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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 40 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, as technical advancements enabled faster exposure times and better-
focusing abilities, photography became the most important epistemological tool in our relationships with animals. 
Made visible, immortalized, flattened, and preserved in photographic plates, animals became essential, visual 
tokens for the construction of cultural tropes like nature, culture, wildlife, national identity, and gender. This issue of 
Antennae, co-curated with Matthew Brower (Assistant Professor and Director of Museum Studies at the University of 
Toronto), and Cecilia Novero (Senior Lecturer in the Department of Languages and Culture at the University of 
Otago) aims to move beyond the famous and rather negative critique of the photographic medium formulated by 
John Berger in ‘Why Look At Animals?’ in 1980. The aim is to better address the multifaceted developments 
that have characterized the representation of animals in photography in recent history, and more specifically in 
animal studies oriented critiques. 

The number of excellent and thought-provoking submissions that made it through the selection process 
are gathered into two thematic issues. The current is predominantly defined by a focus on photography and 
animal-objectification articulated through opposed registers of opticality: the one of absolute visibility intrinsic to 
natural history and the invisibility which the processes of slaughter and rendering impose on animals. 

The issue opens with an interview with Chicago-based photographer Doug Fogelson whose project titled 
The Broken Cabinet relates to environmental degradation and from considerations of ‘perpetual change’. Relying 
upon the medium of the photogram in order to problematize the notions of truth in representation that have 
characterized the objectification of animals as the base of scientific epistemology, Fogelson’s series invites viewers 
to rethink our objectifying relationship with nature. The issue continues to explore the relationship between 
photographic techniques and non-affirmation as Amanda White examines a recent exhibition by Canadian artist 
Brad Isaacs. Focusing on a series of 10 photo-based collage pieces titled Tell Me About Your Mother, this body of 
work forms the center for a discussion around cultural representations of animals, and the underlying psychology 
that complicates them. Jessica Landau looks at Hiroshi Sugimoto’s photographs of taxidermy dioramas at the 
American Museum of Natural History as ghosts of both, Haraway’s ‘Teddy Bear Patriarchy’ and the ‘Endangered 
Species Act of 1973’, situating the images as a demonstration of a specifically ecological uncanny which reveals 
a denial of humanity’s simultaneous construction and devastation of nature. Remaining in the dimension of 
natural history and the photographic stasis characterizing taxidermy, photographer Diane Fox discusses her work 
UnNatural History, a collection of photographs shot in natural history museums in the US and abroad. 
UnNatural History Portraits, her more recent body of work, constructs taxidermied animal portraits in larger-
than-life scale staring directly at the viewer. These images seek to problematize the ontological status of 
the portrayed animal, establishing an eye-to- eye connection.

From the natural history museum to the zoo, this issue continues to map the importance played by 
photography in the construction of human/animal relationships with an essay by Henry Buller titled ‘Something 
Going On’. Buller discusses Garry Winogrand’s 1960s images of American zoos published in his 1969 book The 
Animals. Winogrand’s photographs also are the starting point, and critical base, of Dennis Low’s essay in which 
the author unlocks an under-scrutinized tradition of zoo photography vernacular raising tough questions and 
challenges for the field.

From zoos to the economies of visibility at play between the immanent and the transcendent, in ‘The Real 
Lives of Holy Cows’, Deborah Nadal, argues that digital photographs circulated on the Internet by animal activists 
represent Indian cows as mortal animals and show their real, hard life on Indian streets, which is very far from the 
ideal state of holiness one could expect. From India to the United States, Zeb Tortorici’s essay titled ‘Visualizing 
Animal Death’ explores the representation of animals in Chicago’s Union Stock Yards and slaughter houses in the 
late nineteenth and early  twentieth centuries through the optic device known as the stereoscope. The dark side of 
domestication and intensive farming is thereafter exposed in a portfolio of images by Chinese photographer Sean 
Huang who captures an emotional and unexpected encounter with sheep that posed important questions about the 
animals being in the world and the photographer’s practice of Buddhism. 

And it was perhaps inevitable that the last few pieces published in an issue dedicated to the subject of 
photography and animal objectification should focus on slaughter and death. K49814 (artist's pseudonym) 
adopts photography to ponder the logic of the system that narrates the history and deaths of non-human animals 
as a tale of convenience. Laslty, artist and psychologist Linda Brant describes her visit to a small farm in rural 
Georgia where the remains of livestock are deposited on massive bone piles. Through photography, Brant 
mourns the victims and considers her own collective and ontological guilt. 

As always, I would like to thank all the contributors included in this issue for their patience and 
professionalism. But most importantly, my gratitude goes to Cecilia Novero and Matthew Brower for collaborating 
with me on what must have been one of the most exciting and productive co-editing experience in Antennae’s 
history.  

Dr. Giovanni Aloi
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project
Lecturer in Visual Culture:
School of the Art Institute of Chicago
Sotheby's Institute of Art
Tate Galleries 
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places organic items like coral, coyote claws, moths 
and fox skulls upon photosensitive materials to create 
candy-colored shadows of these artifacts. Bringing 
the natural world into the manmade, Fogelson calls 
attention to the impact that mankind has on the 
environment; exhibiting the photograms beneath 
partially shattered glass, the artist emphasizes the fact 
that it's most often at the hand of humans that 
various organisms are undergoing extinction. 

Fogelson's installation of this series of 
photograms is of particular importance. In an effort 
to reflect the vastness of the natural world, the works 
are displayed in a grid upon a single wall of the 
gallery. Here, mushrooms, horseshoe crabs, shark 
teeth and horsehair are presented democratically, 
reinforcing the artist's message that each organism 
is of equal importance on earth. In addition to the 
wall bound works, Fogelson  exhibits  a  vitrine filled 
with  the  actual  objects indexed in his photograms, 

sourced from eBay, taxidermists, fishing stores, 
strange shops and on walks in nature. This 
collection of natural artifacts is the artist's own 
"cabinet of curiosities," providing three-dimensional 
counterparts to the reanimated yet flattened forms 
of the photograms. 

Giovanni Aloi: Your photographic work often 
revolves around issues of representation of the 
natural world. Can you tell us about you and 
photography—when did photography become 
your medium of choice and how did you become 
interested in its relationship with nature? 

Doug Fogelson: I was always creative but had 
never really played with photography until taking a 
class at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale 
Illinois, a very rural area, back in 1989. Prior to that, I 
don't recall using a camera except for the occasional 
stray snapshot. After a year when I had quit school to 
work and travel I resumed studies and got serious 
about the medium.  

G.A: What seemed special about photography?

D oug Fogelson’s Broken Cabinet,  problematizes 
a deep disconnect between humans  and  the 
natural   world.   In  his  photograms,   the   artist

BROKEN CABINET 

Doug Fogelson uses photography to relate to environmental degradation and form considerations of 
“perpetual change”. Drawn to the aesthetics and process of the natural sciences many of his works utilize 
a pseudo-scientific approach. Studies of subjects such as dirt and roots or flora and fauna are made via  
photogram and presented as installations. Fogelson’s ongoing “Chemical Alteration” series links  
representation and abstraction through a process of degrading photography’s indexicality with industrial  
chemicals.  

Text and Questions by Giovanni Aloi 
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D.F.: Photography attracted me then- as it does
now- for many reasons; we humans are light
sensitive creatures and therefore connected to the
magic of this particular medium, we too have a
“camera” within our heads- the kinship between lens
and film (or chip) is an analogue to vision and memory;
add to that a synergy between what is inherently a
technical/mechanical process of reproduction with
one’s emotional/intellectual process of bearing
witness; the ease and “mastery” of flattening complex
forms from the moving world into arrested pictures; all
of these aspects provide a jumping off point from
which I attempt to seek some sort of balance.

At the time I really began exploring 
photography I was struggling with my young dualistic 
thinking about humans and nature. The early work 
started to address this through dichotomies of rural 
spaces vs. urban or sprawl spaces. I’m still exploring 
similar tensions today but have come to understand 
how nature encompasses all things. While using 
photography in different scenarios I considered 
which pathways might address my evolving value 
system. I wanted to speak to the ‘elephant in the 
room’ of climate change, ecocide, and related 
crises and felt that art wasn’t doing enough to 
address those topics at the time (and I wasn’t 
interested in documentary work). Now I am using 
the medium and the conversation about nature in 
peril to study ‘perpetual change’. My focus has 
shifted toward an internal process. 

G.A.: What does photography have to say about
nature in terms of its idiomatic specificity? 

D.F.: A light based medium, once dependent on silver
halide clumping into film grain, photography has had 
a physical relationship with its environment. It 
produces a significant carbon footprint and has 
become deeply engrained with our psychosocial 
process. Images can stimulate sales, vanity, empathy, 
arousal, tourism and even desensitization through 
their various modes or uses. As such a “nature image” 
is something we have been conditioned to see as a 
nuanced signifier on the screen of our cognitive 
understanding. Questions of “truth” in this particular 
medium have evolved from a historical position of 
general acceptance into a questionable state as 
imagery  is   easily  manipulated   and  even  totally 

generated in the digital realm. 

G.A.: Does this influence the specificities of the
medium you use in your practice? 

D.F.: For my uses, the medium is still bootstrapped
to analog materials- film or paper in the camera or 
darkroom. I am ever excited by the reaction of the 
light sensitivity in a very primary way. It is important 
to me that the dimensional world of reflected or 
projected light interacts with photography’s 
industrially produced flat magical material. 

G.A.: Your images are the result of an intensive
darkroom manipulation. Can you tell us about this 
stage of your work and why it's important to you 
and to your subject? 

