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at obedient sons and

daughters of empire we

have been, clinging hap-

pily for more than a cen-
tury to the belief that westem civiliza-
tion was ordained to organize and
placate the world’s dark and chaotic
bits.

We cultivated colonies for the edifica-
tion and betterment of our coloured
cousins, rather like we cultivated cut-
ting gardens. We invented new ways
of living in the world, including resi-
dential schools for aboriginal children
in Canada and the institutionalized
racism of apartheid in South Africa.

We were only doing what was right
and proper, of course, and had the in-
stitutions to prove it: museums of
natural and human history where we
could store and catalogue the won-
ders of the world we were taming;
museums of (western European) art
in which to record our own high intel-
lectual ground.

Whatever excesses of zeal might oc-
cur in the process of stocking them,
our museums were institutions of
heady objectivity. If colonization van-
quished the culture of a tribe of bush-
man, we at least had their gourds
and their penis sheaths safely pre-
served in a glass case. The passenger
pigeon gone? Good thing we saved
s0 many extraordinary stuffed speci-
mens.

The same impulse that led us to cate-
gorize certain societies as “primitive”
or “Stone Age” and others (like our
own) as bench marks of civilization
permitted us to think of the museum
as an invariable reference point, a
place of unchanging, rock-solid truth.

Which is a pretty idea, but pure pop-
pycock, as Toronto educator and cu-
rator Vid Ingelevics observes in Cam-

Cl6

Camera Obscured is an historical photo record of museum
workers in action — and in hindsight, their work looks suspect

era Obscured, a tantalizing look be-
hind the scenes at some of westem
Europe’s and North America’s most
important museums. Exploring a lit-
tle-known backwater of curatorial
practice — the in-house photograph
— Ingelevics traces more than a cen-
tury of museum history. These pho-
tographs provide evidence of the mu-
seunts own view of itself as it has
changed over time.

Camera Obscured is an astonishing -
record of cupidity, woolly thinking,
materialist obsession and good inten-
tions gone awry. The 8o photographs
collected here make a good case for
the idea that the only unchanging
thing about museums is their pre-
tense to objectivity.

Some of the oddest photographs are
pictures of museum curators and
preparators — invariably wearing lab
coats since theirs was of course a sci-
entific endeavour — standing in the
midst of half-finished dioramas. That
the North American mind prefers a
simulation to the unmediated real
thing is not new — consider our love
affair with theme parks. What catches
the fancy here are images that show
us in the midst of creating our plaster
and taxidermy versions of nature: a
sea lion rookery in suburban Chicago,
ora stretch of African savannah
steps from Central Park in Manhattan.

We forget that the collection of an ob-
ject says as much about the collector
as it does about the artifact in ques-
tion.

The best example of this is not docu-
mented directly in Camera Obscured,
but bears telling anyway. When, in
1812, it looked as if the modem
Greeks were unable to appreciate
their most precious cultura! artifacts
— the marble friezes of the
Parthenon — Lord Elgin “bought”
them from a corrupt Turkish regime
that had no rightful claim to them,

then carried them back to England

where they were eventually deposited

in a magnificent new wing of the
British Museum. Almost immediately,
the Parthenon marbles became one
of Britain’s most precious cultural arti-
facts. Rule Britannia. Two centuries
later, the Greeks are still told whenev-
er they ask for the return of their trea-
sure — which the Brits prefer to call
the Elgin Marbles — that the carvings
are much safer in the British Museum
than in Athens.

This overlooks the fact that when the
sculptures arrived in England they
were inconveniently dirty. The ancient
Greeks, it seems, believed in painting
their marble sculpture vivid colours.
Tsk, tsk. Obviously they didn’t know
that according to the reigning expert
on Greek sculpture — a Dresden anti-
quarian named Johann Winckelmann
who had never been to Greece and
whose knowledge came mostly
through the study of plaster casts —
Hellenistic carvings had to be unsul-
lied white. No matter. The British Mu-
seum, under the august 1gth-century
directorship of Lord Duveen, deliber-
ately sanded the polychrome surface
off the Parthenon’s marble frieze, so
that we might all enjoy the tranquil
purity of the unpainted marble.

