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A N  OUTLINE HISTORY O F  PHOTOGRAPHY 

I N  AFRICA T O  ca. 1940 


David Killingray 
Goldsmiths' College 
University of London 

Andrew Roberts 
SOAS 
University of London 

Photographs are attracting growing interest among Africanists. A biblio- 
graphical essay in the Cambridge His tory  of Africa, vol. 7,  drew attention to 
the value and availability of photographs of colonial ~ f r i c a . '  The critical use 
of such documents has been discussed in this journal by Christraud ear^,^ and 
historical photographs have been a prominent feature of several recent publi- 
c a t i o n ~ . ~In May 1988 an international workshop at SOAS considered the prob- 
lems and possibilities of using photographs as sources for African history. It is 
hoped that a larger conference on photographs and Africa will be convened in 
the near future. Meanwhile, the papers for the SOAS meeting have been dis- 
tributed to interested scholars, librarians, and archivists. A version of the 
present paper forms part of this collection; 4 since there is as yet no recommenda- 
ble history of photography in ~fr ica , '  it seemed worthwhile to republish this 
modest sketch of the more important developments in the practice and uses of 
photography in Africa. We conclude with the Second World War, since to 
have pursued the subject further would have asked too much of the authors' 
knowledge and readers' patience. 

It may be helpful to begin with a reminder of the major technical develop- 
ments in photography during the nineteenth century.6 The daguerreotype, in- 
troduced in 1839, yielded only a single image, on a sensitized metal plate. The 
calotype, introduced two years later, yielded multiple paper positives from a 
paper negative, but like the daguerreotype required exposures of one to three 
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minutes. The wet-collodion process, introduced in 1851, reduced exposure time to 
ten seconds or less, and its glass plates could yield very large numbers of prints 
on albumen paper, but each plate still had to be laboriously prepared imniedi- 
ately before exposure. There was no further major advance until the invention 
in 1871 of the 'dry-plate' method, using a gelatin emulsion, which reduced ex- 
posure time to a second or two. This had the further advantage of allowing 
plates to be prepared in advance and stored until needed. Further improve- 
ments reduced exposure times, and hand-held cameras were introduced in the 
late 1870s. However, photography remained a comparatively exacting tech- 
nique until the introduction in 1888/89 of the Kodak box-camera, incorporating a 
roll of celluloid film that could be returned to the factory for processing; it was 
this advance which enabled anyone to take photographs simply by pressing a 
button. In 1897 Eastman produced the Kodak folding camera, which could be 
carried in the pocket. From 1900 the Brownie camera extended photography to 
as mass market by its extreme cheapness. It  should be noted, however, that 
early roll-film was not adequate to the demands of professionals, ~ v h o  contin- 
ued to use plates. I t  was the advent of Leica and Rolleiflex cameras in the late 
1920s which marked the beginning of modern photo-reportage, in which fine 
definition could be achieved at high speeds and in rapid succession. 

Until the late nineteenth century, technical difficulties obstructed the dis- 
semination of photographs in books and periodicals. It was easy enough to issue 
bound albums of photographic prints; i t  was another matter to print photo- 
graphs and letterpress simultaneously. Until the 1880s the only way to repre- 
sent a photograph in a book was either to paste it in or to copy i t  in another 
medium, such as lithography. Withe the perfection of the half-tone process in 
the late 1880s, photographs could be transferred to metal plates strong enough 
for use in a high-speed printing press, and this opened the way to their repro- 
duction not only in books but in magazines and newspapers. By 1900 the postcard 
offered yet another method of distributing photographs in large quantities. In-
deed, up to 1914 at least, the postcard carried a much wider variety of images 
than we associate with it today; i t  shared with other media the documentary 
function of recording events and local activities as well as scenery and personal- 
ities.7 

Appropriately, photography in Africa began among the ancient monuments 
of Egypt, as an adjunct to a flourishing European tradition of Orientalist art. 
Between 1844 and 1864 at least ten amateur photographers from Europe pub- 
lished albums illustrating Egyptian antiquities and views. Commercial studios 
were established in Egypt by the 1860s, and there were at least ten such firms 
by 1880. In the 1850s and 1860s there were also studios in Algiers.' In South Af- 
rica studios were established in the Cape in the late 1840s and 1850s, and a 
local ~ndustry expanded with the growth of white ~ett lernent.~ In Luanda a stu- 
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dio was opened around 1863," and another around 1872. During the 1880s there 
hvere at least seven studios in Freetown run by black hotographers, and by this 
time there were also studios in Accra and Zanzibar. I F  