D.F.: I want to have various touchstones within my
use of photography. Spending time with a subject 
or place is the first point of contact. All the 
sensations as they happen right then guide my lens 
based seeing and the resulting impetus to record. 
Later the remembered experience of being with 
the subject becomes fodder for the next stage of 
touching a now flattened “index-signifier” back in 
the studio. I often make this type of contact by 
applying chemicals directly onto the processed 
film. When making the photograms I spend time 
collecting and viewing a subject in the daylight, 
then “we” collaborate together with an element of 
chance in the darkroom- often over multiple 
exposures. Once the result of that effort is 
processed I scan the images to further study their 
details onscreen before making a final print. 

G.A.: Your photographic installation project titled
The Broken Cabinet features a number of 
engineered color photograms of natural objects, 
animals, and plants. What is the importance of 
photograms in this project? 

D.F.: The photogram is a shadow record of a
physical interaction between an object and a light 
sensitive material. They can be exposed more than 
once before processing and the outcome reflects 
very brief moment(s) when the light shone onto 
both  the  object  and  recording  material.  It  is  a 
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Skull, Fox Color Photogram, Archival Pigment Edition, 2016  Fogel son
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primary form of photography. 
In The Broken Cabinet, we are dealing with 

the Sixth Mass Extinction and touch is what 
counts here as defined by the Anthropocene. My 
collected objects, once full of vitality in the natural 
world, are now only a shadow of themselves. They 
are like a talisman. Their physical forms and 
characteristics were used to leave a graphic 
imprint. Ironically this happens through a material 
which itself is on the cusp of extinction- a nearly 
archaic stock of 8 x 10-inch transparency film. I 
wanted to have time with the collection of flora and 
fauna and appreciate their fascinating features. 
throughout the process. 

G.A.: The images in the installation are also sharply
colorful, in a way that echoes the aesthetics of pop 
art screen-printing from the 1960s and 70s. What 
role does color play in the representation of the 
non-human involved in your images? 

D.F.: So, the photographic material records the
incredibly brief moments of exposure to light. 
Colored light is rendered faithfully but the film (or 
paper) can “remember” and blend tones where 
two or more colors have been projected over 
various exposures. I choose to mix my pallet into 
secondary or tertiary hues where areas remain 
open and are not covered by the object sitting on 
top of the film. Within these shifts, the objects 
become rendered in a way that is quite different 
from what we may know of their natural or 
associated tones. This feels anthropocentric and 
indicative of meddling while also perhaps 
providing something slightly different to attract a 
viewer’s gaze. Call it photographic plumage… 

G.A.: Many of the images in The Broken Cabinet
entail repetition, an idiomatic condition intrinsic to 
photography but also one linked to our perception 
of much non-human life. What role does repetition 
play in The Broken Cabinet? 

D.F.: A goal in The Broken Cabinet was to re-
animate the collection formally via multiple 
exposures and also conceptually, by extension, in 
the imagination of the viewer. This somewhat 
breaks     away      from      any    straight    graphic 

representation of the form and activates the 
“negative spaces” within the imagery, a slight 
abstraction of its object/subject relationship. Why 
look at more static forms of dead things? We see 
this often enough in other places, I wanted the 
viewer to remember and hopefully discover again 
something of that awe for the non-human life 
depicted. The repetition goes beyond the image 
through related components of the installation. 

G.A.:  The   underlying  conceptual    narrative  of
Broken Cabinet is enmeshed in past histories of 
aesthetics and natural history. Why is it important 
to consider our human/animal past relations 
through contemporary art? 

D.F.: Referencing the Cabinet of Curiosities was a
choice to link with an instinct to collect, consume, 
and other similar attempts by people to dominate 
non-human life. I marvel at the history of private 
collections that eventually morphed into lauded, 
well-funded, institutional museums of antiquity, 
natural sciences, and the arts. Often such funding 
comes directly from the riches of a harnessed or 
exploited element of nature such as fossil fuels. 
Our endless curiosity is matched in some people 
by a child-like desire to grab and even horde items. 
Perhaps it makes them feel powerful or even 
immortal. 

I wanted to refer to this in both form and 
content so the photograms are displayed as a grid 
on the wall- a nod to the original room (aka 
“cabinet”) or actual shelves of a collection- 
however a few spaces in the grid are missing and 
some photograms are displayed sideways. An 
empty space could indicate species that have 
already been lost to the world. 

G.A.: Some glass frames of selected prints in the
installation were deliberately broken. Why this 
radical gesture and how successful do you think it 
was in conveying the intended meaning? 

D.F.: As the title states this cabinet is broken and I
struggled with the impulse to underscore that fact 
with a more direct signifier. In the end, I decided it 
was necessary to do something so that the works 
were not read simply as beauty (often the case with 
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my work, which I appreciate, but also hold out 
hope that beyond this initial thought a viewer 
might connect with a more layered response). So I 
had the glass panels laminated on both sides for 
safety and intentionally broke many of them before 
glazing the work. It was almost a performance 
piece. The result reads as a possible shipping 
accident or even broken car windshield reference. 
This works for me. A bit heavy-handed maybe but 
for this project, it was necessary--no regrets. 

G.A.: At the center of the installation was a wood and 
glass cabinet encasing the objects represented in the 
photograms. What's at stake in the relativity 
articulated between the three-dimensional object 
and  its  two-dimensional  referent  presented  within 

the same physical space of the installation? 

D.F.: Regarding the Sixth Mass Extinction in this way
I wanted viewers to see the actual object/talisman 
and its correlated flat index on the walls. They can 
play a game of “Where’s Waldo?” to locate the 
subject’s now as candy colored, re-animated and 
semi-abstracted photograms. This combined my 
desire to engage the patina of the anthropology 
museum display with a contemporary art display. 
There is still a visceral attraction/revulsion to looking 
at taxidermy and bones. The installation is offered in 
an accessible simplicity but lingers under the 
somewhat invisible pall of anthropocentric extinction 
events. Repetition becomes a way to push 
engagement    with   a   subject   I   feel   is   being 

Doug Fogelson 
Wings, Woodpecker, Color Photogram, Archival Pigment Edition, 2016  Fogelson 
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overlooked due to other distractions in our daily 
lives. 

G.A.: Since its inception, photography has been 
closely defined by indexicality. What role does 
indexicality play in The Broken Cabinet? 

D.F.: The object and the index are all in the same
place, thanks to the display case objects and those 
direct impressions facilitated via photogram. We are 
dealing with surfaces on the one hand and actual 
corpses on the other. One is a classic reminder of 
mortality and the other hints at the cosmic or eternal 
space of abstraction. 

I want to mention that not all of the items are 
going   extinct   in   The Broken   Cabinet. There are 

human teeth, horsehair, and a few other items that 
are not on the endangered species list– yet. This for 
me was a game to play with viewers who might find 
a hint of the present or a future where we have a 
chance to be agents for preservation. Certainly, 
some well-known endangered species are 
represented such as bats, frogs, bees, coral, and so 
on. 

Locating and acquiring these items was an 
adventure in itself. The commodification of flora and 
fauna is found in some very common and/or rather 
odd spaces. E-bay peddlers, the grocery store, fly 
fishing suppliers, insect sellers, taxidermists, sea 
shell wholesalers, etc… certain items were borrowed 
from naturalist friends who forage (and have their 
own     Wunderkammer).     Sometimes    I     collect 

Doug Fogelson 
Bat, Color Photogram, Archival Pigment Edition, 2016  Fogelson 
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curiosities but generally just make photographs, so 
engaging with commerce became part of the 
provenance in the search for items. 

G.A.: Which photographer's works inform your
practice when nature is the subject? 

D.F.: There are so many: Emmitt Gowin, Susan
Degres, Richard Misrach, Adam Fuss, Klea McKenna, 
Allison Rossiter, Michele Stuart (not just through 
photography), Chris McCaw, Gary Fabian Miller, 
Walead Beshty, Floriss Newsis, Maria Robertson, 
Jeremy Bolen, Marco Breuer, Mathew Brandt, Julie 
Weber, Pierre Cordian, Ana Mendieta, Liz 
Deschenes, Wynn Bullock, Lisa Oppenheim, Doug 
and Mike Starn… Many of the old generation/classic 
nature photographers influenced me at the outset 
plus all those historic and current people who touch, 
experiment, and even break the medium in exciting 
ways. As you can see from this list the term “nature” 
is intended in a wider sense than classic  landscapes 

and encompasses other phenomenon but I can’t list 
everyone so these seemed like a decent cross-
section on the subject. 

G.A.:  What are you currently working on?

D.F.: I have an ongoing series called Chemical
Alterations that keeps growing and changing. I head 
out to various locations and environments in the 
world to make images onto film and then come back 
to degrade or change them in the studio with harsh 
industrial chemicals. In the space between the 
original index and its altered state, I find so many 
reflections on change, chance, and our nuanced 
interaction with non-human life as well as reminders 
about tenacity and interconnections on macro/micro 
levels. 

Also currently working on a display of the 
Open Land Art & Fact Team (O.L.A.F.T.) effort that 
was the result of my yearlong residency at 
Openlands.org.    This  is   another   pseudo-science 

Doug Fogelson 
Broken Cabinet (detail) Installed at Linda Warren Projects 2015  Fogelson
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project that used a process of teamwork, collection, 
documentation, and interaction between nature 
preserves in Northern Illinois and the humans who 
live near them. The resulting exhibition will be at 
Hyde Park Art Center opening in October 2017. 

Finally, I have works in the group exhibition 
titled, LICHT! Fotografie am New Bauhaus Chicago 
at the Bauhaus Archiv Museum in Berlin this fall. 
There will be a correlating solo exhibition with 
related works and a video at the Goethe Institute of 
Chicago as well. Both of these shows are looking at 
the relationship of the New Bauhaus’/Institute of 
Design legacy as it is currently expressed by the 
contemporary artist(s) based in Chicago today. 