“Until relatively recently, public muse-
ums, rooted in the rational philoso-
phies that attended their early 19th-
century births, were considered to be
neutral entities,” Ingelevics explains.
“They saw themselves as engaged in

‘the creation of the objective, value-

free presentation of ideas, illustrated
through the display of collected ob-
jects. Such beliefs implied that the
museum could be seenas a ... refer-

> ence point, a timeless place of ...

truth.”

Other examples here of collections
betraying the intent of the collector
include a woeful 1898 view of the en-
trance halt of the zoology collection
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of the Field Museum — with taxi-
dermy moose and elks flanking the
door like heraldic devices; and an
early view of the Comparative Anato-
my Gallery at France’s Muséum Na-
tional de Histoire Naturelle which
shows a human figure, flayed, leading
a roomful of animal skeletons as if it
were a victorious army.

Ingelevics’ photographic survey
makes it clear that museums are in-
stitutions in an almost constant state
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S S |

of flux. Their brick-and-mortar ex-
oskeletons come and go, architectur-
al styles change, lighting and display
techniques evolve, the content of ex-
hibits change in response to new dis-
coveries;afd marketing and politics
affect the way shows are conceived
and executed.

A series of disconcerting images con-
cerns the Deutsches Museum in Mu-
nich. In 1937 the museum held an ex-
hibition entitled Der Ewing Jude, or



“The Etemal Jew. It was a racist slur in
=nstitutional form that brought the full
=weight of a major intemational muse-
LM to beaton “the Jewish problem.”
=Fhe postar image was a caricature of
“a rapaciolis Jewish maneytender. In-

" gelevics found a long view of the
opening ceremonies, rife with uni-
formed Nazis, many of them in the
process of giving the fascist satute. A
second image, late in the war, shows
a hagiographic exhibition on the topic

of how Hitler built the autobahn sys-
tem. The final shot is of the rubble
left after the museum was bombed in
the summer of 1944. Sunlight filters
through a collapsed roof, the gallery
an utter ruin.

War and its depredations are a sub-
theme of this show, with other
poignant views of the South Court of
the Victoria and Albert Museum in
London, pressed into service as a
vast RAF canteen; of the Egyptian
sculpture gallery at the British Muse-
um, sandbagged during the First
World War; of a wall in the Musée du
Louvre (shown above), hung with

empty frames where canvases had
been removed in 1939 — the names
of the missing paintings written in
chalk on the bare plaster; and the up-
per saloon of the British Museum af-
ter a bomb hit it during the dark sum-
mer of 1941, a monumental bronze
buddha seated amidst the burnt-out
rubble.

Camera Obscured also examines the
sticks-and-stones fabric of museums
themselves, with images of museums
under construction (including the ill-
starred Deutsches Museum in 1929),
the Reading Room of the British Mu-
seum in 1855, when it was iust\a pile
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GREAT MOMENTS IN THE MUSEUM:
(far left) Workers at the Louvre in
Paris prepare the museum for the
Second World War in 1939; (above)
paintings at the Louvre were re-
moved from frames as the war ad-
vanced; {left) an artist works on
Neolithic Sun Worship Diorama fig-
ure in 1930 at the Field Museum of
Natural History in Chicago, lil.

of mortar and a cage of steel girders,
and of galleries during renovation, in-
cluding the astonishingly soigné
Egyptian Sculpture Gallery at the
British Museum draped in haute-cou-
ture black and white during a facelift
in the early 1960s.

The exhibition traces the joint history
of photography and museums. The
British Museum appointed its first
staff photographer — the first in the
world — in 1853, only 14 years after
the invention of the photographic
process. Five years later, the South
Kensington Museum (now the V&A)
established an in-house photographic
studio to record not only the collec-
tions, but also activities related to the
running of a museum, such as exhibi-
tion preparation and artifact trans-
port. The show includes the begin-
ning of post-modemnist self-reference:
photos of photographers taking pho-
tographs.

Ingelevics includes many American
examples too, among them a won-
derful series of diorama pictures. In-
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cluded here is a great shot of the
Wild Turkey Habitat at the American
Museum of Natural History, a convinc-
ing woodland scene that peters out
at an inlaid tile floor. The information
desk in the Great Hall of the Metro-
politan Museum in New York looks
much the same today as it did in
1921, with the same idling, middle-
class patrons perusing the same
racks of picture postcards.