The slow and cumbersome procedures requried of early photographers ine- 
vitably restricted use of the medium outside the studio. Until the 1870s photog- 
raphy was rarely attempted in Africa much beyond the main centers of 
European settlement. Special interest thus attaches to photographs of the 
Sotho king Moshweshwe in 1860 at Aliwal North made by Frederick Young, 
who accompanied Prince Alfred's touring party.12 In tropical Africa climatic 
conditions presented particular hazards to the preparation and preservation of 
photographic plates. Pierre Tremaux, who traveled up  the Blue Nile in 1847, 
published a splendid album which includes several photographs of black Afri- 
can slaves, but these would all seem to have been taken in Mediterranean 

13towns. 
In 1845-48 the French naval officer Charles Guillain surveyed the east Af- 

rican coast, and two of his ensigns were credited with drawings and daguerreo- 
types from which was derived a fine album of lithographs. The photographs 
were the basis of sixteen plates illustrating local physiognomies from Somalia 
to southern Tanzania, including 'Nyasa,' Chagga, and ~ u r a g e . ' ~  The first pho- 
tographer to visit Ethiopia was probably the missionary Henry Stern, who ar- 
rived in 1859 and later published twenty engravings based on photographs in 
his It'nndcrings among thc Falashas (1862)." Photographs were taken in 
Lagos in 1860, although the details are still obscure.16 The earliest surviving 
photographs from the interior of tropical Africa are probably those made by 
John Kirk in 1858-62, while serving as botanist on Livingstone's Zambezi expe- 
dition. Kirk experimented with at least three techniques, with considerable 
success, though while upcountry he appears to have limited his subjects to 
buildings, boats, and vegetation.17 Grant took photographic equipment on 
Speke's Nile expedition of 1860-63, and used i t  to some effect in zanzibar,18 but 
once on the mainland he gave up  such efforts and instead produced some remark- 
ably attractive colored sketches.19 

In 1873-74 Gerhard Rohlfs took a camera on his expedition to oases in the 
Libyan Desert, west of Asyut on the Nile. Sixteen sepia photographs are repro- 
duced in his account of the expedition, including a fine panorama of the town of 
Qasr Dakhla, and some good portraits.20 

The first explorer to take dry-plate apparatus to tropical Africa was prob- 
ably Stanley, on his expedition across the continent in 1875-76. His photo- 
graphs were used in preparing at least ten of the illustrations to Through the 
Dark Continent ,  and to judge from the captions his plates lasted as far as  the 
Ripon Falls, though only three such drawings show people, all members of his 
caravan.21 In 1877 H. B. Cotterill had a camera while working at the original 
Livingstonia mission at the south end of Lake But by far the most 
considerable name from the 1870s is that of Richard Buchta (1835-94), an Aus- 



200 
DAVID KILLINGRAY and ANDREW ROBERTS 

trian artist and photographer who seems to have settled in Egypt around 1870. 
By October 1878 Buchta was at Lado, Emin Pasha's headquarters on the Upper 
Nile. Early in 1879 he visited northern Uganda, and later that year he made 
tnTo trips west of the Nile, to the eastern Zande and to the zeriba of Zubeir 
(whose son Suliman had lately been defeated by Gessi). Buchta returned to Eu- 
rope in 1880 and produced two albums of fine photographs which illustrate the 
pyramids at Meroe, outposts of the Turkiyya, and the physique and material 
culture of the Shilluk, Bari, Acholi, Langi, Nyoro, and several Zande groups.23 
Unfortunately, Buchta never published more than a cursory account of his trav- 
e l ~ , ~ ~and for full identification of his pictures we have to turn to other travel- 
ers in the region who made use of them when illustrating their own accounts. 
hTumerous line drawings in books by Gessi, Junker, Wilson, and Felkin are based 
on photographs or sketches by Buchta, and in 1891 Casati printed several of the 
actual photographs, although without It was this use of 
Buchta's work which in 1960 prompted H. B. Thomas to write an article about 
it, in which he briefly noted some of the discrepancies between drawings and 
photographs. 26 

In the course of the 1880s several explorers in tropical Africa used cameras. 
Joseph Thomson, Victor Giraud, and Hans Mcyer in east Africa all produced 
books with numerous illustrations, but hleycr (in 1888) was unusual in publishing 
actual photograph^.^^ In 1882 Georges Rbvoil issued a portfolio of photographs 
from the northern Somali coast, and in 1888 Philipp Paulitschke published 
photographs from his expedition to Harar in 1885-87. At the same time Jules 
Borelli took numerous photographs in Showa, Jimma, and Kaffa, which served 
as the basis for engravings in his Efhiopie Miridionale (18901.~' On the upper 
Zambezi, the missionary Franqois Coillard took photographs frequently from 
1885 and in his reminiscences published several "from very indifferent nega- 
tives ... their sole value ... is that they are instantaneous views. Though not ar- 
tistic, they are faithful ..."29 Between Buchta's undoubtedly 'artistic' ~ v o r k  
and many of Coillard's "instantaneous views," the Kodak revolution had begun. 