Doug Fogelson studied at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
and Columbia College Chicago. His photographic works are included 
in collections at The J. Paul Getty Center, The Museum of 
Contemporary Photography, The Cleveland Clinic, and have been 
exhibited at the Chicago Cultural Center, Walker Art Center, Sasha 
Wolf Gallery, Linda Warren Projects, Marlborough Chelsea, and 
Museum Belvedere, Netherlands. Fogelson also directed Front Forty 
Press and has taught photography at The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago. 

 Doug Fogelson 
 Frog, Color Photogram, Archival Pigment 

 Edition, 2016  Fogelson 
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esearchers from the California Institute of 
Technology tracking single neuron responses to 

images, published a study showing a “category-
specific response to animals” in their results from 2011 
(Mormann et al., 2011). These findings concluded that 
viewing animal representations activated a distinct 
section of the right side of the amygdala,[1] 
autonomous from the areas activated when 
responding to the control images of humans or places, 
when human research subjects were presented with 
images of animals, humans, and landmarks 
respectively. This study suggests that there is a 
difference in the way in which we see, understand and 
encode non-human animals on a biological and 
unconscious level. While a cause for this reaction 
cannot be determined with any certainty, it speaks to 
a more intuitive form of knowledge and experience. 
For example, the study's authors hypothesized that 
this "may reflect the importance that animals held 
throughout our evolutionary past” (p.1247). Looking 
through a slightly more philosophical lens, this work 
may also present us with a glimpse into the biological 
roots of our more affective experience and 
understanding of animal encounters. Perhaps as 
further evidence that supports theories attempting to 
describe these sensations, such as Edward O. Wilson’s 
biophilia hypothesis (Kellert, 1993), which articulates 
that we are drawn to the non-human world  through  

an innate genetic pre-disposition. 
From a cultural perspective, this study also 

brings to mind questions around animal imagery and 
the relationship between representations and direct 
experiences that have been discussed widely by 
cultural theorists and art historians in recent decades. 
Works such as John Berger’s now classic 1980 text 
'Why Look at Animals?', or Steve Baker’s The 
Postmodern Animal (2000) to name a few, are 
influential precursors to a proliferation of artists and 
theorists working on the subject today, and 
expanding into related post-humanist dialogues 
elaborated in more recent years. Berger’s original 
text similarly describes a deep and instinctual 
connection between humans and other animals. 
However, he also argues that our perceptions of non-
human animals are so mediated by late capitalist 
animal imagery that these cultural constructions have 
become our sole experience of the non-human world 
(1980). As the previous study suggests, if recognition 
of the non-human is mediated and understood by 
some deeper, biological mechanism, perhaps cultural 
constructions of the animal truly are indistinguishable 
from the real in our unconscious minds.  

These questions resurfaced for me recently 
while considering the work of Canadian artist Brad 
Isaacs during his 2015 exhibition at the McMaster 
Museum  of Art in Hamilton, Ontario titled The Visible  
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WHERE DO ANIMALS LIVE IN OUR 
SUBCOSCIOUS? 

This short essay examines a recent exhibition by Canadi an artist Brad Isaacs. First situating his photo and 
video-based work with natural history museum collections  and dioramas in a cultural and art historical 
context, then focusing on a series of 10 photo-based coll age pieces titled Tell Me About Your Mother, this 
series forms the centre for a discussion around cultural r epresentations of animals, and the underlying 
psychology that complicates them. 

Text by Amanda White 
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Brad Isaacs 
Tell Me About Your Mother #2, collaged inkjet prints, 2014  Brad Isaacs 
Tell Me About Your Mother #3, collaged inkjet prints, 2014  Brad Isaacs 
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Universe, Including the Fires of Hell. The show 
consisted of a collection of photo and video-based 
projects by Isaacs in which he examines 
representations of wildlife in natural history museums. 
The subjects of these works included details of wildlife 
dioramas on public display in museum spaces, as well 
as the materials facts of their production such as empty 
hides and dead animal bodies housed in storage 
facilities. Wildlife dioramas using taxidermy animal 
models were initially developed in the early 20th 
century as a means to present museum visitors with a 
kind of “virtual reality” of nature (Quinn, 2006). 

Constructed using three-dimensional elements and 
specialized tromp l’oeil painting techniques, such 
dioramas present the viewer with facsimiles of animals 
in their natural habitats, aiming to help the viewer 
experience something as close as possible to a real 
animal encounter. In Isaacs’ words, he is exploring the 
ways in which representations in these spaces create 
narratives about living animals, referring to  a  specific 

passage from Matthew Brower’s book Developing 
Animals to summarize the premise underlying his work; 
"Animal imagery does not simply soothe a nostalgic 
desire for direct contact with animals. It structures the 
understanding of animals."(2011, p. xviii) For Isaacs, 
the goal is to interrogate the ways in which these 
spaces — embedded as they are with western colonial 
ideologies — can manipulate our perceptions by 
carefully curating what is promoted and disseminated 
through their displays.  

Over recent years there have been a number of 
artists who have lent a critical eye towards these kinds of 
collections. In Stephanie S. Turner’s text ‘Relocating 
“Stuffed” Animals: Photographic Remediation of Natural 
History Taxidermy’, she differentiates artists working with 
taxidermy forms from those engaging with them in 
museum spaces. Turner cites contemporary examples 
such as artists Diane Fox and Danielle Van Ark who have 
documented museum storage facilities in their work, 
arguing  that by  presenting these objects and spaces in  

Brad Isaacs 
Tell Me About Your Mother #6, collaged inkjet prints, 2014  Brad Isaacs 
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an art context, meanings can be shifted from their 
problematic colonial origins of collection and 
domination; “By relocating taxidermied animals 
from natural history museums to art museums and 
galleries, these artists are dislocating them from 
familiar natural history classification systems”(2013, 
p.1). In one key example of this strategy, nanoq: flat
out and bluesome by Brindís Snaebjörnsdóttir and
Mark Wilson, the artists document the whereabouts
and individual histories of 34 taxidermy polar bear
models. This work detaches the bear subjects from
their position as representatives of a species by
foregrounding the multiple and individual histories
of the 34 skins, and by presenting them in an art
context, further removing them from the purview of
the natural history museum (Aloi, 2012).

Isaacs documents old hides that fill storage 
rooms, as well as those stuffed and mounted as 
displays in institutions such as the Canadian Museum 
of  Nature,  the Royal Ontario Museum, and the Banff  

Park Museum. While Isaacs’ project is certainly aligned 
with the forms of institutional critique described 
previously, in a broader cultural context his work is also 
part of a contemporary dialogue regarding Canada’s 
colonial legacy. A deeply complicated, fraught and 
ongoing history, colonization in Canada began in part 
with the fur trade, for which the skins and hides of its 
non-human subjects were once the main currency. The 
work interrogates how these very same skins are now 
a form of cultural currency; projecting the same 
narrative of the country as an abundance of pristine 
and untouched wilderness-as-resource, and ideal 
embedded in the Canadian subconscious imagination 
of itself.  

Reaching further into the roots of our 
subconscious relationship with the animal image is a 
series of ten black and white photo-based collages, 
each 13x16”, titled Tell Me About Your Mother (#1-10, 
2013-14). At first unassuming amongst some of the 
more  dominating works in the exhibition (for example 

Brad  Isaacs 
Tell Me About Your Mother #7, collaged inkjet prints, 2014  Brad Isaacs 
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The Cartographer (2014) a wall-sized projected video 
of a motionless deer carcass), this series emerges as a 
small but powerful statement in relation to the 
underlying psychology discussed thus far. In these 
works, the museum diorama imagery is further 
complicated and layered in a negative-positive 
relationship with Rorschach inkblot test shapes. While 
Rorschach tests are now considered outdated by 
many, they were once used widely as a diagnostic 
tool and remain iconic as images in western culture, 
symbolic for their perceived power to reach into the 
unconscious mind [2] Approaching the work from afar 
only the abstracted shapes are clear, however, upon 
closer inspection each piece draws the viewer into the 
Rorschach image where detailed scenes of animals in 
suspiciously idyllic environments emerge. Unlike the 
other works on view, which focus on Canadian 
museum collections, the photos for this series were 
shot  in  the  Akeley  Hall  of  African  Mammals  at the 

American Museum of Natural History in New York. These 
particular dioramas are often cited as the birthplace of 
this kind of display.[3] For Isaacs, The negative/positive 
images and the collage process of cutting up and re-
assembling act as an analogue to taxidermy itself. Here 
symbol-laden images are combined in an attempt to 
depict the foundation of the problem; the image of the 
animal buried in layers of western forms of knowledge, 
between the cultural construction of nature promoted by 
colonial institutions and the human mind as represented 
by psychoanalysis. Each of the ten original test shapes is 
represented as a layer within a diorama photo, through 
which we see gorillas, rhinos and others emerging. The 
work supposes the impossibility of untangling our 
conscious and unconscious perceptions, imagining a 
perverse version of biophilia, one in which we are 
genetically hardwired to be drawn towards non-human 
life, while simultaneously constructing what that is in the 
first place.  

Brad Is aacs 
Tell Me About Your Mother #10, collaged inkjet prints, 2014  Brad Isaacs 
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Notes 

[1] An area of the brain believed to control primary functions, for
example; memory, decision-making and emotional reactions such as
fear.

[2] By interpreting a subjects descriptions of the shapes, conclusions
would be drawn concerning their underlying thoughts or emotions.

[3] These particular dioramas were largely built in the early 1900’s
by Carl Akeley, who made the first wildlife diorama displays for 
museums. 
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egun in 1976, Hiroshi Sugimoto’s images from 
his Diorama series are photographs of diorama 
displays at the American Museum of Natural 

History (AMNH) in New York.  Sugimoto returned to 
the museum multiple times to photograph its 
taxidermy and wax displays until 1999. The 
photographer seems to have chosen his subjects 
aesthetically, as the pictured dioramas range from 
mounted displays in the Akeley Hall of African 
Mammals, like the mountain gorilla habitat group from 
1994, to scenes from the lives of early human relatives, 
such as Cro-Magnon, to underwater scenes. 

