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10 Authorship and ownership 128 

The division of negative from positive often involves a division of 
labour, and this has all sorts of consequences for the authorship and 
ownership of photographs. I look at examples of photographs taken 
by William Henry Fox Talbot but printed by others, sometimes with 
disastrous results. 

11 Refashioning a past 138 

It is not unusual for there to be a 120-year gap between the exposure 
of the negative and the making of prints from it. This commentary 
considers the ethics and historical consequences of this sort of 
practice. 

12 Return of the repressed 147 

This section offers a detailed analysis of the printing practices of 
Richard Avedon and Robert Capa, practices that have ramifications 
for the way we understand photographs to this day. 

13 Proper names 159 

Photography comprises a collaboration of nature and culture, but 
many photographs also enjoy a collaborative production that involves 
two or more makers. What does this mean for the meaning and value 
of such photographs? 

14 Does size matter? 164 

Few histories of photography address the issues of enlargement 
and reduction, capacities facilitated by the role of negatives. 
Enlargements of the work of Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, and Cindy 
Sherman are discussed, along with a consideration of the effects on 
the viewing experience of the size of prints by Andreas Gursky and 
Seydou Keïta. 

15 Ordering things 175 

This segment engages the repetition of certain types of photograph, 
and indeed with the popularity of typology as a mode of photographic 
practice. The work of Bernd and Hilla Becher is discussed at length 
in this context, along with that of Karl Blossfeldt, August Sander, 
Hans Haacke, and Martha Rosler, and the taxonomic collecting of 
vernacular examples by Artur Walther. 
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16 Poses and settings 188 

Any discussion of photography and reproduction must at some point 
acknowledge that the vast majority of photographs features a banal 
repetition of certain stock poses and settings. This segment looks at an 
ordinary American daguerreotype portrait and at the proliferation of 
standardised carte-de-visite portraits during the nineteenth century. 

17 Hidden mothers 213 

Why are certain poses and genres of pose repeated over and over again 
in photographs? What is the nature of their appeal? What does the 
dissemination of any particular configuration of bodies and things 
mean for the culture at large, and for the objects being so configured? 
I pursue these questions through an examination of the work of 
contemporary artist Linda Fregni Nagler. 

18 Collecting things 221 

The work of New Zealand–born artist Patrick Pound transforms 
collecting into a creative activity in itself. This segment considers 
whether such collecting is capable of a critical ref lection on its own 
economy of being. 

19 Still life 230 

Cabinet cards made to commemorate a deceased person all look 
much the same. But their predictable banality disguises their role as 
time machines that deny the fact of death through the promise of 
an eternal afterlife. Of course, life is always stilled in a photograph, 
as in street photography, a practice where people are captured while 
walking outside. A discussion of street photographs taken during the 
Holocaust raises issues about interpretation and post-memory. 

20 Repetition and difference 244 

In this segment, I ref lect on the snapshot as a genre of photograph, 
looking at the history of such photographs, the function of the 
photographer’s shadow found in many of them, the metaphoric 
implications of Japanese snapshots ruined in the 2011 tsunami, the 
massification of photographs enabled by social media sites, and the 
excavation of such sites by the German artist Joachim Schmid. 
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21 Negative/positive 258 

My concluding pages ref lect on the schizophrenic turmoil hidden 
beneath the placid surface of most photographs, arguing that 
historians must both acknowledge this state of being and consider its 
consequences without fear or favour. 
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FIGURES 

1.1 Lennart Nilsson (Sweden), Mayola Amici at Work, near 
Stanleyville, Belgian Congo, 1948 gelatin silver photograph. 2 
Courtesy of TT Nyhetsbyrån, Stockholm 

1.2 Wayne Miller (USA), Photographer Robert Frank Looking at 
Negatives in the Home of Wayne Miller while Shooting for his 
book The Americans, California, USA, 1956 gelatin silver 
photograph. 
Courtesy of Wayne Miller / Magnum Photos 5 

1.3 Richard Beard patentee (UK), Portrait of a Man, c. 1843 
ninth-plate daguerreotype (negative) 14.5 × 6.0 cm 
(open); Richard Beard patentee (UK), Portrait of a Man, c. 
1843 ninth-plate daguerreotype (positive) 
14.5 × 6.0 cm (open). 
Collection of the author 8 

1.4 Secondo Pia (Italy), Detail of Face from the Shroud of Turin, 
May 28, 1898 gelatin silver photograph from glass negative. 
Courtesy of Musée de l’Élysée, Lausanne 10 

1.5 Man Ray (USA/France), Noire et Blanche, 1926 gelatin 
silver photograph 20.6 × 27.5 cm. 
Courtesy of The Elton John Collection/Tate Modern, 
Man Ray Trust/ADAGP 13 

1.6 Man Ray (USA/France), Noire et Blanche, 1926 gelatin 
silver negative photograph 21.6 × 27.3 cm. 
Courtesy of The Elton John Collection/Tate Modern, 
Man Ray Trust/ADAGP 13 



   

   
 

   
  

   
  

   
  

   
  

  
 

  

   
  

 

   
     

 

   
  

  
 

Figures xi 

2.1 William Henry Fox Talbot (England), Latticed Window 
(with the Camera Obscura), August 1835 photogenic drawing 
negative 3.6 × 2.8 cm (image), 6.9 × 14.9 cm (mount). 
Courtesy of National Science and Media Museum, Bradford 22 

2.2 Cover: ‘Pictures formed by the action of light,’ Mechanic and 
Chemist: A Magazine of the Arts and Sciences, 13 April 
1839 ink-on-paper print from wood engravings after 
photogenic drawings 22.0 × 13.0 cm. 
Courtesy of Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington 23 

2.3 Anna Atkins (England), Laminaria saccharina, c. 1843 
cyanotype, from Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype 
Impressions 25.5 × 20.0 cm. 
Courtesy of New York Public Library, Spencer Collection 24 

2.4 John Beasley Greene (France/Egypt), Pompey’s Pillar, 
Alexandria, 1853–54 waxed paper calotype negative 30.5 
× 24.5 cm. 
Private collection, courtesy of Hans P. Kraus Jr., New York 26 

2.5 Eugène Piot (France/Italy), Santa Maria del Fiore—Le 
Dôme, 1852 waxed paper calotype negative with gouache 
and red paper 34.0 × 24.0 cm. 
Courtesy of Bibliothèque de l’Institut National d’Histoire 
de l’Art, Collections Jacques Doucet, Fonds Piot, nég. 030 28 

2.6 John Murray (England/India), Nagina Mosque, Agra Fort, 
India, 1857–60 waxed calotype paper negative with added 
pigment 36.8 × 45.9 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 29 

2.7 Julia Margaret Cameron (India/England/Sri Lanka), 
Untitled [Madonna and Two Children], 1864 albumen 
photograph from scratched collodion glass negative, 
Plate 31 from the George Frederic Watts Album 29.1 × 
22.1 cm (image). 
Courtesy of The George Eastman Museum, Rochester 30 

2.8 Běla Kolářová (Czechoslovakia), Peach stones (from Traces 
series), 1961 gelatin silver photograph from cliché verre 
negative 21.8 × 17.6 cm. 
Courtesy of Galerie Krobath, Vienna 31 

3.1 Justine Varga (Australia), Maternal Line, 2017 chromogenic 
photograph 160.0 × 125.0 cm (frame). 
Courtesy of the artist, Hugo Michell Gallery, Adelaide 
and Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne 36 