We see the rise of the white cube,
with the Allerton Wing of the Art Insti-
tute of Chicago in 1939 and its fea-
tureless plaster walls and pale par-
quet fioor. And an artist putting fin-
ishing touches to a neolithic Sun Wor-
shipper at the Field Museum in the
1930s. ¢

Ingelevics maintains that it makes
perfect sense that the birth of pho-
tography and the rise of nruseums in
the 19th century happened simuitane-
ously.

“Photography in its conceptual simi-
larity to the museum,” he says, “fell
perfectly into the logic of collection.”

The logical positivitism of the 19th
century held that truth was the realm
of science — anything that could be
seen, could also be named, described
and therefore known.

One luminous and haunting image in
Camera Obscured teflects this well: A
trio of blind children at the American
Museum of Natural History in 1914,
two little boys in short pants and a
girl in a pinafore, studying the life-
sized model of a hippopotamus with
their hands, their faces frozen in in-
tense concentration and wonder-
ment.

In the end, Ingelevics invokes the
french philosopher Michel Foucault to
explore the nebulous relationship be-
tween words and visual images.

“Neither can be reduced to the oth-
er’s terms,” Foucault proposes in The
Order of Things. “It is in vain that we
say what we see; what we see never
resides in what we say. And it is in
vain that we attempt to show, by the
use of images, metaphors, or similes,
what we are saying.”

The advice, hidden here, is perfectly
true. Never trust the simulacra offered
by critics. Go see for yourself.

Camera Obscured continues at Pre-
sentation House Gallery in North Van-
couver until Feb. 21, The curator, Vid
Ingelevics will give an informal talk
on the show this Saturday at 2 p.m.

Call g86-1351 for more information.
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American Museum of Natural History employee Ray de Lucia manipulates a large-scale model of a millipede in
one of the 89 often-strange and occasionally tongue-in-cheek archival photos that make up Camera Obscured.

Capturing a Surreal Past

Camera Obscured takes a behind-the-scenes look at museums

At Presentation House Gallery until
February 21
e By PavLA GUSTAFSON

In one of my parallel lives (in this
case, as a researcher of Pacific
Northwest Coast history), I've had
the privilege of being invited
behind the scenes at some of the
world’s great museums. One back-
stage highlight was a September
afternoon in 1990 at the British
Museum’s Greenwich repository,
where I was allowed to examine
the artifacts collected by Captain
James Cook at Nootka Sound in
1778. With the exception of the
whalebone and stone clubs, the
items—fishing gear, carved wood-
en masks and bird rattles, a conical
hat, a spruce-root basket, and sev-
eral woven cedar-bark “cloaks”—
are considered either too fragile or
too precious to go on display. The
only way the general public will
ever see these 18th-century speci-
mens is in photographs, which is
where the museum staff photogra-
pher comes into the picture.

Camera Obscured: Photograph-
ic Documentation and the Public
Museum presents 89 archival
photographs taken between 1856
and 1965 by in-house photogra-
phers at 11 venerable museums,
including the British Museum,
the Victoria and Albert Museum,
and the Natural History Museum
in London; the Metropolitan
Museum of Art and the American
Museum of Natural History in
New York; the Field Museum in
Chicago; and the Louvre Museum
and the National Museum of Nat-
ural History in Paris.

Objects in museum collections
are, however, only incidentally the
focus of the photographs in Cam-
era Obscured. Instead, Toronto
curator Vid Ingelevics has put
together a photo-documentary
exhibition about the hidden life of
museums. For example, there is a
1930 photo of Field Museum artist
Frederick Blaschke touching up the
paint on the chest of a male sculp-
ture installed in the museum’s
Neolithic Sun Worship diorama.
The naked caveman figure, heavier
and taller than the real man, seems
strangely more human than
Blaschke, with his poised brush
and antiseptic white coat.