Of the series and his first visit to the AMNH 
as a tourist in 1974, Sugimoto says, “I made a 
curious discovery while at the exhibition of animal 
dioramas: the stuffed animals positioned before 
painted backdrops looked utterly fake, yet by taking 
a quick peek with one eye closed, all perspective 
vanished, and suddenly they looked very real.  I had 
found a way to see the world as a camera does.  
However fake the subject, once photographed, it’s 
as good as real.” (Sugimoto, artist’s website) 

And it is true, at first glance, it appears that 
these  are  wildlife  photographs,  live animals frozen in 

time by the camera, not the taxidermist. Looking at 
Polar Bear (Figure 1), the painted background, once 
photographed, becomes atmospheric, extending 
infinitely away, no longer appearing as a painted wall 
in the back of a diorama, but rather as the real arctic 
icescape. The contrast created by the black and white 
of the photograph also places a heaviness back into 
the footsteps of the polar bear, making her appear no 
longer as mounted skin stretched across a manikin, but 
as if her heavy footfalls are halted by the camera 
shutter. Sugimoto’s photograph of the Gemsbok 
diorama (Figure 2) has a very similar effect; the eye 
contact each animal makes with the viewer creates a 
startled momentariness that seems as if it can have 
only been captured by a camera, not frozen by the 
taxidermist. The frames of their case and the glass 
barrier removed, it appears, at first glance, that these 
animals can only have been confronted in the ‘wild,’ 
whatever our conceptions of this wilderness may be.   

This trick of light lasts only an instant, however, 
and instead of captured movement, the viewer notices 
that the polar bear is in fact too stiff to be a photograph 
of a living creature, the background of the Gemsbok, 
too  smoky  and  ethereal  to  be  the  actual Southern 

B 

PRESERVING THE (UNCANNY) END 
OF NATURE: HIROSHI SUGIMOTO'S 
DIORAMA  

Hiroshi Sugimoto began photographing the taxidermy dioramas at the American Museum of Natural History 
in 1976. The photographs appear at first glance to be wildlife photography, but upon closer inspection, 
reveal their unusual nature as taxidermy display. The images themselves exist in a space between the 
natural and unnatural, the real and the imaginary, the past and t he present, to an uncanny effect. By 
looking at these images as ghosts of both Haraway’s ‘Teddy Bear Patriarchy’ and the ‘Endangered Species 
Act of 1973’, this paper presents Sugimoto’s photographs as demonstration s of a specifically ecological 
uncanny which reveals a denial of humanity’s simultaneous construction  and devastation of nature. 

Text by Jessica Landau 
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African plains, each blade of grass and painted tree 
leaf too perfect. The photographs appear to be testing 
reality, playing with its representation. But are these 
images, the Polar Bear, from 1976 and the Gemsbok, 
from 1980, really only about blurring the lines between 
the real and the fake, reality and un-reality?  More 
specifically, the images force the viewer to start to 
question what in fact is the reality of nature, or nature-
represented. 

While the blurring of reality and representation 
may have been the photographer’s original impetus, 
such a simple reading of these images denies the 
discursive layers and multiple systems that the 
photographs enter into and in which the dioramas 
existed before.  For, even once photographed, the 
dioramas never stop being dioramas, on permanent 
display  within  a   carefully   curated   and   preserved 

museum space.  In order to understand the complex 
ways in which the photographs function, it is important 
also to analyze the ways in which the dioramas do, and 
the commentary they provide on the status of nature 
in the popular imaginary. 

In his article ‘Time Halted’, John Yau argues 
that the diorama series “define the viewer as a ghost 
wandering through time, a stranger looking at the 
history of the world,” (Yau, 12).  But I would argue that 
it is the dioramas themselves that do this; their 
combined presence in the Akeley Hall of African 
Mammals or the Millstein Hall of Ocean Life allow 
visitors, or viewers, to become strangers in some other 
time and place; the early 20th century and heyday of 
taxidermy display for instance, or the frozen arctic.  The 
dioramas themselves serve as memories, vestiges of 
the  once  live animals, their distant habitats, and their  

Hiroshi Sugimoto 
Fig.1. Polar Bear, gelatin silver print, 1976  Hiroshi Sugimoto 
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collection as part of an imperial past. 
The photographs seem to ghost this already 

spectral presence of the taxidermy animals.  The 
diorama series pictures, not moments of the past, 
then, but memories of the future, perhaps for the 
future, in a space where time – the past and the 
present – collapse in on each other, the system of the 
photographic series preying on the system of museum 
exhibition and taxidermy display.  Something else is 
happening, once these ghostly creations are 
photographed.  This collision of systems, of time, and 
of space, is unsettling.  Unable to decipher what is real, 
what was real, without firm ground to stand on in the 
present or the past, the viewer is left with an uncanny 
feeling.   

Taxidermy, in its attempts to reanimate life, 
much as the photograph stops it, is  already  uncanny, 

the unfamiliar animal brought into close contact and 
made familiar. Once photographed, however, these 
dioramas, are doubly strange and the animals and the 
natural world they represent are doubly contained.  In 
photographing the diorama mounts at the AMNH, I 
argue that Sugimoto’s photographs enter into a 
discourse of the ecological uncanny, which Jane 
Seppänen, connects “to the disruption of the harmony 
of nature” (Seppänen, 200). Because of this linkage to 
the disruption of nature, the ecological uncanny is 
specifically tied to the global denial of climate change 
and its broadly sweeping impacts. For Seppänen, 
images that visualize ideas of climate change, itself an 
abstract impossible to picture, are at once both 
beautiful and frightening, like a sunset made more 
stunning by atmospheric pollution. This combination 
of the  frightening  and  beautiful  is exactly the quality, 

Hiroshi Sugimoto 
Fig.2. Gemsbok, gelatin silver print, 1980  Hiroshi Sugimoto 
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for Seppänen, that renders an image as part of the 
ecological uncanny (Sepänen, 198).  At a moment of 
increasing awareness of an ecological crisis, Sugimoto 
captures our culture’s preservative obsessions of the 
past, highlighting both our unfamiliarity with the 
natural world and our denial in the attempts to deal 
with the destruction of it. 

* * * * * * *

Tom Gunning uses the concept of the phantasm as an 
analytic to discuss new media, looking backward to 
late 19th-century spirit photography as his comparison 
and method of analysis in his article ‘To Scan a Ghost: 
the Ontology of Mediated Vision’. Taxidermy 
subsequently functions within the phantasmatic role 
that Gunning describes as existing in new media. 
While photography has often been considered in 
terms of its ghostly presence, take Barthes’ conception 
of photography as a reminder of death, for instance, 
photographing a ghost doubles this effect, and “their 
incongruous juxtaposition yields an eerie image of the 
encounter of two ontologically separate worlds,” the 
material and the spectral, and thus, these images, 
“portray a fissured space” (Gunning, 99). 

Gunning’s phantasm exists in the interstices of 
life and death, the tangible and intangible, presence 
and absence (Gunning, 99). A ghostly presence is also 
important to Gunning’s interpretation of new media 
because it shifts the focus from vision to understanding 
based on other senses: “a ghost, a spirit, or a phantom 
is something that is sensed without being seen” 
(Gunning, 102).  In this way, the ghost functions very 
much like a virtual presence (Gunning, 104). 
Taxidermy, as life reanimated, even though unmoving, 
is similar to Gunning’s idea of new media; it can be 
understood to close the gap between what Gunning 
refers to as these “ontologically separate worlds” 
(Gunning, 99). While the dioramas are based on the 
visual, they also invoke the haptic, and a sense of time, 
atmosphere and environment.  Instead of creating a 
simple ghostly reminder of animal life, taxidermy 
attempts to recreate that life itself, as virtual liveliness 
and lived experience, within a single visual field of the 
diorama display, attempting virtual movement 
through stillness. 

If the taxidermy display itself functions as a 
virtual experience of the natural world, what  happens  

when this virtual image is re-presented as a two-
dimensional image? Sugimoto’s photographs, 
ontologically, function almost in an opposite manner as 
the spirit photographs Gunning discusses. While spirit 
photography seems to render an immaterial, abstract 
world as material, taxidermy, though ghostly, is 
nevertheless incredibly material. Photographing it, 
however, renders the taxidermic reminder of animal 
death (or life) as even more spectral, immaterial, and 
ghostly; deepening the space of Gunning’s fissure.  

In a sense, Sugimoto’s images, rendering this 
artificial representation of the natural world as more 
immaterial, demonstrate the ways in which we are 
constantly representing the world primarily through 
sight and vision. Taxidermy serves to mediate the 
natural world, presenting it as it exists in the cultural 
imaginary, not reality. Photographing this mediation, 
however, amplifies the uncanny aspect of this effect, 
serving to exemplify not only the artificiality of the 
created taxidermy diorama but also that interstitial 
fissure. Maybe taxidermy, and consequently these 
photographs of it, is not an artificial representation of 
nature, but displays nature in its purest form, as a 
cultural construction and creation of humans. 