   

  

   
  

  
 

  

 

 
  

   
   

  

   
  

   
  

   
  

  
 

   

   
  

  
 

xii Figures 

3.2 Charles-Francois Daubigny (France), Vaches à l’Abreuvoir, 
plate 1858–1862, print 1921 salt print photograph from 
painted glass cliché verre negative 16.5 × 19.9 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 39 

3.3 Len Lye (New Zealand/England/USA), Portrait of W.H. 
Auden, 1947 gelatin silver photograph 40.5 × 33.5 cm. 
Courtesy of Len Lye Foundation Collection, Govett-
Brewster Art Gallery, New Plymouth 41 

3.4 Planche VI, ‘Grand état dermographique sur une femme 
des basses classes, apathique, surmenée, déprimée, 
d’intelligence obtuse et bornée,’ from Marie Pierre 
Toussaint Barthelemy, Etude sur le dermographisme ou 
dermoneurose toxivasomotrice (Paris, 1893). ink-on-paper 
photomechanical reproduction 42 

4.1 Gustave Le Gray (France), Mer Méditerranée, Sète, No 18, 
1857 albumen photograph from collodion glass negative 
31.8 × 41.1 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 47 

4.2 Dorothea Lange (USA), Human Erosion in California 
(Migrant Mother), 1936 gelatin silver photograph 
34.1 × 26.8 cm. 
Courtesy of J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 49 

4.3 Dorothea Lange (USA), Destitute Pea Pickers in California; 
a 32-Year-Old Mother of Seven Children, 1936 gelatin silver 
photograph on card with typed text. 
Courtesy of Library of Congress, Washington, DC 51 

4.4 Dorothea Lange (USA), Human Erosion in California 
(Migrant Mother), 1936 gelatin silver photograph. 
Courtesy of Library of Congress, Washington, DC 53 

4.5 Dorothea Lange (USA), Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California, 
1936 gelatin silver photograph (printed c. 1975) 49.4 × 
39.6 cm (image) 50.6 × 40.7 cm (sheet). 
Courtesy of National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
(purchased, 1975) 55 

5.1 Photographer unknown (Australia), Cover of Good 
Weekend magazine, Sydney Morning Herald, August 7, 2004 
ink-on-paper photomechanical reproduction. 
Courtesy of Fairfax Syndication 60 

5.2 Harold Cazneaux (New Zealand/Australia), A Giant of the 
Arid North, 1937 gelatin silver photograph (from a silver 
nitrate negative exposed in 1937) 36.9 × 42.0 cm. 
Courtesy of The National Library of Australia, Canberra 
(PIC Drawer C27 #PIC/8893/192) 62 



   

  

   
  

   
   

   
  

   
  

 

 
  

   
  

 
  

   

Figures xiii 

5.3 Harold Cazneaux (New Zealand/Australia), The Spirit of 
Endurance, 1937/1950 gelatin silver photograph (printed c. 
1950 from a silver nitrate negative exposed in 1937) 28.1 
× 33.1 cm (image). 
Courtesy of The Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 64 

6.1 Édouard Baldus (Germany/France), Le Cloitre Saint 
Trophime, Arles, c. 1851 salt print photograph from ten 
paper calotype negatives 36.7 × 41.4 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 70 

6.2 Marie-Charles-Isidore Choiselat (France), The Pavilion 
de Flore and the Garden of the Tuilleries, September 1849 
daguerreotype 15.5 × 18.9 cm (image). 
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 71 

6.3 Baron Raimund von Stillfried (Austria/Japan) or 
Kusakabe Kimbei ( Japan), Wind Costume, 1870s–1890s 
hand-coloured albumen photograph 22.9 × 17.4 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 72 

6.4 Gustave Le Gray (France), Grande Lame—Méditerranée— 
N° 19, 1857 albumen photograph from collodion glass 
negatives 32.3 × 41.2 cm (Courtesy of Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Département Images et prestations 
numériques, Paris); Gustave Le Gray (France), Étude de 
nuage. Clair-obscur, c. 1856–1857 albumen photograph 
from collodion glass negatives 32.0 × 41.5 cm (Courtesy 
of Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département Images 
et prestations numériques, Paris); Gustave Le Gray 
(France), Seascape with a Ship Leaving Port, 1857 albumen 
photograph from collodion glass negatives 31.3 × 40.3 cm 
(Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles) 74 

6.5 Henry Peach Robinson (England), Fading Away, 1858 
albumen photograph from five collodion glass negatives 
23.8 x 37.5 cm. 
Courtesy of The Victoria & Albert Museum, London 75 

6.6 Peter Henry Emerson (Cuba/England), “A Stiff Pull”, 
1885 albumen silver photograph 22.9 × 29.1 cm (Courtesy 
of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles); Peter Henry 
Emerson (Cuba/England), A Stiff Pull. [Suffolk.], 1888 
photogravure 20.8 × 28.6 cm (Courtesy of The J. Paul 
Getty Museum, Los Angeles) 77 

6.7 Camille Silvy (France/England), Untitled [River Scene, 
France], negative 1858, print 1860s albumen photograph 
from two collodion glass negatives 25.7 × 35.6 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 79 



   

   

   
   

 
 

  
 

 
 
 

   
  

   
  

   
  

   
  

  

 
  

   
  

    

xiv Figures 

6.8 Camille Silvy (France/England), Twilight, 1859–1860 
albumen photograph from glass negatives 27.4 × 22 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 81 

6.9 Frank Hurley (Australia/France), The Raid [77. 
An Episode after the Battle of Zonnebeke], 1917–1918 
gelatin silver photograph from 12 glass negatives 
[subtitle: ”Australian infantry moving forward to resist 
a counter attack. On the extreme right a machine 
brought down in f lames is burning fiercely. Our advance 
is supported by bombing planes, whilst the enemy is 
supporting his attack with a heavy barrage.”] original 
mural c. 472.4 × 609.6 cm. 
Courtesy of The State Library of New South Wales, Sydney 83 

6.10 Andreas Gursky (Germany/USA), 99 Cent, 1999 
chromogenic photograph from multiple negatives207.01 × 
336.55 cm. 
Andreas Gursky, VG BILD-KUNST, Bonn. 85 

6.11 Installation view of Andreas Gursky (Germany), Ocean III, 
2010 chromogenic photograph. Collection of Auckland 
Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, New Zealand, purchased 
with funds from the Graeme Maunsell Trust, M A Serra 
Trust, Lyndsay Garland Trust and Dingley Trust, 2012 
[installation photograph by Jennifer French, 2012]. 
Andreas Gursky, VG BILD-KUNST, Bonn. 87 

7.1 William Edward Kilburn (England), Queen Victoria 
with the Princess Royal, the Prince of Wales, Princess Alice, 
Princess Helena and Prince Alfred, January 17, 1852 scratched 
daguerreotype 9.1 × 11.5 cm (image). 
Courtesy of Royal Collection Trust, London 95 

7.2 James Tylor (Australia), The Landing (from the Karta [The 
Island of the Dead] series), 2016 Becquerel daguerreotype 
with scratches 10.2 × 15.2 cm. 
Private Collection, Sydney/ Courtesy of GAGPROJECTS 
| Greenaway Art Gallery, Adelaide and Vivien Anderson 
Gallery, Melbourne 96 

7.3 Photographer unknown (England), Portrait of a Man in a 
Studio, c. 1850s painted ambrotype 9.4 × 17.2 cm (open). 
Collection of the author 97 