By the 1880s photography was being used more or less systematically by 
those engaged in the extension of colonial rule.30 Indeed, as an adjunct to mili- 
tary operations, its history in Africa begins with pictures of the British Abys- 
sinian campaign of 1867/68, by members of the Royal Engineers, who had 
provided training in photography since 1856.~' This also accounts for the cover- 
age of the second Suakin expedition of 1885. Several photographers recorded 
episodes in the Anglo-Zulu wars between 1879 and 1883. In Egypt one commer- 
cial photographer, L. Fiorillo, produced an album depicting Alexandria after 
the bombardment of 1882, and another, G. Lekegian, was employed by the Brit- 
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ish army of occupation. In Asante an anonymous photographer recorded an offi- 
cial visit to the Asantehene-elect in 1884. In 1890 German naval officers pub- 
lished numerous photographs recently taken in the line of duty in east Africa. 32 

Rhodes' Pioneer Column in 1890 included an official photo rapher, W. E. Fry, 
who was then assistant Astronomer-Royal at Cape Town.' The Gold Coast 
photographer, N. W. Holm, was commissioned in 1891 to record the raising of 
the British flag in parts of southwestern Nigeria. Binger's expedition through 
the hinterland of the Ivory Coast in 1891/92 included a photographer, Marcel 
~ l o n n i c r . ~ 'Such activity soon became routine: it is enough here to note that in 
1911, during their invasion of Tri olitania, the Italians took photographs of 
enemy positions from an a i r sh ip5  These are among the first aerial photo- 
graphs of Africa (some had been taken from balloons in the South African 
War ) .  

hfean~vhile, photographers were also employed to record engineering feats: 
T. D. Ravenscroft for Cape Railways in the 1880s; J .  W. Pringle, R.E., for the 
Uganda Railv,rays survey party in 1 8 9 2 ; ~ ~  W. D. Young for the construction of 
that railway in the late 1890s; F. Fiorillo for the Aswan Dam in the early 
1900s; and the Ni erian G.  S. A. da Costa for railway-building to Jebba and Ka- 
duna in 1909-1 1 3 F  Trading firms began to use photographs for promotional pur- 
poses: the United Africa Company has a collection from west Africa that goes 
back to the 1880s. Early colonial penetration was also recorded by several offi- 
cials m~ho may be regarded as serious amateur 3~hotographers .  Among them, we 
may note the Lagos surgeon, J .  \Y. Rowland; A. G. S. Hawes, consul on Lake 
Nyasa 1885-87 and in Zanzibar, 1888-89; Ernest Gedge in Uganda, 1889-91; T. J. 
Aldridgc in Sierra Leone, 1890-1905; and in Eritrea and Somalia in the 1890s V. 
Bottego and Ugo Ferrandi. 

Once neL%.spapers began to carry photographs, in the 1890s, cameras were 
employed by journalists working i ~ i  Africa, and not only residents, as in South 
Africa, but reporters from Europe, as in Eritrea (Ximenes), east Africa, and 
Southern Rhodesia (Gedge), the Sudan in 1898 (Gregson) and Libya in 1911 
(Barzini). However, the true photojournalist, reporting exclusively kvith his 
camera, was still very rare. One of the first in Africa was Filippo Ledru, who 
recorded the Italian landing at Massawa in 1885 and also the Adua compaign in 
1896 (though this time he lost his camera). hlore significant was a pioneer of 
action rvar photography, Luca Comerio, brho covered the Italian campaign in 
Libya in 1911-13 hvith both still and movie cameras.39 