* * * * * * *

In the Akeley Hall of African Mammals (named for Carl 
Akeley, chief taxidermist of the AMNH from 1909 until 
his death in 1926), the strategies of a systematic 
display are visibly evident. Dioramas, each in effect 
acting as their own mini-system or environment, are 
stacked upon each other, rotating around the central 
display of the mounted elephant herd; the Hall neatly 
contains the wildlife of an entire continent into one 
room.  The display was said to have come to Akeley in 
a dream while he was in East Africa on a collecting trip 
for the museum.  It is the perfect system to display 
what Donna Haraway has termed ‘Teddy Bear 
Patriarchy’ (Haraway, 20-64).  Named for the charming 
stuffed animals named after Teddy Roosevelt, Teddy 
Bear Patriarchy is, according to Haraway, central to the 
displays at the AMNH, which she claims are configured 
to help teach young boys how to grow into men. 
Hunting and killing are crucial to that individual 
formation.  In the death of an animal, is the birth of a 
man.  In their original context, these dioramas function 
in part as a display of American virility, deeply imbued 
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with sentiments of imperialism and racial superiority. 
In terms of Haraway’s ‘Teddy Bear Patriarchy’, 

taxidermy is also about the presentation of an originary 
narrative and defining the ways in which our species 
interacts with non-human others. Taxidermy, particularly 
in the African Hall, presents the world at the moment of 
encounter between human and beast. Much like 
Gunning’s fissure, it is a space between human and 
animal, artificial and natural; as Haraway describes it: “the 
moment of the interface of the Age of Mammals with the 
Age of Man” (Haraway, 20). The dioramas collapse time 
and space to represent the perfect specimen of an ideal 
natural world. Taxidermy animals, in the clumsy footprints 
of the polar bear, to the erect posture of the startled 
gemsbok, become perfect representations of the nature 
that the early 20th-century American imaginary believed 
existed beyond the AMNH’s walls.   

Taxidermy, in the AMNH, functions not only as 
representation but also as reproduction. In an early 
20th-century society, with an emphasis on virility, the 
power of reproduction, or creation through hunting, 
killing, then representing nature as it should exist, gave 
American men the power of the progenitor, the 
preserver, the savior. Hunting and preserving trophy 
mounts allowed the American hunter the creative force 
to be the father of the natural world and the American 
landscape.  Nature, in this way bound and contained, 
was under the power of the American government, a 
part of and representative of the masculine settler 
colonial state.  It was part of a noble, virile quest for 
immortality and control. 

But visitors have continued to flock to the AMNH 
and the Akeley Hall, specifically, since the period of 
Teddy Bear Patriarchy in the early 20th century. Many 
visitors would never dream of the urge to hunt animals 
on safari, less the need to do so as a way to claim their 
masculinity and Americanness, and continuing to 
interpret taxidermy displays solely in this manner limits 
their discursive power. Even for Akeley, creating the 
African Hall was also about what Mark Alvey has termed, 
“the preservative obsession” (Alvey, 23). The taxidermist 
understood the important preservative connection 
between taxidermy and photography and even invented 
a special motion picture camera to be used on safaris in 
order to capture wildlife in motion. For Alvey, the 
diorama displays function much like wildlife 
photography, in that the diorama “has a preservative 
aspect as well as an evidentiary one, but its evidentiary 

nature is more than just the indexical ‘record’ of the 
particular skins collected on particular dates in a 
particular locality; it is the transcendent, almost 
mystical, encounter with the ‘real’ animal” (Alvey, 41). 

In this way, Sugimoto’s images amplify what 
Akeley already had in mind for his taxidermy mounts. 
Each diorama, conceived of as an individual window 
into a distant world, lends itself aesthetically to be 
photographed. Compositionally, the mounts are 
meant to function as near photographic images, with 
the connotations of reality that a photograph from a 
hunting trip was meant to recall.  Akeley was deeply 
invested in photographic as well as hunting safaris, 
imbuing his taxidermy displays with a preservative 
obsession linked both to stuffing and picturing 
vanishing animals, in ways that he understood as 
important for the conservation and even recovery of 
endangered species. 

This idea, connecting taxidermy, photography, 
and preservation was far reaching. Men like Akeley and 
even Roosevelt would later become proponents of 
photographic collecting over that of dead specimens, 
traveling with men like George Eastman, of Kodak, and 
the documentarian couple Martin and Osa Johnson on 
AMNH funded trips through East Africa.  Akeley would 
eventually proclaim that photographs were the best 
way to save and preserve wild animals and wild nature, 
stating photography’s benefits in 1924: “when that 
game is over the animals are still alive to play another 
day” (quoted in Ryan, 217). A shift to camera hunting 
was embraced as a specifically conservationist effort, 
with the ability to educate the public on dwindling 
animal populations as well as save individuals directly 
from over hunting. 

But animal photography, much like the 
taxidermy that both influenced and was inspired by it, 
was not only about the scientific recording of facts or 
the conservation of endangered species.  As scholars 
including James Ryan have noted, photography of 
African animals was intimately linked to colonialism 
and the construction of Africa as a distant, savage, and 
dark land, while simultaneously containing and 
controlling it for the viewer’s consumption.  For Ryan, 
“Both animal photography and taxidermy depended 
on a sense of physical closeness of human and animal, 
eroding the distance between the wild animal (and its 
habitat) and the hunter-photographer (and ‘his’ 
homeland)…   Despite   these   effects   of    proximity, 
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however, the display of wild animals in spaces far 
removed from their natural habitat served simultaneously 
to maintain the distance between the ‘wild’ and the ‘non-
wild’, the ‘civilized’ and the ‘savage’” (Ryan, 217). 

Nature photography as well as taxidermy 
displays, serve to blur the lines between the viewer's 
conception of wild and non-wild, contained and 
uncontainable. In the same way that taxidermy 
dioramas and photographs bring wild animals within 
physical reach, they also serve to exaggerate the 
physical distance between the once-living animal, in its 
natural habitat, and its eventual display, either in the 
photographic image, a ghostly presence, or as a 
mounted skin, an obvious reminder of death.  Despite 
this, the initial encounter with either a taxidermy animal 
or even one printed from film is still momentarily 
thrilling,   the   exotic  creature  temporarily  stumbled  

upon and captured for the viewer’s pleasure. 
Taxidermy mounts, particularly those in the 

AMNH, act as re-presentations of this moment of the 
hunter’s transcendental encounter with nature, the 
wild animal.  In the actual taxidermy diorama of the 
Gemsbok display (Figure 3) that preservative 
mysticism is evident. The viewer is confronted with the 
herd, the taxidermist wants us to feel startled like each 
animal just lifted her head at the sound of our nearby 
footfalls.  The diorama presents the feeling that the 
animals might turn and dart away at any moment.  But 
of course they do not and will not, and this moment of 
encounter with the wild beast is preserved forever 
behind glass and slotted in among other similar ones. 
In this way, in the middle of Manhattan, visitors to the 
AMNH can re-live this momentary encounter over and 
over     again.    Nature     is     contained    at   its   most 

Jessica  Landau 
Fig.3. Gemsbok, digital photography, 2015  Jessica Landau 
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transcendental instant for future generations that may 
never know or never have the opportunity for this kind 
of encounters in what we would consider the ‘real' 
wild. 

For Haraway, this presentation of what she calls 
“the gaze of meeting, the moment of truth, the original 
encounter,” is instrumental to the embodiment of 
‘Teddy Bear Patriarchy’ in the diorama displays of the 
AMNH.  She refers to this moment of encounter as a 
“communion” transfixing the viewers (Haraway, 25).  It 
is utterly unnatural, a false creation of the museum, yet 
understood as transcendent. These are not the 
encounters viewers expect with actual wild animals but 
are in fact the ones the American public wishes it had, 
and fears it never will again, with the threat of the 
vanishing wilderness. Instead of desiring a communion 
with actual nature, viewers can fulfill their quest for 
natural encounters through a re-creation, a specter, of 
the wild animal. 

* * * * * * *

In a certain sense, taxidermy displays in the 
AMNH do not necessarily function in terms of the 
traditional conception of the Freudian uncanny, 
described by many as the feeling when something 
familiar seems unfamiliar. Instead, the taxidermy 
displays that bring nature within sight, if not reach, 
freezing a false memory of a mystical time when nature 
was wild, make the unfamiliar familiar again. By 
mounting and containing wild animal skins within a 
diorama, an animal that the viewer is unlikely to ever 
encounter in the wild, from a place most viewers are 
unlikely ever to visit in person, is made possessable, at 
least within the plane of vision. The display spaces of 
the Akeley Hall or the Hall of Ocean Life collapse time 
and space to render nature, while transcendent, as 
something tangible, within our reach and control.  The 
AMNH can be said to have a preservative mission, but 
preserving what and for whom? 

* * * * * * *

Polar Bear in 1976, Earth Day was only 6 years old.  
The environment and the destruction of it were fresh 
in the awareness of many Americans. From an 
Akeley type of obsession with preservation, grew an 
interest in conservation and sustainability. 

The Endangered Species Act (ESA) was 
passed in 1973, only three years before Sugimoto 
began the Diorama series.  According to the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service: “The purpose of the ESA is to 
protect and recover imperiled species and the 
ecosystems upon which they depend.” Interestingly, 
Akeley, and even Roosevelt, likely believed that they 
were preserving the world’s imperiled species and 
representing the ecosystems on which they 
depended within the diorama displays at the AMNH. 
The ESA extended earlier legislation from the 1960’s 
concerning endangered species, most importantly 
allowing for the listing and subsequent protection of 
threatened species by the act.  In the act, threatened 
connotes that “a species is likely to become 
endangered within the foreseeable future” (US Fish & 
Wildlife Service). But who foresees this future? 

When considering Sugimoto’s Polar 
Bear (Figure 1) from 1976 it is tempting to think that 
he or even the taxidermists and museum curators 
from the beginning of the last century foresaw the 
current plight of the polar bear. Just listed as 
threatened under the ESA in 2008, the polar bear has 
become the symbol of the horrors of global warming 
and melting sea ice in today’s environmental 
movement; it is hard to look at any representation of 
the animal without these issues coming to mind. 