7.4 Makers unknown ( Japan), Standing Man with Bowler Hat 
on a Pedestal, November 19, 1892 ambrotype in kiri-wood 
case, with inscribed calligraphy in ink 12.4 × 9.5 × 1.5 
cm (closed). 
Collection of the author 98 



   

  

   
    

  

   
  

 

  
 

  

   
    

 

    
  

   
  

    
  

   
  

   
  

   

Figures xv 

7.5 Photographer unknown (USA), Portrait of a Woman, c. 
1860–70s tintype (collodion negative on enamelled iron 
sheet) 9.3 × 5.6 cm. 
Collection of the author 99 

7.6 Ben Cauchi (New Zealand), Untitled #10 (from Sea of 
Vapours), 2015 collodion on glass (ambrotype) 
36.0 × 28.0 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist and Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney 103 

8.1 Robert Frank (Switzerland/USA), Guggenheim 174/ 
Americans 44—Miami Beach, from The Americans, 1955 
gelatin silver contact sheet Overall: 25.3 × 20.2 cm. 
Courtesy of Andrea Frank Foundation /the Pace gallery/ 
National Gallery of Art, Washington DC 109 

8.2 James Alinder (USA), Ansel Adams with a Straight and a 
Fine Print of Moonrise, 1981 gelatin silver photograph. 
Courtesy of the artist 111 

9.1 Shelford Bidwell (England), Image Focused upon Transmitter 
+ Image as Reproduced by Receiver, 1881 ink on paper [from 
Shelford Bidwell, ‘Selenium and its Application to the 
Photofone and Telephotography,’ Notices of the Proceedings 
at the Meeting of the Members of the Royal Institution of Great 
Britain, 11 March 1881, 12] 21.7 × 13.7 cm (publication). 
Collection of the author 117 

9.2 Photographer unknown, Wire-photo of a Portrait of a Man, 
March 1923 gelatin silver photograph 10.3 × 10.4 cm. 
Collection of the author 118 

9.3 Associated Press (USA), Wirephoto: Russia claims this is the 
hidden side of the moon as photographed by instruments in their 
Lunik III, 1959 gelatin silver photograph 25.4 × 206 cm. 
Collection of the author 121 

9.4 NASA (USA), Associated Press Wire Photo: This is a recropped 
version of JPL5 of today to provide larger copy of the upper 
left-hand section, showing the last picture from the Ranger VII 
spacecraft, 1964 gelatin silver photograph 20.6 × 22.5 cm. 
Collection of the author 122 

9.5 Event Horizon Telescope Collaboration, The first image of a 
black hole in galaxy Messier 87, released April 10, 2019. 
Courtesy of Event Horizon Telescope Collaboration 124 

10.1 Nicolaas Henneman (Netherlands/England), The West 
Façade of Westminster Abbey, exposed before May 1845, 
printed early 1846 salt print from calotype negative; plate 
XXII, The Pencil of Nature 16.2 × 18.3 cm (image). 
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 129 



   

  

   
  

    
   

   
   

 

   
   

  

    
  

 
   

   

   
   

   

xvi Figures 

10.2 Usually attributed to Nicolaas Henneman / William 
Henry Fox Talbot (England), The Reading Establishment, 
c. 1846 two salted-paper photographs from calotype 
negatives (right half of print intensified by Harold White 
in 1940s) 19.9 × 48.1 cm. 
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 130 

10.3 William Henry Fox Talbot (England), View of One of 
the Towers of Orleans Cathedral, taken c. 5pm on June 21, 
1843 salted paper photograph from calotype negative 
(printed by Nicolaas Henneman & Co. at the Reading 
Establishment in early 1846), as published in The Art-
Union: Monthly Journal of the Fine Arts and the Arts, 
Decorative, Ornamental, Volume the Eighth. London: 
Printed by Palmer and Clayton, June 1846, page 143 19.2 
× 15.5 cm (image). 
Collection of the author 135 

11.1 Maxime du Camp (France/Egypt), Westernmost Colossus, 
the Great Temple, Abu Simbel, 1850 salt print photograph 
from calotype negative (printed by firm of Louis Désiré 
Blanquart-Evrard in 1852) 22.7 × 16.2 cm. 
Courtesy of The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 139 

11.2 William Henry Fox Talbot (England), Magnified Microscopic 
Specimen, c. 1842 salted paper photograph from calotype 
negative (printed by Brian Coe in 1976) 17.0 × 10.9 cm. 
Collection of the author 142 

12.1 Thomas Barrow (USA), Untitled (from the Cancellations 
series), 1975 toned gelatin silver photograph 27.94 × 
35.56 cm. 
Collection of the author 148 

12.2 Richard Avedon (USA), Ronald Fischer, beekeeper, Davis, 
California, May 9, 1981, 1981 gelation silver photograph 
56 1/4 × 45 inches (image). 
Courtesy of The Richard Avedon Foundation 149 

12.3 John Loengard (USA), Richard Avedon Holding Negative for 
Ronald Fischer, Beekeeper, Davis, CA., 1981, 1993 gelatin 
silver photograph. 
Courtesy of the artist 152 

12.4 Robert Capa (Hungary/USA/France), Untitled [American 
Troops Landing on D-Day, Omaha Beach, Normandy Coast, 
France], 1944 gelatin silver photograph 24.1 × 35.5 cm. 
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 154 



   

  

  

 
  

   
  

   
  

  
 

  

  
 

  

  

  
   

  
 

  

  

  

Figures xvii 

12.5 Robert Capa (Hungary/USA/France), “The First Wave,’ 
Life magazine, 16: 25 (19 June 1944), 26 ink-on-paper 
photomechanical reproduction 35.6 × 26.3 cm. 
Collection of the author © 1944 The Picture Collection 
Inc. Reprinted from LIFE with permission of The Picture 
Collection Inc. 156 

13.1 Andreas Müller-Pohle (Germany), Digital Scores III (after 
Nicéphore Niépce), 1998 Iris giclée print on Aquarell Arches 
grain satiné. Production: Artificial Image, Berlin eight 
panels, 66.0 × 66.0 cm each. 
Courtesy of the artist 161 

14.1 László Moholy-Nagy (Hungary/Germany/USA), Self-
portrait, 1926/1929 gelatin silver photograph, taken in 
1929, of a photogram made in 1926 36.1 × 24.0 cm. 
Courtesy of National Gallery of Australia, Canberra 166 

14.2 Seydou Këita (Mali), Untitled [‘Odalisque’], 1956–57 gelatin 
silver photograph, printed in 1998 40.0 × 57.0 cm. 
Courtesy of Seydou Keïta/SKPEAC – The Artur Walther 
Collection and CAAC – The Pigozzi Collection, Geneva 170 

14.3 Seydou Këita (Mali), Untitled [Woman with Radio], 1950s 
vintage gelatin silver photograph 16.5 × 11.5 cm. 
Courtesy of Seydou Keïta/SKPEAC – The Artur Walther 
Collection and CAAC – The Pigozzi Collection, Geneva 171 

15.1 Bernd Becher and Hilla Becher (Germany), Kugel-
Gasbehälter (Spheric Gas Tanks), 1963–1983 nine gelatin 
silver photographs 173.0 × 143.0 cm. 
Courtesy of the Estate of Bernd Becher and Hilla Becher, 
represented by Max Becher, and The Artur Walther 
Collection 176 