Another photo, taken in 1958,
shows a museum employee posi-
tioning a large model of a milli-

pede on a six-foot-long oak leaf
in the overscaled Forest Floor
diorama at the American Muse-
um of Natural History. As Cam-
bridge scholar Georgina Born
notes in her essay about Camera
Obscured in the Journal of Materi-
al Culture, “the effortful artifice
behind the museum’s public illu-
sions becomes a vaudeville of
bizarre scales and incongruous
juxtapositions.”

You don’t have to look far to
find a kind of banal surrealism in
these photos. A portrait of four
men mopping the floor at the
American Museum of Natural His-
tory could be an illustration of a
day on the job. But only one of
the men is wearing coveralls. Two
are suited and the other is dressed
in the sort of military-looking uni-
form worn by doormen. It’s also
interesting that these fellows are
cleaning a sculpture gallery where
busts of learned, important men
are displayed. The photo caption
offers a clue: “Wringer for mops
with group of unidentified men.”
There’s no subtext or hidden
meaning in this 1918 photo. It
was simply taken to show off the
acquisition of the museum’s new
hand-cranked wringer.

'I‘Tf_'fﬂ y contrast, a 1921 photo is
ne’!’:_m intentionally theatrical. The
view is from the end of a mile-
long queue of hundreds of top-
hatted gentlemen marching
toward the heroic architecture of
the Field Museum. In the middle
of acres of flat land, unreachable
except through orderly persever-
ance, the newly built edifice loom-
ing on the far horizon represents
the American museum as cultural
icon. (To my mind, the photo also
speaks grimly of the endurance of
Chicagoans.)

Although there are a few shots
of fine-art objects, such as a 1939
photograph of Louvre staffers
using a block and tackle to move
the Nike of Samothrace to a safer
site in anticipation of the Second
World War, most of the photos
Ingelevics has selected are from
natural-history museums. This
type of museum became popular
throughout Europe and North
America during the first half of the
19th century, approximately the
same time that photography was
in its infancy.

“Photography, in its conceptual
similarity to the museum, fell per-
fectly into the logic of collection.
Central to nineteenth-century

positivism was the notion that
truth was distillable only through
the empirically based sciences. All
that could be seen could potential-
ly be named, described and, there-
fore, known. What could be seen
could, by extension, also be pho-
tographed,” Ingelevics writes in
the exhibition’s catalogue. If
there’s any doubt that museums
saw themselves as sites of cultural
authority, G. Brown Goode, a
speaker at an 1897 American His-
torical Association conference,
confirmed that “an efficient edu-
cational museum may be
described as a collection of in-
structive labels each illustrated by
a well selected specimen.”

A gruesome 1880 photo of the
Galleries of Comparative Anatomy
at the natural-history museum in
Paris shows a sunlit room crammed
to the ceiling with skeletons in
glass cases and on armatures. A
sculpture of a flayed male stands
front and centre, illustrating
human musculature. Of course, no
anatomist thought such a scene
was gruesome in 1880, just as in
1931 few people would have been
offended by the rows and rows of
African animal trophy heads
mounted on the wall above the
dignitaries in the photograph of
the jubilee ceremony at London’s
Natural History Museum.

Ingelevics’s 1996 photograph
of a photograph pasted to a page
in one of the British Museum’s
hundreds of “guard books”—14-
by-17-inch bound volumes that
preserve photos taken in the
1850s by Roger Fenton, the first
staff cameraman to be employed
by a public museum—adds
another layer of (re)presentation
to Camera Obscured. I can’t help
but wonder if the image Ingele-
vics chose to rephotograph—Fen-
ton’s 1857 photo depicting side-
by-side skeletons of a man and a
male gorilla—isn’t his sly refer-
ence to museology’s hierarchical
mindset, still apparent 80 years
later in the Neolithic Sun Wor-
ship diorama.