But this image is not meant to recall melting 
polar ice caps, at least not visually. Instead, the 
atmospheric effects that blur the painted backdrops 
make the ice appear as if it extends infinitely. 
Comparing Sugimoto’s image to my own photo of the 
diorama (Figure 4), the mistiness of the black and white 
photograph becomes even more apparent.  While the 
current backdrop of the polar bear diorama has likely 
been changed since Sugimoto photographed it, a 
comparison is still generative. In its current state, the 
coloring of the sunset and the form of the ice is nearly 
otherworldly. This is meant to recall a foreign and 
distant space, and the polar bear seems as an alien and 
imposing creature, not an imperiled species in need of 
human    intervention.    In   the  photograph  (Figure 1), 
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At the time when Sugimoto began photographing 
the dioramas, the US had recently become interested 
in a conservative obsession with a new found fixation 
on what came to be understood as an environmental 
crisis.   By   the   time  Sugimoto   photographed   the



unlike the diorama, the polar bear and freshly killed seal 
are separated from their backgrounds, almost floating in 
the atmospheric space of their environments.  The re-
created habitats, in a way, when re-presented in the 
photograph seem at first to be more real, but because of 
that ethereality and thus questionable realness, become 
even further from reality.  They are almost hyper-real, a 
virtual image of a world most viewers have never 
witnessed; the infinite icecaps can only be compared 
to the arctic of the imaginary.  The glass may be 
removed for the viewer, but the artifice is not.  And this 
is the moment when the concept of the ecological 
uncanny becomes important. 

Freud closely relates feelings of the uncanny to 
the idea of the double, the concept that we search for 
a likeness or representation of ourselves in countless 
places. Freud likens doubling to the reflection in 
mirrors,  or   Egyptian  images  of the dead and even a 

 belief in the afterlife or spirits.  According to Freud, the 
double, connected to ideas of self-preservation and 
the immortal soul, shifts its function in dreamscapes, 
“from having been an assurance of immortality, it 
becomes the uncanny harbinger of death” (Freud, 
940). The original dioramas seem to function for 
Akeley, for Roosevelt, (and can we say for American 
hegemonic and normative patriarchy) as a simple 
double, a place to represent and preserve a sense of 
self, but once photographed, and doubled again, the 
imperial gaze is lost and this doubling becomes 
uncanny.  While we always knew that taxidermy 
displays were created with mounted animal skins, 
Sugimoto's images make the viewer question the 
reality of these scenes, and that questioning becomes 
uncanny.  At this moment, Freud tells us, “the ‘double’ 
has become a thing of terror” (Freud, 941). 

Here, in the image of the polar bear, nature is 

Jessica  Landau 
Fig.4. Polar Bear Diorama, digital photography, 2015  Jessica Landau 
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doubled to that terrifying effect. In fact, Sugimoto’s 
photograph, acts as a double of the doubling of 
nature.  Taxidermy, already an attempt to reanimate a 
dead form, the first doubling, seems re-reanimated 
through the photograph, but only momentarily.  The 
effect that the polar bear could have been caught alive 
by the camera lasts only an instant, almost as if the 
attempt to make the animal seem alive again, makes 
it appear as more dead, or possibly un-dead. An 
understanding of the reality of nature, of the natural 
world, is removed even further from the viewer, once 
the dioramas are photographed. 

Upon closer inspection, the atmospheric reality 
of the scene is taken over by the artificially of it.  This is 
clearly not wildlife photography. Instead, the taxidermic 
stillness of the polar bear becomes emphasized in the 
image.  This is not stilled movement caught by the 
camera, but non-movement exaggerated by it, the stark 
lighting and sharp contrast highlighting the heaviness of 
the paws, the stiffness of the limbs and the frozen 
expression.  It becomes clear that this polar bear will 
never walk again, making it seem instead as if she never 
did.  The seal is equally frozen, this time in a double, 
perhaps triple death, killed by the museum collectors for 
a taxidermy display, preserved, re-killed by the taxidermy 
polar bear, then displayed and subsequently 
photographed, and in this way killed a third time by the 
camera.  Only a small pool of blood reminds the 
viewers of the reality of the violence of the creation of 
this image.  The landscape also contains a heightened 
reality that becomes artificial, the ice is too infinite, the 
cracks in it too perfect.  This is a replica of the arctic of 
the imaginary, cold, open and unending. 

The photograph of the Gemsbok (Figure 2) 
occupies an equally disconcerting space between the 
presentation of reality and the representation of 
artificiality. Much like the Polar Bear, the painted 
background of the Gemsbok floats away into space, 
rendering an atmosphere of the African plains as 
ghostly, unending and almost untouchable. When 
photographed, the startling instant of the momentary 
encounter with the wild animal becomes enduring and 
uncomfortable. In black and white, the viewer no longer 
stumbles upon an unsuspecting herd of Gemsbok but 
is confronted by them, almost eternally. The heightened 
contrast hides the glass eyes from view and although 
confronted, the animals do not directly return the 
viewer's gaze. They stare through us, to  their living past 

perhaps, or even a future where the space that they 
represent, any conception of wilderness, no longer 
exists. 

This moment of encounter between wild beast 
and museum visitor, once photographed, no longer 
serves as a simple moment of communion with nature. 
In the black and white image, the startled expression 
turns almost into a plea. The animals seem to stare out 
through the picture plane, into viewers from the future, 
and perhaps even the past, begging, but for what?  To 
be recognized, perhaps, as once living creatures, 
professing their own lived reality within this space of 
constructed and constricted nature. But is that lived 
reality, in fact, different from the life of the taxidermy 
mounts behind glass?  Is it possible that all animals, 
wild or otherwise, seem to exist within artificial 
dioramas, albeit large ones, among the wildlife 
preserves, reservations, and even zoos?  

Key in Freud’s description of the uncanny is the 
prefix un, which is “the token of repression” (Freud, 
947).  So the uncanny is “something which is secretly 
familiar…which has undergone repression and then 
returned from it” (Freud, 947). If these images are 
indeed uncanny, which I believe they are, what is being 
repressed then? Is it Haraway’s ‘Teddy Bear 
Patriarchy’, a fear or discomfort with the nation’s 
imperial past and the continued problematic of neo-
colonialism and misogyny?   

In some respects, certainly, but the Polar Bear 
and the Gemsbok also represent more specifically an 
idea of the ecological uncanny. The ecological uncanny 
is connected not only to the blurring between 
unfamiliarity and familiarity, but I would argue also the 
natural and unnatural. It is this tension between the 
artificiality of the museum dioramas and the reality of 
them that exacerbate the photographs’ feelings of the 
uncanny. This idea of the uncanny is particularly potent 
concerning the ecological because ideas of climate 
change are at once felt in reality and denied or 
repressed. Climate change and environmental 
destruction, as well as efforts towards conservation and 
sustainability, are almost impossible to picture. 
Sugimoto’s images capture these tensions, between 
the natural and the unnatural, the live animal and the 
dead animal, the conserved environment and the 
destroyed one, the visible and the invisible, that render 
the photographs uncanny, in particularly as part of the 
ecological uncanny. 
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By prompting the question of reality, then 
exposing the artificiality of the dioramas, the 
photographs of the Polar Bear and the Gemsbok 
highlight the artificially constructed nature of the 
popular imaginary. Nature no longer is natural, and 
perhaps never was. The ecological uncanny exposes 
the repressed fears of the natural world and our 
complicit destruction of it.  As I mentioned earlier, 
the first Earth Day was in 1970, and now, 46 years 
later, we use more fossil fuel than ever before. Bill 
McKibben reminds us, in his updated introduction to 
The End of Nature, that “global warming is not a 
problem of the future.  It is here and now, each year 
emerging with more power, each year closer to 
assuming its destiny as the most important fact in 
our politics, economies, and daily lives” (McKibben, 
xv). Our blatant denial of the human impact on the 
world is itself uncanny. 

McKibben informs readers, though, that it is 
not only the denial of the destruction of the 
environment that is uncanny but in fact the denial of 
the construction of nature. For McKibben, nature has 
been traditionally defined as a respite from 
civilization, a place for the proverbial ‘getting away 
from it all,’ an opposite that is needed in order to 
delineate human civilization. He writes: “But we still 
feel the need for pristine places, places substantially 
unaltered by man. Even if we do not visit them, they 
matter to us. We need to know that though we are 
surrounded by buildings, there are vast places where 
the world goes on as it always has” (McKibben, 47). 
And, in a way, this is how the dioramas and the 
display techniques of Teddy Bear Patriarchy function. 
They remind museum visitors that, even in the middle 
of Manhattan, nature exists, for our viewing pleasure, 
whether through the lens of a camera, the sight of a 
rifle, or the glass case of the diorama.  

In The End of Nature, McKibben stresses the 
conscious impact of humans on the environment; the 
end of nature was no accident.  He aptly reminds 
readers that the debate over climate change, the mere 
fact that it is considered debatable at all, is uncanny.  
Nature, as well as the devastation of it, were created by 
humans. For example, McKibben considers the 
destruction of the ozone: "The greenhouse effect is a 
more apt name than those who coined it imagined. 
The carbon dioxide and trace gasses are like the panes 
of glass in a greenhouse.  The analogy is accurate.  But 
it's   more  than that.   We  have   built a greenhouse,  a 

human creation, where once there bloomed a sweet 
and wild garden” (McKibben, 78).   

But perhaps McKibben is wrong.  It seems, 
looking through the blurred lines of time and space 
created by Sugimoto’s photographs, that this garden 
was never sweet nor wild. Taxidermy does not depict 
a representation of the natural world or natural history, 
but rather the artificial creation of it. Thinking in terms 
of the discursive layers of the Polar Bear and Gemsbok 
photographs, the images also highlight the taxidermy 
dioramas. Like the photographs, the dioramas exist 
within the ecological uncanny, between the natural 
and unnatural, in a blurred space of artificial nature, in 
the interstices of Gunning’s virtual and ghostly fissure. 
Perhaps nature has always been this bounded, and 
Sugimoto’s images are so unsettling and uncanny 
because they remind us of this fact; that nature never 
existed save for how it has been represented and 
contained by humans.  It isn’t the end of nature as 
McKibben describes it that is represented here – but 
the construction of it.  Is it possible that nature won't 
end because it never truly existed as natural? 