15.2 Hans Haacke (Germany/USA), detail from Shapolsky 
et al., Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social 
System, May 1, 1971, 1971 9 photostats, 142 gelatin silver 
photographs, and 142 photocopies dimensions variable. 
Courtesy of Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York; licensed by Scala 179 

15.3 August Sander (Germany), Raoul Hausmann als Tänzer 
[Raoul Hausmann as Dancer], 1929 gelatin silver photograph 
(modern print by Gerd Sander) 26.0 × 18.8 cm. 
Courtesy of Die Photographische Sammlung / SK 
Stiftung Kultur - August Sander Archiv, Köln / DACS, 
London 183 



   

  
 

   
  

   
  

   
  

  
 

  

 

 

 

 

   
  

   
  

    

xviii Figures 

16.1 Photographer unknown (USA), Mrs Charles A. Buckeley 
and Three Children, c. 1850 daguerreotype 12.0 × 
15.2 cm (open). 
Courtesy of New York Historical Society, New York 190 

16.2 Bingham studio (Paris), Portrait of a Standing Man, c. 1865 
albumen photograph from collodion glass negative (carte 
de visite) 10.3 × 6.3 cm. 
Collection of the author 195 

16.3 Disdéri studio (Paris), Portrait of Emperor Napoléon III, c. 
1860 albumen photograph from collodion glass negative 
(carte de visite) 10.5 × 6.1 cm. 
Collection of the author 196 

16.4 Richard Beard studio (London), Karl Marx, May 1861 
albumen photograph from collodion glass negative (carte 
de visite) 10.5 × 6.2 cm. 
Courtesy of Archiv der sozialen Demokratie der 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung 198 

16.5 John Mayall studio (London), HRH The Prince Consort, 
1861 albumen photograph from collodion glass negative 
(carte de visite) 10.3 × 6.2 cm; John Mayall studio 
(London), Prince Albert, 1861 albumen photograph from 
collodion glass negative (carte de visite), inscribed in 
pencil: “late Prince Consort” 10.4 × 6.2 cm; John Mayall 
studio (London & Brighton), Prince Albert, 1861 albumen 
photograph from collodion glass negative (carte de 
visite), with advertisement on verso for “J.L. Houghton, 
Stationer,” printed after 1864 10.3 × 6.2 cm; John Mayall 
studio (London), Prince Albert, 1861 albumen photograph 
from collodion glass negative (carte de visite), with tax 
stamp on verso for “E. & H. Anthony, New York”, 
printed 1863–65 10.1 × 6.1 cm. 
Collection of the author 200 

16.6 Post Office Photographic Studio (Melbourne), Portrait of 
a Man, c. 1870 albumen photograph from collodion glass 
negatives (diamond cameo carte de visite) 9.9 × 6.2 cm. 
Collection of the author 203 

16.7 J.C. Moutton studio (Fitchburg, MA, USA), Portrait of a 
Seated Woman Holding an Open Carte-de-Visite Album, c. 
1865 albumen photograph from collodion glass negative 
(carte de visite) 9.5 × 6.2 cm. 
Collection of the author 206 



   

  

   
  

   
   

  

   
  

   
  

    
  

    
  

   
  

 
  

    
  

    
  

 

Figures xix 

17.1 Unknown photographer (USA), Child sitting on Lap of 
‘Hidden Mother,’ 1870s tintype (collodion negative on 
enamelled iron sheet). 
Courtesy of Linda Fregni Nagler, Milan 214 

17.2 Unknown photographer (USA), Child sitting on Lap of 
‘Hidden Mother’ Covered in Striped Blanket, 1870s tintype 
(collodion negative on enamelled iron sheet). 
Courtesy of Linda Fregni Nagler, Milan 216 

18.1 Patrick Pound (New Zealand/Australia), Photography 
and Air, 2012 assemblage of snapshot photographs 
dimensions vary. 
Courtesy of the artist 223 

18.2 Patrick Pound (New Zealand/Australia), detail from 
Photography and Air, 2012 gelatin silver snapshot (dated 
March 1938). 
Courtesy of the artist 224 

19.1 Roehm & Montgomery studio (Eaton Rapids, Michigan), 
Floral Tributes with Ribbons, Vases and a Photograph, c. 
1890s albumen photograph from collodion glass negative 
(cabinet card) 16.5 × 10.8 cm. 
Collection of the author 232 

19.2 George Waterhouse studio (St. Johnsbury, Vermont), 
Floral Tribute with Photograph of Woman (“Mother”), c. 
1890s albumen photograph from collodion glass negative 
(cabinet card) 16.5 × 10.8 cm. 
Collection of the author 233 

19.3 Photographer unknown (USA), Woman Walking in the 
Street, Summer 1937 gelatin silver photograph 7.5 × 17.3 cm. 
Collection of the author 236 

19.4 Photographer unknown (Czernowitz), Ilana Shmueli and 
Her Mother, Czernowitz, c. 1943 gelatin silver photograph 239 

20.1 Photographer unknown (USA), Mary V. Castlebury, Aged 
16, with Photographer’s Shadow, November 1942 gelatin 
silver photograph 12.9 × 9.9 cm. 
Collection of the author 247 

20.2 Photographer unknown (USA), Seated Woman, with 
Photographer’s Shadow, c. 1940s gelatin silver photograph 
(on verso: “This was taken out front, boo the shadow”) 
13.6 × 8.5 cm. 
Collection of the author 249 

20.3 Photographer unknown ( Japan), Snapshot, c. 2011 
damaged chromogenic photograph 252 
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20.4 

20.5 

Erik Kessels (Netherlands), Installation view of 24HRS in 
Photos, 2011. 
Courtesy of the artist 
Joachim Schmid (Germany), pages from Self (in the Other 
People’s Photographs series), 2008 printed book 17.6 × 
37.0 cm (open). 
Courtesy of the artist 

253 

256 

Disclaimer 

The author has made every effort to contact copyright holders of works reprinted 
in Negative/Positive to obtain permission to publish extracts. This has not been 
possible in every case, however, and we would welcome correspondence from 
those individuals/companies whom we have been unable to trace. Any omissions 
brought to our attention will be remedied in future editions. 
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1 
NEGATIVES AND POSITIVES 

A photographer glances down at his watch; time is on his mind. In his right 
hand, held high, is a glass negative in a wooden frame. The gesture conveni-
ently reveals that he has previously captured two people posing for a portrait, 
a standing man and a seated woman. Visible only in negative, their tones have 
been reversed, as if they had been x-rayed rather than photographed. Behind 
that negative, unseen by us, is a piece of light-sensitive photographic paper. For 
this photographer is shown at work in his darkroom, printing a photograph by 
pressing a negative tightly against the paper in the frame and exposing both 
to artif icial illumination. Beside him, on a table, is a still life of implements 
important to his work: another negative propped up in a drying rack, a glowing 
kerosene lamp, a funnel, and what appears to be a sheet of cardboard propped 
against a wall [Figure. 1.1]. We are, it seems, witnessing a key moment in the 
coming into being of a photograph, the dramatic moment of that photograph’s 
birth. 