There’s one other photo I'm
convinced is a tongue-in-cheek
curatorial selection. Like the
Neolithic stage set, this one is
dated 1930, and it portrays seven
museum guards at the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art. Guns drawn,
standing in a row, these bril-
liantined “Winners of the Shoot-
ing Team” have the stalwart
righteousness of J. Edgar Hoover’s
G-men.®
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Dundarave Cafe: Riittn A
Peivone. Watercolours, ails and
pastels. Jan, 9-29. Opening
reception Jan. 13, 4:30-6:30

p.m
Ferry Building Gallery:
Reverence for Naeure. Qils,
photography and mixed media
by K. Crawford Burns, Tom
Omidi, Lee Parks, David
Smith and Peter Tucker. To
Jan. 24, Gallery hours: 11

am. to 5 p.m, closed
Mondays. Informagon: 925-
7266

The Gallery, Artisan Square,
Bowen Island: Closed to Jan
15, Cherish the Past — Hope
for the Future, murals created
by the residents of Camp

C mes runs Jan. 15-Feb.
7

North Vancouver District
Hall: Messages, Masks,
Mementos, the pottery of
Heather Catrns and Josrner of
Colosr, the acrylic paintings of
Charlorte Woolley Rerry To
Jan: 27 Exhibits are a pro-
gram of the N V. Community
Arts Council and 15 open
Mon-Fri, 8:30 a.m -4:30

pm

North Vancouver Museum
and Archives: Towug Tix
Const: Seaspasn and rts

vr, J898-1988. The
story of Seaspan highlighung
stones of deep sea towing and
salvage and the development
of the self-dumping barge
Wed.-Sun., noon-5 p.m. Free
Prince George Eventually Len
Norris cartoons. To Jan. 31
Early Sports. Photographs and
text trace the early develop-
ment of soccer, basehall and
lacrosse T March 28
Muscum open Tues -Sun
noon 1o 5 p.m. Muscum is
closed Jan. 1

PGE Railway Stadon:
Shpyard Snapshots. The

¢ ful and dramadc covers
C Wallace Shipbuilder,
Buiiard Drydock’s emplovees
publication during the Second
World War. Weds -Sun. noon
10 4 p.m. Foot of Lonsdale
Presentation House Gallery:
Camera Obscured:
Photographic Documentarion
and the Public Musewm. A
look ar the intersection of his-
tories of the public muse-
um/gallery and the use of
photography as document
Exhibition curator Vid
Ingelevics will give a talk prior
to the opening reception Jan
9 at 2 p.m. Weds.-Sun., 12-5
p.m. Thursday to 9 p.m.
Admission: pay what you can.
Ron Andrews RecCentre:
Pastels and Woodcarvings
Exhibits by Deep Cove resi-
dents Lorenc and Barry
Pitkethly.

Seymour Art Gallery:
Transirions, A solo exhibition
of work by artist Lawrence
Kristmanson. Watercolours,
traditiona! print making and

See Calendar page 14

Photo Alex Rola

STAFF at The American Museum of Natural History work on a group of flying birds in the Sanford Hall in 1947. The photo is one of the
many startling images on display at Presentation House, Jan. 9 to Feb. 21.

Museum cam

Michael Becker

News Editor

michacl@nsnews.com

THE truth of museums, as chronicled
by archival sleuth Vid Ingelevics, is
revealed to be carefully constructed
fiction.

Much contained in Camera Obscured, an
exhiibit of 89 photographs plucked from the
archives of public muscums in Europe and North
America, is unexpectedly surrealistic, courtesy of
the photographers’ behind-the-scenes point of
ViEW,

The Toronto curator’s showing runs at North

Vancouver's Presentation House Gallery from Jan.
9 to Feb. 21.

The many evocative images often surprise with
fantastical juxtapositions.

Irradional incongruity reigns when observing
the manufacturing of objectvity.

We see senious-looking men in coats hard at it in the role of God's assistants, busi-

ly assembling the natuml world piece by detailed picce.
I f:d, Anather photograph shows a
life-sized model elephant drawn by horse and cart through
are numerous unintentionally bizarre subjects set within the formal environ-

In one shot it is 2 pride of lions being assemb

ment of museums,

A moment caught by the camera in 1930 at The Metropolitan Museum of Are
inning shooting team) shows scven men standing in 2 row, The
cenal figure stands at a podium with a rophy. He is flanked by six surly men in uni-

(M qua

form, revolvers symmetrically in hand.

A 1914 shot from The American Muscum of Natural History ( Blind chéldren
sindying s hippaporamus) features two boys curessng a Iif:-sirxzrzippo while 2 young

Pheto Alex Rots

RAY de Lucia installs models in The American
Museum of Natural History in 1958.