Even if your outlook is not so grim, the 
Gemsbok and Polar Bear still function, if not as ghosts 
of what nature is, then certainly what it will become. 
Maybe the images are so uncanny because they not 
only collapse tensions between the natural and 
unnatural, but also because of the way they stop time, 
in an unsettling way, that is grounded neither in the 
present nor the past.  In a certain sense, the ecological 
uncanny, because of the urgent need for change, is also 
descriptive of representations of the future, or 
potentially for the future. The Gemsbok and Polar Bear, 
as dioramas, become preservations for the not so 
distant future that will never witness these animals in any 
sense of a wilderness as we understand it. The ghostly 
images then can be read as creations of memories for 
the future. In this uncanny space between life and 
death, the natural and unnatural, past and future, 
Sugimoto captured the repressed discomfort with the 
natural world and our species’ inability to confront its 
own denial. 
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he natural history diorama, first created by Carl 
Akeley for the Milwaukee Pubic Museum, 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, USA in 1890, seeks to 

immerse the viewer into the natural world. The more 
refined the diorama, the more skilled the taxidermy and 
painted  background, the more the life of the animal is 
both understood and felt. Just as the cinema transports 
us to another time and space, pulling us emotionally in 
the direction(s) sought by all involved, the natural history 
diorama asks the viewer to enter into each environment 
with wonder and leave with a new understanding of the 
flora and fauna within. Each environment is designed so 
that the perfect vantage point exists when it is viewed 
within a specific range of spaces and heights, which 
isolate the diorama’s edges, its construction, and the 
curve of the background from view. With my 
photographs, I seek to disturb this perfect fiction by 
revealing those edges and the glass’s presence through 
the use of reflection and the repositioning of the frame. 

For the past 15 years, I have used the natural 
history  diorama  and  the   taxidermied   animal  as  my 

subject. The resulting bodies of work, UnNatural History 
and UnNatural History Portraits, consist of photographs 
taken in museums and taxidermy shops in the United 
States and Europe. My interest in the subject began 
unexpectedly from an image I photographed while 
visiting the Exhibit Museum on the University of 
Michigan campus in Ann Arbor, Michigan, USA. I took a 
photograph of an underwater pond. To my eyes, the 
diorama appeared utterly fake, but the image on my 
film showed a haunting, beautifully lit space. I was used 
to knowing exactly how an image would appear on the 
film and this discovery peaked my interest.  I decided to 
seek out natural history museums when I traveled. While 
photographing in the American Museum of Natural 
History in New York, I made the discovery that the glass 
of the case, something that most photographers avoid 
showing, could be made to bring elements and animals 
within other dioramas into the photograph’s frame 
through reflection. 

I am interested in our relationship with the 
natural   environment  and the ways we objectify animals 

T 

REFRAMING ANIMALS   

This article, presents an overview of the natural history  diorama and the approach to taxidermy created by 
Carl Akeley in 1886. This history, along with a selection  of examples of contemporary photographers who 
use the diorama as their subject, is given as background  from which to present my body of work titled 
UnNatural History. This series is a collection of photographs shot in natural history museums in the US and 
abroad. Using reflection and the inclusion of items within the diorama's case meant to remain unseen, I 
seek to point to its unreality and the disconnection within th e human/animal relationship.  
Text by Diane Fox 
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in particular. The dancing, happy pigs used as icons for 
BBQ joints and meatpacking plants have always struck 
me as deeply ironic. Plastic animals take us for rides in 
theme parks and animated versions sell us products. 
Nature comes to us, viewed through glass windows at 
the zoo, natural history museum, or framed on 
television. Most of us experience a constructed illusion 
of nature instead of observing it in its natural state. We 
have usurped the land for our own usage and are 
deeply afraid and unwilling to share these environments 
with the animals that were once its inhabitants. Through 
my images, I wish to point to this distancing of ourselves 
from the natural world. 

Through the glass of the diorama’s frame, we 
view animals from far off places at a safe distance. 
Dioramas (like photographs) create a framed moment 
of nature frozen in time. The more closely the dioramas 
resemble an actual space and event, the more closely 
the taxidermied animals appear to breathe life, the 
deeper our sense of wonder and connection. It is this 
dichotomy between the real and the unreal, the version 

of life portrayed and the actuality of death, the inherent 
beauty of the animals within their fabricated 
environment and the understanding of its invention, 
that finds me both attracted and repelled. With these 
photographs I wish the viewer to come to the piece with 
an initial reading of the image as one that was taken in 
a natural setting with living animals and linger long 
enough to begin to question its reality.  

The UnNatural History series began in 2000 as 
a study in black and white with the aperture set (F16-22) 
to a deep depth of field. This merged the background, 
middle ground and foreground seamlessly onto one 
focal plane. In these images, it is hard to distinguish 
between what is painted, reflected and three-
dimensional. In 2007 I began leaving some of my 
photographs in color and changing others to black and 
white when I switched from my 35mm film camera to a 
digital SLR. I discovered that in many instances the 
richness of the color was compelling and that the 
photograph worked best when the color was retained. 
You  can  see  this in two images, Seagulls,  The  Slovak 

Diane F ox 
The Slovak National Museum, Bratislava, Slovakia, 2008  Diane Fox 
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Number ed, Museum d'Histoire Naturelle, Geneva, Switzerland 2012  Diane  Fox 

Diane Fox 
Swans, Bell Museum of Natural History, Minneapolis, Minnesota 2015	 Diane Fox
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Scarlet Ibis, 2014	 Diane Fox 34



Diane Fox 
Fox 2, 2014	 Diane Fox
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Baboon, 2014	 Diane Fox
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National Museum, Bratislava, Slovakia 2008 and The 
Slovak National Museum, Bratislava, Slovakia 2008 
(deer) shot on the same day in the same museum.  
            In 2008 I had the opportunity to photograph in 
Alexis Turner’s shop, London Taxidermy, in London, 
England. London Taxidermy rents animals for fashion 
photography and on sets for theater and film, so the 
taxidermy is kept in pristine condition. Though I was 
interested in four portrait images of animals I selected 
from that session, they did not constitute a series and 
were put in a folder for later consideration. In 2011 I was 
given another opportunity to move taxidermied animals 
into a studio lighting condition in Morrill Hall, a natural 
history museum in Lincoln Nebraska, USA. Unlike the 
previous animals, these were from the museum’s 
backroom and had been decommissioned from their 
dioramas because of wear and damage. Many, like 
Monkey, show cracks moving through their faces, which 
makes their death obvious, even against the brightness 
of their eyes. In 2014 I had the opportunity to return to 
London Taxidermy to add to the series and last year I 
photographed in the Nature Lab at the Rhode Island 
School of Design in Providence, Rhode Island, USA.  

UnNatural History Portraits display the 
taxidermied animal portrait in larger-than-life scale and 
gazing directly at the viewer. They seek to raise the 
status of the animal, much in the same way that historical 
portrait paintings of the aristocracy are displayed within 
art museums. These photographs ask the viewer to 
confront the animal’s history as a living being and their 
subsequent treatment in death. 
          I continue to be fascinated by this subject, as each 
time I visit a museum I am presented with new subjects 
and relationships through my lens. Additionally, the 
natural history diorama itself is endangered. While the 
American Museum of Natural History in New York City, 
New York, USA recently completed an extensive 
renovation of their African Hall dioramas, many of which 
Carl Akeley created, this is unique. More often dioramas 
are being dismantled as they age and the public’s 
interest fades. Though I do not work in a documentary 
style, I wish to visit these museums to reframe the 
animals whose lives have been taken in order to present 
us with a view into their past worlds and let us question 
their future environments. 

Diane Fox 
Puffin, 2016	 Diane Fox

Diane Fox is a Senior Lecturer in the College of Architecture and 
Design at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville where she teaches 
photography and graphic design courses. Solo exhibitions of her 
work have been shown in a variety of spaces including the Erie Art 
Museum, Erie, PA; Huntsville Museum of Art, Huntsville, AL; 
Greyfriars Art Space in Norfolk, England; Sarratt Gallery, 
Nashville, TN; Dom Muz Gallery, Torun, Poland; and Santa 
Reparata Gallery, Florence, Italy. Selected pieces have been 
exhibited in numerous juried shows including the Los Angeles 
Center for Digital Photography, Los Angeles, CA; the Camera Club 
of New York, New York, NY; and Prix de la Photographie in Paris, 
France. Images from “UnNatural History” are cited in Giovanni 
Aloi’s book Art and Animals and Taxidermy by Alexis Turner 
published by Thymes and Hudson.  
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produce many other books dealing with 
American urban life in the distinctive ‘street 
photographer’ style of the time, this book stands out 
for its groundbreaking exploration of the multiple 
interactions, sometimes intimate, sometimes bizarre, 
between humans and variously ‘captive’ animals at 
New York’s Central Park and Bronx zoos and the 
Coney Island Aquarium. The initial interest in taking 
the animal pictures was largely human (Winogrand’s 
own children on a day out). However, as Winogrand 
himself explained in an interview in 1981, he soon 
began to see that between the humans and the 
animals something was clearly ‘going on’. What 
emerges from the resulting images is, in John 
Szarkowski’s words—describing the zoo pictures in 
the Afterword to the original book—'a grotesquery 
… where unlikely human beings and jaded careerist 
animals stare at each other through bars, exhibiting 
bad manners and a mutual failure to recognise their 
own ludicrous predicaments'. In these various 
human/animal ‘contact zones’, Winogrand’s seminal 
images stand somewhat apart from more recent 
photographic work in zoos such as Jaschinski’s 
evocative, enigmatic   and    uncomfortable    animal 

subjects (1966), printed hard and dark, Berry’s through-
glass primate portraits or Hofer (1993) and Noelker’s 
(2004) colour images of zoo animals variously enclosed 
in strange, abstract and artificialized spaces. In this 
paper, I want to look afresh at Winogrand's zoo 
photographs from the perspective of an increasingly 
mature sub-discipline of ‘animal studies', one that has 
consistently engaged with zoos, both as places of 
particular, yet revealing, human/animal interactions and 
as spaces of contention (Anderson 1995; Malamud 
1998 Braverman 2012; Grazian 2015). 