The year is 1948 and the man holding the negative is Mayola Amici, a pho-
tographer working in a town near Stanleyville in the Belgian Congo. He has 
been photographed by Lennart Nilsson, a Swedish photojournalist. The picture 
is one of a series of scenes designed to illustrate each step in Amici’s work, from 
negotiating with a client, to taking her photograph, processing negatives, and, 
finally, displaying finished prints to attract future clients. Each shot has been 
carefully orchestrated, a collaboration between Amici and Nilsson in the inter-
ests of promoting the idea of a modern Africa for the readers of Life magazine, 
where these pictures eventually appeared.1 Fifteen years later, on April 30, 1965, 
Nilsson was to become world famous for another series in Life, also devoted to 
the “Drama of Life before Birth.” That drama was signalled on the magazine’s 
cover by one of his photographs of an 18-week-old human foetus.2 



   

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

   

2 Negatives and positives 

FIGURE 1.1 Lennart Nilsson (Sweden), Mayola Amici at Work, near Stanleyville, Belgian 
Congo, 1948 gelatin silver photograph 

It’s always difficult to know where to begin any history of photography, but the 
darkroom, site of this particular primal scene, seems as good a place as any. This is 
where negative and positive used to be brought together under a red glow to con-
summate the photographic act, recreating in a careful orchestration of light and 
dark an inverted version of the relationship that had already taken place outside, in 
the back of a camera. Throughout the age of analogue photography, the photogra-
pher had to move inside another such camera to discover how faithful a repetition 
of its subject the exposure had achieved, to see what differences between world 
and picture, negative and positive, photography had wrought. Already then, a 
dynamic interplay of repetition and difference is very much in evidence. 

We are reminded that the process of creating an analogue photograph has 
always consisted of the skilful manipulation of disparate parts—the objects or 
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light that the photograph recorded, the negative produced by the initial expo-
sure, the various prints made from that negative—with each in some way repro-
ducing and transforming the other part. The interaction of these parts was often 
spread out over time and space and could involve more than one person, giving 
photography the capacity to produce multiple copies of a given image and for 
that image to have many different looks, sizes, and makers. As even an arbitrary 
survey makes plain, this creates all sorts of complications in any story that might 
be told about photography and photographs. 

The negative is an indexical trace of light, with any tonal variations a chemi-
cal, and thus directly physical, response to that light. Photographic prints are one 
step removed from this tracing; they are an indexical impression of the nega-
tive rather than of the subject they portray. These prints are made when light 
is allowed to travel through the negative and fall onto a piece of light-sensitive 
paper, thereby re-reversing the tones created in the initial exposure. 

As a consequence, when we see an analogue photograph, we know that almost 
certainly a negative and the print we are looking at were once literally parallel to 
each other. They were either directly touching, as in Amici’s contact printing, 
or held an exact distance apart, with the negative placed in an enlarger and the 
paper positioned directly below, to be bathed in a light shone through one onto 
the other. However, this kind of parallel existence is an aspect of photographic 
life that is seldom, if ever, made visible in published histories of photography. 
Indeed, negatives have rarely been reproduced or discussed by scholars at any 
length.3 

For example, the 776 pages of Michel Frizot’s otherwise impressive A New 
History of Photography, published in 1994, includes only nine reproductions of 
negatives among its over 1,000 illustrations, almost all of them from photogra-
phy’s earliest years. No negative is shown in conjunction with a positive imprint. 
This book, still one of the most comprehensive survey histories available, also 
never reproduces the same image more than once, thus suppressing altogether the 
functioning of the negative.4 A similar observation could be made of Mary Warner 
Marien’s more recent Photography: A Cultural History, another voluminous sur-
vey text notable for its eclectic range of photographic images. It contains just 7 
reproductions of negatives among its 600 illustrations.5 In these (and most other) 
histories, negatives are truly the repressed, dark side of photography. 

Negatives are equally elided in what we might call photography theory. 
Roland Barthes, for example, says in Camera Lucida that, when he looks at a 
photograph, a “sort of umbilical cord links the body of the photographed thing 
to my gaze.”6 But, to write this book, he primarily looked at photomechanical 
reproductions of photographs in books and magazines, or at personal snapshots— 
not at negatives. In other words, in order to conjure the peculiar psychological, 
even carnal, character of photography’s indexicality, Barthes presumed to look 
through the magazine image to the photograph at its source, and then through 
that again to the negative from which that photograph was printed. That’s a very 
long umbilical cord. 



   

 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 

 

4 Negatives and positives 

But such elisions of the negative are common in many texts anxious to insist 
on the indexicality of the photograph. Rosalind Krauss, for example, posited this 
inf luential description of photography in 1981: 

For photography is an imprint or transfer off the real; it is a photo-chemi-
cally processed trace causally connected to that thing in the world to which 
it refers in a manner parallel to that of fingerprints or footprints or the rings 
of water that cold glasses leave on a table.7 

Once again, Krauss’s discussion of “photography” simply leaves out the nega-
tive. By never mentioning negatives in the rest of her essay, she implies a direct 
indexical connection between “the world” and a positive print, a connection in 
which a negative has no role except as a non-mediating conduit between one 
and the other. 

In contrast, William Henry Fox Talbot described photography in terms of a 
relationship of negative and positive images as early as 1835, making it central 
to his conception of the medium and to his own practice: “If the paper is trans-
parent the f irst drawing may serve as an object to produce a second drawing, 
in which the lights would be reversed.”8 Already, then, Talbot f lags many of 
those issues that complicate any study of the role of the negative within pho-
tography. The negative (along with positive, the word was f irst proposed by John 
Herschel in February 1840) is a transparent object that is subject to reversal.9 

Once reversed, each piece of paper becomes the other of its mate. Thus, the 
interactive, interdependent relationship of negative and positive ensures that 
photography has a distinctively binary identity, with all the complexities this 
brings in its wake. 

One of those complexities is that some photographs are negatives, even when 
they aren’t. As photo-historian Larry Schaaf has pointed out, 

an important point that must be kept in mind is that, from a physical-
chemical point of view, there is no essential difference between a nega-
tive and a positive in Talbot’s work; the latter is merely a negative of a 
negative.10 

Herschel’s naming of the negative as a separate entity, however, insists on divid-
ing photography into two, insists on an “essential difference” between one of 
these things and its mate, even when they are physically identical. And the very 
language used to make that division, negative and positive, is rhetorically infused 
with prejudice. The distinction between them therefore comes with a disparity 
in value; it represents a political as well as a technical hierarchy. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, for example, recognises this difference in strik-
ingly pejorative terms in his 1859 essay “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” 
describing a collodion glass negative as “perverse and totally depraved … as if 
some magic and diabolic power had wrenched all things from their properties.” 
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In such a negative, Holmes says, “everything is just as wrong as it can be, except 
that the relations of each wrong to the other wrongs are like the relations of the 
corresponding rights to each other in the original natural image.”11 In short, he 
describes the interaction of nature and negative, and then positive and negative, 
as a kind of othering. And he also makes clear that this type of relationship has 
moral, metaphysical, and perhaps even theological implications. In other words, 
he proposes that there is a lot more at stake in the relationship between negatives 
and positives than a mere transfer of images. One is reminded of a proposition 
about the photograph put by Barthes in Camera Lucida: 

The Photograph belongs to that class of laminated objects whose two leaves 
cannot be separated without destroying them both: the windowpane and 
the landscape, and why not: Good and Evil, desire and its object: dualities 
we can conceive but not perceive.12 

Even on a practical level, we do tend to treat negatives differently than we do 
photographic prints. We look at negatives, hold them (to the light, in order to 
see them the better), and then use them to make something else. We look at 
them only in order to imagine how their positive version will appear; as Holmes 
has suggested, they invite an inversion of our usual way of looking. They exist 
in the present as utilitarian tools, redolent with potential, remaining incomplete 
entities until and unless their tones are reversed through a process of printing 
[Figure 1.2]. By contrast, photographic prints are assumed to be entirely whole 
and complete, an end product in and of themselves. We treat those prints as 
images rather than objects. Against all logic, we look through them, with the light 

FIGURE 1.2 Wayne Miller (USA), Photographer Robert Frank Looking at Negatives in the 
Home of Wayne Miller while Shooting for his book The Americans, California, 
USA, 1956 gelatin silver photograph 



   

 
 
 

 

6 Negatives and positives 

behind us, as if they offer a window onto some past moment, into some other 
world. Negatives are transparent (or, more accurately, translucent). And yet, by 
appearing to be opaque, they tend to be regarded as things in the world rather 
than as pictures of something else, whereas positive prints, although in fact not 
able to be seen through, offer an illusion of transparency, as if they themselves 
are not there. 