4 Aty street.

eras unveil

@i sits on a stool nearby, holding a miniature
hippo on her lap.

Ingelevies had a vast resource to choose from dur-
ing his six-year scarch,

Millions of documentary photos exist throughout
the world's public museums. The majonity have
never been seen in public, The insttutional photo
archive of The Metropolian Muscum of Art
holds approximately 750,000 negasives alone.
Between 1856 and 1960 the standard rool used
by staff photographers in museum photographic
studios was the large-formar camen.

Negative sizes ranged from 4" X 5" up to 11" X
14" gsome even larger in earlier decades. Many of
the larger formar black and white photographs are
amazingly rich in clanity,

Said®resentadon House Gallery director and
curator Karen Love, “The large-format camenas
produce these exquisitely detailed Images that give
us 3 wealth of information that is not generally |
available through a 35 mm camera.™

Many of us perceive public museums to be ware-

houses of history, Implicit is the notion of objective presentation, We assume artifacts
1o be shown withour the imprint-of contemporary cultural value stamped upon them
A 1945 photo from The Deutsches Muscum graphically tells us otherwase,
Exdbizion on the consiruction of Germany’s aurabnh
of public indoctrination — an arm of 1 political public relations machine.

shows the as an agent

Said Love, “One of the things that is revealed in this exhibition, is that what is

tour and talk on the project.

presented to us in the museum over time, does change.
“You do see, by looking at the phorographs, different ways of presenting culrural
material to the public, It's very interesting to look at that.”
Ingelevics first showed Camera Obscured in 1997 at The Pho
London. He will be ar Presentation House in person tomorrow at 2 pm. o give 2

hers Gallery in
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visual arts

by Vid Ingelevics

In May 1997, an extraordinary
exhibit opened at the Photographer’s
Gallery in London, England. Ironically,
Camera Obscured: Photographic
Documentation and the Public Museum
showed at a gallery only a stone’s
throw from the British Museum
where Roger Fenton, the world’s first
museum staff photographer, took his
first museum photographs in 1852. In
those 145 years, photography’s his-
tory had been thoroughly defined by
public museums, but never in that
time had the camera’s view of the
museum been considered. Until then.
And now North Shore residents too
can share in this fascinating exhibit
when it comes to the Presentation
House Gallery in January.

On November 29, 1995, | landed at
Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris. |
was ready to begin what | knew
would be my last search for an elu-
sive set of photographs taken by
Marc Vaux of the Musée du Louvre's
war-time evacuation of artworks. My
first discovery was, instead, a city
paralyzed, in the early throes of one
of those massive public service
strikes that seem to erupt in France
every few years. Jet-lagged, | managed
to get on what must have been the
last bus into Paris after a four-hour
wait at the airport. The bus
deposited a weary and haggard-look-
ing group of travellers at the Arc de
Triomphe, only for us to find the
Métro shut down and the streets
filled with honking cars cemented
together in severe gridlock. Facing
reality and an ever-increasing sleep
deficit, | picked up my bags and began
a three-hour walk across Paris to my
rented apartment. Then, when at last
| had arrived at the apartment build-
ing and had figured out the
combination of keys and security
codes, | faced what felt like the
biggest challenge of that agonizing
day—a six-floor walkup to the apart-
ment.

‘Naturelle. That

The Camera Obscured:
Photographic Documentation
and the Public Museum

So started
another phase
of the project
that had begun
four years ear-
lier in October
1991, on
another day in
Paris when |
unintentionally
found r_n)"self in
the archives of
the Muséum
National
d’Histoire

day, | had gone
to the museum
to see what |
had remem-
bered from a photograph—a vast
sky-lit atrium populated by vast
crowds of stuffed and mounted ani-
mals. The guard let me in on the
secret that the main museum build-
ings had been closed for renovations
since the mid-1960s and counselled
me to go instead to the museum’s
archive, which remained open, and
look at photographs of the atrium. |
did as he suggested. Soon | was
handed a binder of institutional pho-
tographs of the museum going back
to a selection taken by Parisian pho-
tographer Pierre Petit in 1880.