Between the 1890s and the first world war, photographs of Africa were 
published profusely to pron7c)te a variety of  imperial, commercial, missionary, 
and scientific enterprises. By 1895 the newly-founded Geographical Journal  
regularly carried photographs. During the first decade of the new century pho- 
tographs were a principal feature of the S o ~ r t h  A f r i c a n  W a r  I l lus trated,  the 
T r a n s i ~ a a l  I l lus trated K'eekly, the A f r i c a n  It'orld, and the LVest Afr ican it4ail. 
They were supplemented by a~lnuals,  and by such books as O u r  Sudan:  Its Pyra- 
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miiis and Progress (John Ward, 1905). Photographs of Africa began to be used in 
the slide shows and slide lectures characteristic of the later nineteenth century: 
a series of slides was prepared from photogra hs taken in 1889-91 by an official 
of the Imperial British East Africa Company." As entertaining novelties, slide 
shows of exotic scenes yielded to the cinema well before 1910, but photographic 
slides continued to be made for educational purposes. In the United States 
around 1910, the Keystone View Co. (Meadville, Pennsylvania) issued slides il- 
lustrating traditional and modern economic activities in the Belgian Congo, 
east, and South ~ f r i c a . ~ '  In Britain the Colonial Instruction Committee com- 
missioned several series of slide lectures about the British Empire before 1914, 
though it gave Africa a lo\\? priority and its representation of Africa was corre- 
spondingly meager. 42 

For missionaries, photographs were an obvious way to arouse and maintain 
support at home.43 In 1900 the U.M.C.A.'s work in east Africa was presented in 
photographs, mostly by E. S. Msgr. Geyer's record of work in the 
southern Sudan was profusely illustrated by photographs, albeit poorly repro- 
d ~ c e d . ~ 'Photographs by Baptist missionaries were used in the campaign 
against atrocities in the Congo Free In Kamerun, Base1 missionaries 
made a remarkable photographic record between 1905 and 1915 of the court of 
Njoya, king of amu urn.^^ 

The expansion of trade, the growth of immigrant populations, and the dif- 
fusion of European cultural habits all contributed to a rapid increase in demand 
for the services of photographic studios within Africa. By the 1890s Goans 
were running studios in Zanzibar and Mozambique. W. D. Young opened a studio 
in Mombasa in 1899 and another in Nairobi in 1905. In the latter year the first 
studio was opened in Addis Ababa by an Armenian. By the 1920s he had been 
followed by other Armenians, a Parsee, and an ~ u s t r i a n . ~ ~  Portraits were the 
main business of the studios,4g but several also produced postcards, and the 
abundance of African postcards by 1914 has given rise to a number of recent 
books.50 They are also the subject of serious research by David Prochaska (Al- 
geria), Jill Dias (Angola) and expecially Philippe David (French West Africa 
and ~ a ~ o s ) . "  

The fine reproduction of photographs was a notable feature of the ethno- 
graphic monographs which by the 1890s were beginning to supersede the discur- 
sive expedition report. Stuhlmann's monumental account of the German 
expedition to Lake Victoria with Emin Pasha in 1890-92 is a transitional work, 
both in this respect and in terms of the technical variety of its illustrations, 
ivhich include seventeen splendid full-plate photographs.'2 Another scientist 
in east Africa, Max Schbller, devoted a whole volume to ethnographic photo- 
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graphs taken in 1896-97.93 The prevailing interest in physical anthropology 
was also served by the photographs of Fiilleborn in - - German East ~ f r i c a , ' ~  Ran-
dall hlcIver and Wilkin in the Aures and K a b ~ l e , ~ ~  N. W. Thomas in southern 
Nigeria, C. G. Seligman in the sudan,S6 and, somewhat later, Duggan-Cronin in 
South ~ f r i c a . ' ~  On his return from serving as Special Commissioner in Uganda 
in 1899-1901, Harry Johnston produced a magnificent amalgam of ethnography, 
natural history, and colonial apologia, liberally illustrated with photo- 
graphs, many of them his own. Among much else, they offer a privileged 
glimpse of relations between early colonial officials and the Ganda; they also 
provide valuable evidence of the size and density of Masai villages near Lake 
~ a r i n ~ 0 . j ~hlaterial culture was a particular interest of hl. W. Hilton-Simpson, 
who accompanied Torday to the Kasai in 1907-09; his photographs there and 
later in the AurPs are also remarkable for their documentation of a variety of 
customary activities, some of which he also recorded on film.j9 Informal snap- 
shots became increasingly characteristic of ethnographic photography between 
the wars, reflecting both technical advances and new approaches to field- 
work." Few ethnographers, however, sought the technical sophistication of 
Bernatzik's photography in the southern Sudan (1927) and Portuguese Guinea 
(1928). His sumptuous volumes on the latter include six color half-plates (four 
taken by flashlight) and seventeen aerial photographs, as  well as  many excel- 
lent plates and half-plates of dancing and other a~ t iv i t i e s .~ '  Bernatzik also 
compiled what may be the first 'coffee-table book' of 'vanishing Africa' from 
his own work and that of others, including the German Aksum expedition of 
1906. "The natives are reduced to the position of slaves to the white colonis- 
ers... I have tried to preserve some pictures of a small fraction of this world 
that is fast disappearing ... I always tried to take a photograph of natives 
bvhen they did not notice it."62 