As we’ve seen, the naming of a negative as a distinctive entity divides pho-
tography into two. But this duality is almost always but a prelude to a devolution 
into one plus many. For negatives are (usually) unique, whereas photographic 
prints are (often) multiples, being produced as replicas (or near replicas) of each 
other. For this reason, all photographs suffer from some form of multiple per-
sonality disorder. They necessarily begin from a split identity, with any positive 
print dependent on but separated from the negative which begat it. But that print 
is then split again into a number of identical siblings, with copies sometimes 
being churned out in the thousands or even millions. As a consequence, a pho-
tographic print is never present in and of itself. It is, instead, always just one part 
of a chain to which it refers even when no other part is present. It is the tip of an 
otherwise invisible iceberg of activity. 

A photographer usually begins the process of making a photographic print 
by putting the negative into a carrier, and then into an enlarger, before mak-
ing a series of test strips. Thus, the photographer starts by conducting some 
experiments with the negative in private (sometimes even in the dark, blindly). 
Dictated partly by the need for trial and error and partly by experience, these 
experiments are designed to fail, or at least to allow a sequence of contrasting 
juxtapositions of success and failure on a single piece of photographic paper. Here 
in the darkroom, then, a photograph is imagined before it is made, prompted by 
the look of these strips of sequentially exposed paper, these failed versions of a 
future photograph. 

As failures, test strips are usually regarded as no more than ephemera, and are 
generally discarded after use. The darkroom is therefore the place where pho-
tographs are produced but also tested, notated, transformed, rejected, reprinted, 
found wanting, and destroyed. It’s a place, in other words, where the ruined 
photograph is a commonplace, where the ruin comes first, where a photograph 
is ruined many times before it is declared whole and ready for public exposure. 
It would be interesting to attempt a history of the test strip, of those pieces of 
photograph judged to be necessary but incomplete, to be not quite photographs 
because they are nothing but photographs (because they signify nothing but them-
selves). Among other things, an examination of such objects affords us a tantalis-
ing glimpse of that spacing which joins but separates negatives from positives.13 

Test strips in hand, the photographer then attempts to produce a master 
print, usually an enlargement from the projected negative. This master print is 
taken as an ideal model, with the production of all subsequent prints being care-
fully calibrated to make them look as exactly like that f irst one as possible. In 
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other words, photographic prints are facsimiles of each other, rather than of the 
negative from which they were derived. Indeed, as technology has improved, it 
is often impossible to tell which print came first, original and copy being iden-
tical in appearance; as Walter Benjamin puts it, “from a photographic negative 
… one can make any number of prints; to ask for the ‘authentic’ print makes 
no sense.”14 Simultaneously authentic and inauthentic, the original and a copy, 
these prints are each made from the same negative but they are also estranged 
from it, faithful to the negative’s relative disposition of tones even while look-
ing nothing like it. 

These ref lections point us to a troubling but crucial question: what exactly is 
a “photograph?” Is it just the negative, the original indexical trace of the world 
being depicted? Or is it a single positive “master” print, generated from that 
negative? Or does a photograph necessarily comprise the two of them together, 
symbiotically joined in eternal union? Of course, as we’ve just noted, many 
prints can be made from any given negative. Is “a photograph” therefore best 
conceived as the collective presence of all the prints ever made from a particu-
lar negative? This would give it a plural rather than a singular identity. But the 
questions don’t end there. Could the photograph in fact be a more virtual entity 
again, the “image” created by an individual photographer in the back of his or 
her mind’s eye at the moment before, at, or even sometime after, the exposure 
of a negative? Perhaps, in order to simplify matters, we should simply replace all 
these questions with just one: when and where does a photograph begin (or end)? 
To focus on the role of the negative is necessarily to address all these questions, 
and therefore to consider in critical terms the nature of photography’s mode of 
being in the world. 

As already noted, the very language used to describe the relationship of 
negative and positive is both morally loaded and racially inf lected, semantically 
infused with difference and prejudice. On February 14, 1839, not long after the 
discovery of photography was first announced, Herschel observed in a diary entry 
that, in a photographic negative, “fair women are transformed into negresses.”15 

The analogy was commonly employed in photography’s early years, and not only 
for paper photographs. In a daguerreotype, the negative version of an image is 
always present, f lashing into visibility whenever this kind of photograph is han-
dled. The positive image is therefore continually haunted by its other, as if the 
photograph is a modern version of those medieval memento mori in which death 
is always lurking somewhere in the background, warning us of our mortality. 

Some early commentators on daguerreotype portraits recognised both this 
warning and the racial implications of having a positive that is also a negative 
[Figure 1.3 a, b]. A poem, titled “From a Lady to her Lover, on Receiving his 
Photographic Portrait. Executed by Mr. Beard,” was included in the 1844 mem-
oir Leaves from the Scrap Book of an Awkward Man issued by Frederick Lokes Slous 
[aka Selous], chairman of the London Stock Exchange and husband of poet Ann 
Holgate Sherborn. The “Lady” of the poem’s title was apparently not impressed 



   

   

 

8 Negatives and positives 

FIGURE 1.3 Richard Beard patentee (UK), Portrait of a Man, c. 1843 ninth-plate 
daguerreotype (negative) 14.5 × 6.0 cm (open); Richard Beard patentee 
(UK), Portrait of a Man, c. 1843 ninth-plate daguerreotype (positive) 14.5 
× 6.0 cm (open) 

when given a daguerreotype portrait of the man she loved taken by a studio 
owned by Richard Beard. 

Is this your likeness? Well, I never 
Saw such a fright! How could you ever? 
You’ve broken troth: oh, George, for shame! 
You swore you’d always be the same, 
And now how changed! Take back your present; 
To me ‘tis anything but pleasant. 

The writer soon reveals what exactly is so unpleasant about Beard’s daguerreo-
type portraits: they erase the difference between the races as well as between 
social classes. The poem suggests that this erasure is further exacerbated in early 
Beard studio portraits by the darkness of their metallic tones. 

Those black and guilty looks reveal 
That you’ve been tempted on to steel. 
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Oh, that a Beard should so disfigure, 
And change a white man to a nigger! 