| was unprepared for the stunning
nature of the images placed in front
of me—Ilegions of animal skeletons
led by a skinless and penis-less man
on a plinth, a museum guard sleeping
under the skeleton of a dinosaur, a
display cabinet with the skeletons of
the King of Sweden and his favourite
dwarf; a typology of two-headed
human fetuses; rooms filled with
dozens of grimacing human skele-
tons—all images very different from
what we see when we visit a natural
history museum today. | wondered
why, in my own research on muse-

ums, images like these were so rarely

seen. | realized that these pho-
tographs, and surely many others in
the world's public museums, would
offer us the museum’s past from a
visual point of view.The photographs
showed me that, far from the popu-
lar belief that museums are timeless
mausoleums, they have in fact been
continuously changing. What | dis-
covered that day was that the
institutional photography archive of
each museum is really a museum of
the museum.

Inspired by this realization, |
began to visit the archives of public
museums at every opportunity
offered by my travels, looking at
thousands upon thousands of pho-
tographs. My search took me from
the attics of New York’s
Metropolitan Museum of Art and the
Louvre in Paris to the basement
vaults of the London’s British
Museum. At the Victoria and Albert
Museum alone, | spent two weeks
going page by page through a crum-
bling set of large books, into which
every photograph ever taken by the
museum’s photo studio had been

Ray de Lucia
installing models
for the Forest
Floor diorama in
the Hall of
Forests at the
American
Museum of
Natural History
New York, 1958

Photo by
Alex |. Rota

Photograph
courtesy of

The American
Museum of
Natural History,
New York




pasted, going
back to 1856. It
was in these
books that |
found dozens of
completely for-
gotten
photographs by
one of photog-
raphy’s earliest
and most
famous pio-
neers, Roger
Fenton.
Ironically, many
of the same
photographs
were also

upstajrs in the

Artist Frederick
Blaschke putting
finishing touches
on Neolithic

Sun Worship
diorama figure
at The Field
Museum of
Natural History,
Chicago, 1930
Photo by Charles
Carpenter
Photograph
courtesy of The
Field Museum of

Natural History,
Chicago

museum’s art
photography collection, where they
were kept in acid-freé;mattes under
strict temperature and humidity-con-
trolled conditions. This was just one
more of the many surprising contra-
dictions that emerged as | dug deeper

into the relationship between public
museums and photography.

The finding of the Fenton pho-
tographs brought me to a second
important realization about muse-
ums: that they are often quite
unaware of what has accumulated in
their own archives. Attention is lav-
ished on their collections, while
material relevant to their own histo-
ries seems often to be neglected, to
the point where actual damage
occurs to these fragile records. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, one of
the world’s wealthiest and most cel-
ebrated museums, knowingly allowed
hundreds of irreplaceable institu-
tional negatives to disintegrate for
several decades before recently
beginning construction of a proper
storage facility.

And, yes, | did eventually find
Marc Vaux’s stunning 1939 pho-
tographs of the Louvre as it faced
the dawn of WW II. The negatives
for those photographs were inex-
plicably stored in the archives of the
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MEATRE CENTRE PRESENTS

magical music — a
show full of smiles
CHARLOTTE
DIAMOND

& The Hug Bug Band

January 24, 1999

TWO SHOW TIMES

11:30am & 2:00pm
Ticket price $9.50 each

visual arts

Musée de I'Art Moderne at the
Centre Georges Pompideau, only a
half-hour walk from where | was
staying.

Camera Obscured shows at the
Presentation House Gallery from
January 9 to February 21.Vid Inglevics
will give a talk on the project on
Saturday, jJanuary 9, at 2 pm; this event
is free and open to the public. Other
public events are planned as well; call
(604) 986-1351 for information. ¢

Vid Ingelevics is an artist and indepen-
dent curator living in Vancouver. His
artwork Axis: A Tale of Two Stories,
which examines the circulation of the
images of acclaimed I9th-century
British photographer Roger Fenton in
the Victoria and Albert Museum, is
included in an exhibit currently touring
Europe.

Watch for information about our next Fam1ly Festlval series in August 99

Box Office: 984-4484
Noon-4pm Monday-Saturday
2300 Lonsdale Avenue, North Vancouver
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