Despite the notable advances in photographic techniques between the 
wars, neirspapers were "incredibly slo\v to adapt themselves to the photo- 

which is one reason why postcards continued to perform a documentary- 
cum-propaganda function. The London-based weekly West Africa was founded 
in 1917, and from the first carried photographs of all aspects of west African 
life, most of them taken by west African commercial photographers. An early 
by-product of this weekly was Allister Macmillan's Red Book of West Afr ica 
(1920), an  entertainingly informal business directory, abundantly illustrated. 
But it was rare for a photojournalist in Europe to visit Africa. Photo-reportage 
in the modern sense was chiefly pioneered in Germany in the 1920s, and its 
progress elsewhere owed much to German e'rnigve's after 1 9 3 3 . ~ ~  Three German 
photojournalists merit notice here. In 1927-28 Joseph Steinlehner was sent by 
the Afrika-Photo-Archiv in Munich to take photographs in ~ t h i o ~ i a . ~ '  Felix 
Man visited Libya and Tunisia in 1932; and in March 1935 Alfred Eisenstadt 
visited ~ t h i o ~ i a . ~ '  The Fascist propaganda machine assiduously used both 
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still and movie photography in the war against Ethiopia in 1935-36,67 but for- 
eign journalists covering o erations from the Ethiopian side seem to have been 
remarkably The chief photographer for Vogue, George Hoyning- 
en-Huene, made an extended African tour in 1936-37, but he "purposely omitted 
all sordidness of realism."69 At least one photo-agency was obtaining photo- 
graphs from the Sudan and Belgian Congo in the 1930s, but their use has yet to 
be a ~ c e r t a i n e d . ~ ~  The first British photojournalist to carry out a major reporting 
assignment in Africa was probably George Rodger, who in 1941 was sent by Life 
to cover the operations of Free French forces. Rodger traveled from Douala to 
Fort Lan~y, Kufra, El Fasher, and Massawa before going on to Addis Ababa. Un- 
fortunately, whether through malevolence or mere incompetence, the British 
authorities in Cairo contrived to sabotage much of his unique photographic 
record.71 

By and large (and in contrast to films)72 still photographs seem not to have 
played much part in such efforts as were made between the wars to project im- 
ages of Africa for purposes of popular instruction or persuasion. There are few 
books comparable to the pre-1914 albums and annuals. Two stand out. In 1937-38 
two dedicated American amateurs, Richard and Mary Light, took a remarkable 
series of aerial photographs in the course of a flight from the Cape to Cairo. 
These dramatically illustrate recent innovations in land use and are accompa- 
nied by an intelligent text for the n ~ n - s ~ e c i a l i s t . ~ ~  The lack of such works on 
rvest Africa was deplored by Paul Redmayne, who in 1936 spent a month in the 
Gold Coast with a Leica and published a book in which "I have visualised my 
subject in pictures and have written round them."74 This enterprising work is 
perhaps alone in reflecting the forward-looking spirit of, for instance, the Cad- 
bury films of the Gold Coast in the 1930s. Redmayne had the blessing of Gov- 
ernor Sir Arnold Hodson, but he gave a prominence to Africans in town and at 
work that was unusual among the dominant images of the period. These are 
people, not 'natives.' 

The Second World War and its aftermath gave a new importance to photo- 
graphs of Africa as instruments of propaganda. Colonial administrations 
which had previously employed commercial studios as 'government photogra- 
phers' began to form information departments with their own studios, which 
rapidly generated quantities of photographs intended to instruct or mould opin- 
ion. In Kenya an official campaign to attract British settlers in 1945 prompted 
a series of photographs depicting the life of the white farmer.7' In 1948 photo- 
graphs sent to Britain propagated a myth of happy African families in towns, 
based on a highly unrepresentative group in air obi.^^ A further important de- 
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velopment was the remarkable efflorescence of black hotographers in South 
Africa, associated in particular with Drum from 19517' But such themes take 
us into new chapters in the history of photography in Africa, which the present 
authors, at any rate, are not yet qualified to write. 
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