The speaker goes on to complain further about the transformation of her beloved 
George into a cadaverous version of himself, leaving instead “what may be like 
you, when you’re dead.” This apparent morbidity was another common com-
plaint about early photographic portraits. With these anxieties made plain, the 
poem comes to the sort of conclusion calculated to strike fear into the studio 
owner it names: “Your portrait, sir, has lost my heart: I hate this foe-to-graphic 
art!”16 

Similar racial anxieties appear near the end of an essay published in Charles 
Dickens’s journal Household Words on March 19, 1853. A visit to the studio of 
Nicolaas Henneman in Regent Street resulted in a detailed description of the 
collodion-on-glass process. One of Henneman’s assistants was photographed: 

The image was then made perfect; but, as the light parts were all depicted 
by the blackest shades, and the black parts were left white, the courteous 
assistant was there represented as a negro. That negro stage was not of 
course the finished portrait, it was “the negative”.17 

Racial metaphors of this kind attempted to find a language for the otherness 
of the negative, its inversion of tones, its transformation of light into dark. But 
this metaphor was doubly fraught, as the positive image was in fact dependent, 
and inseparably so, on this same “negro stage.” Many suppressed the anxieties 
aroused by this dependence by repeating various kinds of racial humour, much 
like Dickens’s reporters.18 Herschel sought to resolve the tension by shifting from 
a social metaphor to a scientific one. In adopting the language of positive and 
negative from that used to describe the poles of a magnet, Herschel imagined pho-
tography as a phenomenon similarly fraught by a binary opposition. In effect, he 
proposed that each element is necessary to the other’s existence but also its direct 
antithesis in character.19 

Usually confined to the darkroom, and therefore hidden from public view, 
the negative version of a photograph has nevertheless sometimes been favoured 
over, or shown in conjunction with, its positive one. Perhaps the most cel-
ebrated of all negative images was produced by Italian photographer Secondo 
Pia on May 28, 1898, a consequence of his photographing of the Shroud of 
Turin [Figure 1.4]. Having made two exposures of the Shroud using a pair of 
electric lamps as his source of illumination, Pia was surprised to see a positive 
image of a human face appear on his glass plate after development in the dark-
room, a face which became even more clearly articulated when printed; that is, 
when turned back into a negative apparition of itself. Peter Geimer describes the 
predictable reaction to this revelation: “The Son of God had left an image to 
posterity whose true nature only the photographic plate could reveal—a nega-
tive.”20 This cloth, which itself bears the negative imprint of a body, generated 



   

 
 

 
 
 
 

   

10 Negatives and positives 

FIGURE 1.4 Secondo Pia (Italy), Detail of Face from the Shroud of Turin, May 28, 1898 
gelatin silver photograph from glass negative 

a photographic negative that looked like a positive, and then, when this was 
printed in high contrast, a positive photograph that looked like a negative. This 
last inversion of tonal values made visible that which was previously indiscerni-
ble, apparently a portrait of Christ himself. The theological promise of the nega-
tive, its latent capacity to speak from beyond the grave, was here made manifest. 
It was the negative print, therefore, that was the one most eagerly reproduced 
and circulated among the faithful. Either that, or negative and positive versions 
of the full body were reproduced, side by side, as if to permanently conjure a 
visual f lickering between life and death, a continual act of resurrection reiter-
ated in photographic terms.21 

In this same decade, some artists also sought to exploit the negative as an 
image form, and with similarly profound effects. The French painter and print-
maker Edgar Degas was, near the end of his life, also a photographer. A number 
of his photographic prints reveal his interest in experimenting with the complex 
character of the medium. One made in 1895, for example, is composed from a 
sandwiching of two negatives, so that horizontal and vertical versions of a scene 
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end up overlapping each other, resulting, as Douglas Crimp has suggested, in 
a “hallucinatory, spectral image.” According to Crimp, “Degas’s photograph, 
itself doubled, may be said to ref lect upon [photography’s] double operation, to 
implicate the negative in the print.”22 Another gelatin silver photograph from 
this same year shows a ballet dancer undertaking an exercise. However, in this 
instance, Degas has f lipped his negative to reverse the composition. But he has 
also divided the print between positive and negative manifestations, so that the 
girl’s body is solid even as her face turns away from the camera into another mask 
of spectral obscurity. For Crimp, “language begins to fail” in any attempt to 
account for such a photograph: “When light and dark, transparency and opacity, 
are reversed, when negative becomes positive and positive, negative, the referents 
of our descriptive language are dissolved.”23 

No wonder, then, that avant-garde photographers in the 1920s and 1930s, and 
especially those associated with the surrealist movement, also experimented with 
so-called negative prints. As we’ve seen, the usual tonal relationships are reversed 
in such photographs, so that a positive print looks like its negative. Various means 
can be used to generate this result, including placing photographic paper nor-
mally used for prints in the camera and exposing it like film, photographing a 
negative, or printing from a positive transparency or inter-negative.24 However 
it has been made, a negative print of this sort confuses our usual expectations in 
front of a photograph, jolting us into a double take in keeping with the reversals 
involved. 

There are many examples from this period. The German photographer 
Willi Ruge had six enlarged negative prints published in Bilder-Courier in 1927, 
all street scenes inhabited by what look like walking spectres.25 But negative 
prints were also produced in 1924 by Jaroslav Rösler in Czechoslovakia, in the 
late 1920s by Franz Roh and László Moholy-Nagy (printed by his wife Lucia 
Moholy) in Germany, and in the same period by Man Ray and Maurice Tabard 
in France. The German artist Gertrud Arndt produced a spectacular example in 
1930 for Bauhaus Portfolio I, submitting a close-up portrait of a Bauhaus architec-
ture student, titled Wera Waldeck (Negative). In 1929, Tabard combined a negative 
and positive image in a single portrait of a woman, an experiment repeated in 
1934 by the American photographer Gordon Coster. In his case, a woman’s face 
was exactly split between these two states of being, with half the sheet printed as 
a negative and half as a positive, as if to resolve in a single picture photography’s 
own irremediably split personality.26 

An equally disquieting effect could be achieved by brief ly exposing a negative 
or print to light during its development in the darkroom. This was a technique 
first described by Armand Sabattier in 1862 and adopted by surrealist photogra-
phers like Man Ray and Tabard in the 1920s. The end result, although unpre-
dictable, often looks as though negative and positive have been layered over 
one another, accentuating forms with a dark outline that marks the transition 
between reversed and non-reversed areas of the photograph. As Rosalind Krauss 
has written, such techniques establish “a kind of testimony to a cloven reality,” 



   

 

 

 

12 Negatives and positives 

but also enact a doubling in which negative and positive versions of a photograph 
are encountered simultaneously.27 This doubling, she suggests, “opens the origi-
nal to the effect of difference, of deferral, of one-thing-after-another, or within 
another: of multiples burgeoning within the same.”28 

In the case of Man Ray’s Noire et Blanche, any such multiplication effect was 
grounded in questions of racial and sexual difference, linking photography’s 
peculiar characteristics as a medium to these larger dispositions of power. The 
photograph first appeared in the pages of the French edition of Vogue magazine in 
May 1926, accompanied by the words Visage de nacre et masque d´ébène [Mother-
of-pearl face and ebony mask] and an allusive text. Almost certainly not writ-
ten by the photographer, this text associated women with “primitive nature,” 
a common prejudice of the time. The title it now goes by, with its explicit 
contrast of black and white, was not used by Man Ray (he called it Composition). 
Noire et Blanche first appeared with the photograph only when it was printed in 
the Belgian journal Variétés in July 1928, and then again in the French Art et 
Décoration in November of the same year.29 

