logy, constituting the prime raw material of the ethnologist.
According to Louis Figuier, a scientist who reviewed
Photographue Jpologique at the 1855 Exposition Universelle
(which was itself intended to promote French technological
and cultural superiority over the rest of the world), photo-
graphy hclped to naturalize every remote or forcign
difference, and was able to account for even the rarest of
human curiosities:

Un peintre photographiste, voyageant dans les différents
pays du monde, peut y former la plus riche des collections
ethnologiques. Déja les galeries de notre Muséum se sont
enrichies de beaucoup de ces spécimens. Quelquefois méme,
sans qu’il soit nécessaire d’aller les chercher en leurs régions
lointaines, on peut profiter des visites que nous [ont, par
intervalles, quelques individus appartenant aux races étrang-
¢res, pour en recuelllir et en conserver les types.>

All of these potential examples of photographic racial
cataloguing could then become ‘naturalized, as collectible
objects, within Benjamin’s ‘magic circle’ of public acquisi-
tion and ownership. To Figuier, regular museum visits
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Figuic 10 ‘Caucasian,’ from Photographie Joologique, ¢ 1854

could even help visitors reclaim ‘the thrill of acquisition,’
as well as, of course, the ‘scientifically proven” myth of
their own superiority.

Figuier's musings were not unfounded, as he recognized
that Photographie Joologigue helped to maintain one of the
century’s most notorious cultural myths in its representa-
tions of the Hottentots, which had been represented by
Europeans since the seventeenth century as the most
‘primitive’ of world races.*® This stereotype had dominated
popular conceptions since 1810, when a female member
of the tribe was brought to London and Paris for a
grotesque circus-like sideshow and displayed as the
‘Hottentot Venus,” where she was publicly ridiculed and
degraded for her body size and shape. Finally ending her
life as a scientific curiosity, she was examined anatormnically
by Cuvier when alive and, several years later after suc-
cumbing to an unknown malady, was dissected by him
when dead. Actual body parts (in parucular, her sexual
organs), were rcmoved and presented to another scientific
group, the Académie Royale de Médecine. Thus she
ended up a scientific paper in the Mémoires du muséum
d’histoire naturelle of 1817.5* In comparing the hand-drawn
illustrations of this memorable Hottentot Venus more than
40 years earlier with Rousseau’s photographs of 1853,

Figure 11 ‘Skull of 4 12-year-old boy,’ from Hotographie Joologique, c.1834

Figuier, among others, found the ‘indifference of science’
able to confirm ‘objectively’ (his terms) the peculiar body
proportions believed to typify the race, against the unscien-
tific beliefs of the crowd: ‘We may recognize in the
photograph,” wrote Figuier, ‘the particularity of the body
struclure distinguishing this race, and be assured, de o,
of the authenticity of the anatomic protuberance belonging
to this tribe.”® Ironically, the plates reproduced in
Photographie Zoologique of the Hottentots did not, in fact,
reproduce the ‘posterior view’ so caricatured in the English
press; Figuier’s apparent confidence was therefore a further
mark of his certainty in the photographic process, and less
a conclusion drawn upon such evidence.

The practice of ‘scientific photography’ of non-
European races by Europeans continued beyond
Photographie Joologique, of coursc. In this project, however,
which we might now claim as the first example of state-
sponsored anthropology, we may see how the colonized
status imposed on these people was institutionalized by
the museum and reinforced by its use of mass-produced
photography. The Muséum d’histoire naturelle helped
affix onto such imagery both an ‘archival dignity’ (to use
Edward Said's term®®) and an institutional authority,
helping it acquire the status of a ‘cultural fact.” In 1878,
many of these cultural archives were divested, as the
Muséuin d'histoire naturelle helped to create the Musée
d’ethnographie du Trocadéro.’” Such a dissemination of
objects was not unusual. As Douglas Crimp reminds us,
the modern, specialized type of museurn collection did not
evolve; rather, it was dispersed, as larger Wunderkammem
divested their curiosities into smaller, unique institutions.>®
Therefore, as the objects and formations of ‘natural
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history’ became normalized and its professional discipline
institutionalized, the Muséum d’histoire naturelle was able
to ‘spin off” other, specific collections. One consequence
of this divestment is the problem of the shifting cultural
identity of the museum objects themselves in their new
institutions, an essential problem for the discursive practice
of photography, whether considered documentary evid-
ence, ethnographic record, finc art object, or an abstract
collectible itself.3¥

In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson examined
the role of the modern museum in relation to Europe's
imperial conquest of the woild and its institutionalization
of forms of colonial authority and control.” According to
Anderson, such forms of control are epitomized by the
representations of the Hottentots in works such as
Photographie Zoologrgue, functioning as the product of the
state and its sponsored affiliate, the modern museum. It is
intriguing that Photographie Jpologigue is conlemporaneous
with Ernest Renan’s study of Semitic languages (finished
in 1847, published in 1855). As Said has ohserved, Semitic
was studied by Renan as a foil to celebrating the logic of
Indo-European linguistics. For Renan, Semitic was a
degraded form of linguistics; onc could establish that as a
cultural fact, according to Renan, if one looked to the
authority of the library and the museumn.®” Within these
particular institutions, Renan believed he could exhibit,
investigate, and analyze the supposed eccentricities and
irregularities of Semitic languages and culture Moreover,
Renan believed the very model for both undertaking such
a scientific inquiry and for its visual display could be found
in Paris, at the Muséum d’histoire naturelle.®* For Renan,
Semitic was unquestionably primitive, symbolizing the
Indo-European dominion over the Orient, a divisive and
ideological formulation which he maintained as late as
1882, as seen in his famous essay ‘Qu’est-ce qu’une
nation?"®

In Photographie Joologique, the institutional support from
the Muséum d’histoire naturelle and the Académie des
sciences helped to create a structure capable of imposing
a ‘totalizing classificatory grid’ upon representations of
colonized peoples. According to Anderson, ‘The effect of
the grid was always to be able to say of anything that it
was this, not that; it belonged here, not there. It was
bounded, determinate, and therefore — in principle -
countable.”™ The Muséum d’histoire naturelle used
Photographie Joologique adeptly to promote national differ-
ences and racial characteristics among the world’s popula-
tions while asserting its own objectivity in making those
claims. While masking its tendentious presentation of
‘primitive’ human racial types alongside those of animal
bones, skulls, and shells, it became possible for scientists,
photographers, and state officials to assert their scientific
equivalence. The project also advanced the abstract cause
of ‘scientific knowledge’ by making use of new photo-
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graphic forms of naming and framing, as opposed to using
those techniques overtly when representing the ‘scientific-
ally determined’ inferior status of colonized peoples.
Moreover, photography was used effectively as a collectible
object by the Muséum d’histoire naturelle, advancing what
Anderson termed ‘serialization,’ that 1s, ‘the assumption
that the world was made up of replicable plurals,” where
‘the particular always stood as a provisional representative
of a series.” And even today, and in much the samc way,
photography is still used to name and to framc ‘nature.’
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greater authority and state support. By 1855, 1 fact. different (and as
yet, imperfected) processes vied for attenuion at the Exposition
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19 — On the importance of the museum displays in the Muséum
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21 - For a histonical overview of the question of ‘objectnity” in science,
sce Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, *The image of objectivity”,
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