Much has been written about the possible meanings of the photograph. It 
consists of a peculiar kind of still life, featuring the disembodied head of Man 
Ray’s partner Alice Prin, known by her stage name of Kiki de Montparnasse. 
Kiki’s eyes are closed (as if she is dreaming) and she rests on a pool of black-
ness, created by the casting of her own shadow. Her face is as sleekly styled as 
a minimal sculpture by Constantin Brâncuși, or perhaps as the ovoid face and 
lacquered hair of the African-American chanteuse Josephine Baker, who had 
taken the Parisian theatrical world by storm in 1925 with her jazz-inspired dance 
routines. Kiki’s face sits on its side on a table next to a dark African portrait mask, 
made by the Baule people of Ghana and the Ivory Coast, a tourist-object which 
she is holding upright with one hand30 [Figure 1.5]. The mask, here stripped of 
any accompanying rattan and turned into a static figurine, was borrowed from 
George Sakier, an art director at French Vogue. It’s unlikely that Man Ray knew 
much more about it beyond its signification as a piece of African sculpture rep-
resenting a female head. In Côte d’Ivoire, the French colony that was its likely 
place of manufacture, it had a more specific purpose: “Often commissioned to 
honor a female beauty, they were featured in a performative tradition known 
as ‘Mblo,’ which combined dramatic skits and solo dances. When danced, the 
portrait’s subject, or ‘double,’ was present to accompany it.”31 It turns out that 
each of the elements of Man Ray’s photograph embodies this same doubling or 
mirroring; each offers a performance of a presumed authenticity that is itself 
already a performance. 

The direct juxtaposition of European and African versions of a woman’s face, 
in the context of the exoticism accorded l’art nègre in Paris in this period, implies 
an interdependent equivalence between them. It’s as if the sleeping model is 
dreaming up a version of her inner self. Indeed, we know that Man Ray experi-
mented with a number of possible combinations of his model and the mask, in 
each case concerned to offer us a direct juxtaposition of her face and this figurine. 
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FIGURE 1.5 Man Ray (USA/France), Noire et Blanche, 1926 gelatin silver photograph 
20.6 × 27.5 cm 

FIGURE 1.6 Man Ray (USA/France), Noire et Blanche, 1926 gelatin silver negative pho-
tograph 21.6 × 27.3 cm 
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In one case, he had a topless Kiki hold the mask upside down, so that it and her 
face touch at the chin, as if she is looking into a mirror. When he came to make 
a drawing after another of these photographs, where she is holding the mask up 
against her cheek, Man Ray further distorted Kiki’s face, elongating it, adding 
some texture to her hair, and shading one side to make it more closely resemble 
the carving. The inference, once again, is that one and the other, the positive and 
the negative, are interchangeable. 

All this was in keeping with a popular belief that associated the sexual desires 
of women with their primitive “African” heritage, just as the Vogue text had 
implied. To understand the nature of woman, the argument went, one must 
acknowledge the continuing inf luence of her evolutionary origins (hence 
Sigmund Freud’s reference to the “dark continent” of female sexuality, among 
many other examples).32 Having slyly conjured this erotic subtext within the 
pages of a fashion magazine, Man Ray may well have also wanted to advance a 
similar argument about the necessary conjunction of black and white states of 
being that made his own photographic medium possible. 

Indeed, it has been reported that this print was in fact made using a number 
of different negatives, perhaps as many as four.33 The initial glass negative was 
projected onto a piece of film to make an enlarged and cropped reversed-tone 
inter-negative, which was then extensively retouched, simplifying Kiki’s face, 
removing any stray hairs, and ensuring her eyebrows appeared as a single line. 
This altered image was then exposed onto yet another sheet of film (thus re-
reversing the tones again and providing a negative image from which positive 
prints could be made). The end result of all this was a matrix that is part painted, 
part photographic, and several times removed from the initial exposure. 

The mutually constitutive aspect of this relationship between what are oth-
erwise opposites is accentuated by Man Ray’s decision in this same year of 1926 
to make a reversed negative print—that is, a positive print that looks like a 
negative—from his initial glass-plate exposure, using an inter-negative of the 
kind just described.34 Now Kiki’s face is black and her hair white, in contrast 
to the glowing, almost radioactive, mask that she holds [Figure 1.6]. The racial 
juxtaposition has been swapped, too, suggesting again that black and white are 
equivalents, two sides of the same coin (an analogue, perhaps, for conscious 
appearance and our repressed unconscious, the “dark side” of the psyche). The 
fact that Man Ray decided to reverse the composition as well as the tonal range 
suggests that positive and negative were meant to be seen together, as almost 
exact opposites (they are in fact each cropped slightly differently), although it is 
not certain whether he ever exhibited them like this himself.35 

By the way, it is well to remember that Man Ray rarely printed his own 
photographs, leaving that work to assistants from about 1923 onwards (Berenice 
Abbott and Jacques-André Boiffard, for example, both worked as Man Ray’s 
studio assistant in the 1925–26 period). So, others were responsible for the actual 
labour we’re talking about here, and for the complex production of both this 
negative print and the 24 positive prints of Noire et Blanche, each of them a unique 
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object with quite distinct visual qualities, that were made during Man Ray’s 
lifetime.36 Other copies were printed after his death, an indication of this image’s 
enduring appeal and the growing value of photographs in the art market.37 

Interestingly, in 2017, the curators of The Radical Eye exhibition at the Tate 
chose to hang the two prints owned by Elton John, one positive and one nega-
tive, in reverse chronological order, as if the negative print came before the posi-
tive one.38 The conceit is repeated in a Taschen book about Man Ray published 
in the same year, which again chose to reproduce the two images in this same 
order, as if to imply that, of course, the negative always comes first.39 But this is 
the point: in this particular case, it did and it didn’t. A negative begat a positive, 
which was turned into a positive that looks like a negative, which is now treated 
as if it is a negative from which the positive was subsequently derived. 

What makes Man Ray’s negative print such an uncanny object is its ability 
to offer up this experience of the impossible, this simultaneity in which a single 
photograph can be both before and after itself, can be both and therefore never 
quite either. His photograph offers an oscillating encounter of one and other 
within the same image. The image thereby complicates the racist presumptions 
of its own composition by associating all such binary oppositions with a dynamic 
that is never neutral or natural but always already raced, always already sexed. A 
powerful metaphor for the complex identity of photography itself, a metaphor 
here made inseparable from a consideration of difference, this print is a reminder 
of what is at stake in the remainder of our discussion: modernity, identity, desire, 
power—in other words, pretty much everything. 

Noire et Blanche is exceptional in its self-consciousness, but it’s an exception 
that points to the rule. As we’ve seen, most photographs are dependent on a 
generative relationship between one thing and its other, between a negative and 
the positive prints made from it. In keeping with the usual political economies 
of such binary structures, although it comes first, temporally and spatially, the 
negative is almost always regarded as a secondary entity in these discussions. It is 
inevitably seen as a mere supplementary vehicle for the photograph it produces 
and makes possible. This helps to explain why the negative, or, more accurately, 
the relationship of negative and positive, has attracted relatively little critical 
attention in histories of photography. What still needs to be teased out, however, 
are the ramifications of this denigration and its links to a broader set of issues 
similarly under-examined within the established discourse about photography. 

This book aims to give this relationship the attention it deserves, and to do so 
as part of a wider consideration of the role that reproduction has played through-
out the history of photography. Its central concern, as in so much of my work, 
is the complex identity of the photograph. Mimicking at least one element of its 
subject, the book has adopted the form of the test strip, re-employing shreds of 
my already published essays, extended with new research and segues, as if they 
were all experiments towards this particular narrative, this continuous account of 
photography’s history. Or perhaps the better analogy is a combination print, with 
its myriad of older exposures interpreted anew, their joins carefully disguised to 