Winogrand’s book The Animals was published 
by the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1969, 
following a solo exhibition of the photographer’s work. 
The book had an initial print run of 30,000 and sold at 
a price of $2.50 (Szarkowski 1988, 22). The Animals 
contains 43 black and white gravure printed images (in 
addition to the front and rear cover photographs). 
Most were taken at the Central Park Zoo of New York 
over a series of visits between 1962 and 1968. Though 
Winogrand was working largely as a commercial 
photographer at this time, many of the hallmarks of the 
Robert Frank inspired ‘street’ style with which he later 
became associated are present in the zoo pictures; the 
use of a hand-held 35mm Leica camera with wide 
angle lens, un-posed photographs taken close-in to his 

T he Animals (1969) was the first  published 
book of the American photographer Garry 
Winogrand (1928-1984). While  he went on to 

SOMETHING GOING ON  

Akira Lippit wrote that animals and photographs produce similar liminal and phantasmatic effects going on 
to assert that animals were, in many ways, ‘fleshy photographs’. In the 1960s, the ‘street’ photographer 
Garry Winogrand, who, along with Robert Frank and Lee Friedlander, came to define  a particular style of 
American documentary photography, took a series of images in the zoos of New York city. Some of  those 
were published in the 1969 book The Animals. Not considered, at the time, to be a major contribution to the 
canon and even dismissed by one critique as ‘snapshots’, these photographs of the zoo as street need to be 
revisited in the light of our recently renewed artistic, ethical and intellectual engagement with non-human 
animals and the spaces in which  we place them.animals were,animals and the spaces in which  we place 
them. 

Text by Henry Buller
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subjects, the tilting of either the vertical or the 
horizontal frame edge, the image capturing a particular 
moment of a look or coincidental placing. 

Never a deliberate or coherent photographic 
‘project’ from the outset, The Animals reveals 
Winogrand’s emergent awareness and interest in the 
zoo as a place of juxtapositions, gestures, and 
interactions that are often subtly metaphoric—
Szarkowski (1969) refers to the images as ’as complex 
and simple as ancient parables’- as well as being both 
humorous and ironic. In zoos, both human and non-
human animals can be ‘funny looking’ (Figure 1). 

I grew up within walking distance of the 
Bronx Zoo. And then when my first two 
children were young, I used to take them 
to the zoo. Zoos are always interesting. 
And I make pictures. Actually, the animal 
pictures came about in a funny way. I 
made a few shots. If you could see those 
contact sheets, they're mostly of the kids 

and maybe a few shots where I'm just 
playing. And at some point, I realized 
something was going on in some of 
those pictures, so then I worked at it  
[ … ] I kept going to the zoo because 
things were going on in certain pictures. 
It wasn't a project (Winogrand, quoted in 
Diamonstein 1982, unpaginated). 

Of the 43 images in the book, 12 include primates and 
7 (counting the front cover too) include elephants. 
Most, but by no means all the photographs, also 
contain humans. Those that don’t tend to capture the 
animals in moments or positions that we recognize 
through a sense of either shared corporeality, 
behaviour or sociability; an orangutan struggles on an 
uncomfortable concrete floor (plate 1), two monkeys 
‘wave’ human-like hands, one held pointing up, the 
other down (plate 2), gorillas hug one another (plate 
4), a young primate hanging from parallel bars urinates 
on    a    confrere    below    (plate   36), a   beluga whale 

Garry Winogrand 

Fig.1: New Yo rk, 1963, Plate 9 of The Animals  © the Estate of Garry Winogrand 
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seemingly looks at the photographer and 
‘smiles’ (plate 19), a hippopotamus opens his mouth 
wide to reveal an empty packet of potato chips 
lodged within (plate 31), two elephants seem to 
‘mock’ a lone rhinoceros (plate 22, see Figure 2) 
while elsewhere other elephants (and, on the back 
cover, lions) try vaguely and inconsequentially to 
mount each other (plate 12).  

In these images, the structures, materials, 
and spaces of the animals' confinement are evident. 
This is, after all, an urban zoo, a ‘dirty prison’ with 
its ‘atmosphere of nakedness and brown soap 
harshness’ that the critic Janet Malcolm likened to 
the paintings of Francis Bacon (Malcolm 1976, 133, 
quoted in Als 2013). Here, for Karmel, is ‘an animal 
world that is full of depression, frustration and rage 
not unlike the modern world around it’ (Karmel 
1981, 41). This, in part, was the New Yorker 
Winogrand’s fascination with the zoo and its 
animals as a commentary on the human condition. 
Central    Park   Zoo,   in    particular,   lying   at   the 

intersection of the East and West ‘sides' of Manhattan, 
with Harlem to the north and 5th Avenue to the south, 
was a signifying focal point for the quotidian politics 
of the urban human ‘jungle’. Zoos, as Winogrand 
himself pointed out, are always in cities and the 
animals within them neither ‘wild’ not ‘tame’.  

In her fascinating counter-narrative to 
conventional zoo history, Uddin (2015) links the design 
and re-design of American zoos and the shifting 
display of their animal residents to broader processes 
of post-War urban renewal and with it the emergence 
of racialised urban discourses. She draws particular 
attention to Winogrand’s Animals series both for its 
portrayal of the poor state and antiquated design of 
the animal enclosures and for its evocation of the 
'pronounced disorder of relations between human 
and nonhuman, rehearsing the sense of perversity that 
had characterized American urbanism since 
Progressive Era muckraking' (Uddin 2015, 61). In her 
eyes, the photographer ‘toyed with the  vocabulary  of  

Garry Winogrand 
Fig.2: New York, 1963, Plate 22 of The Animals © the Estate of Garry Winogrand 
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a city’s decline’ (64). Winogrand himself would 
admit to neither as specific intentions of the Animals 
series, describing himself as merely a ‘mechanic’, 
interested in the aesthetic framing the world rather 
than drawing deeper meaning from it, an approach 
characteristic of the individualistic documentary style 
of the time that was very much supported by 
Szarkowski at MoMA. If prevailing societal concerns 
were at all addressed through photographs, it 
was through ‘social satire’, rather than purposeful 
social commentary (Green, 1984). The end result, 
for Uddin (2015 62) ‘becomes a soft critique of zoo 
modernism, where the dutiful response of white 
liberal shame over depicted conditions was 
filtered through the pleasures of odd angles, 
disjunctive shadows, unexpected cropping and so 
forth’.  

Others though, with hindsight have found 
greater critical depth in The Animals series. Balaschak 
(2013, 12) reinvests Winogrand’s work with the 
redemptive power of satire by placing it within the 
context of the ongoing Vietnam War: ‘Winogrand’s 
pictures remind us that as much as we go to the zoo 
to view animals, we also go there to view ourselves’. 
He goes on: 

The persuasiveness of Winogrand’s satire 
lies in the photographer’s ability to use The 
Animals to alert us to the public’s passive 
participation in both the restriction and 
release of our all-too-accessible animalism. 
Evoked by Winogrand’s repeated framing 
of the zoo’s enclosures, a general state of 
conflict is alluded to in The Animals. The 
tameness of the “wild” creatures in The 
Animals forces us to realize the irrationality 
of confining nature. As viewers of the 
images, like viewers of animals in such 
parks, we participate in a peculiar, if not 
cruel,zdomesticationzprocess.  
(Balaschak 2013, 18) 

Similarly, re-examining Winogrand’s ‘animals’ after 
the September 11th, 2001 attacks on New York, the 
writer Hilton Als argues that Winogrand’s pictures 
‘presage what is commonly held to be our shared 
disaster but what in fact reveals that this 
“brotherhood” is rotten at the core. 

‘We are all in a zoo, fat with lethargy and 

discrimination: this is my cage, not yours. 
Central Park is the only central metaphor we 
have for difference in the city since the 
brutality of difference is acted out in its 
environs, again and again. This divide began 
but did not end there.’  
(Als 2013, 109) 

Back in 1969, Szarkowski himself, in his ‘afterward’ 
to The Animals saw something of this too: 

For those of us on the other side of the bars, 
the case is less clear. We are there because 
animals look funny, or conceivably because 
they look noble, but there may be a darker 
side to the satisfaction we find at the zoo. It 
may be that we are relieved to find that even 
the animals, with their much—publicized 
supposed virtues—sharp of tooth, swift of 
foot, courageous in protecting their young, 
good eyes, etc.—that even the animals can 
be reduced to a state of whimpering psychic 
paralysis if they are forced to live in 
circumstances similar to those of the typical 
modern urban dweller (1969,  3) 

Moving away from the metaphoric power of the 
caged urban animal, the majority of the images 
in The Animals involve both humans and non-
humans in juxtaposed multi-species, multi-ethnic co-
vitality, each telling stories about the other. In three 
images (the cover, plate 15 and plate 18), a human 
hand and an elephant’s tusk reach out toward each 
other across the barriers and walls of the latter’s 
confinement. Though they never actually touch, 
there is mutuality here, a shared intent to feed and 
be fed (Figure 3). 

In one of the more striking images in the series, 
a boy/young man points a barely visible (toy) gun at a 
caged bear who, seemingly in response, sticks his 
tongue out between the wire mesh (plate 3). In 
another, children (perhaps bored by the lethargy and 
dullness of the animals on display) perform monkey-like 
acrobatics on the fence surrounding a pair of 
rhinoceros; a woman watches them, a man watches the 
rhinoceros (plate 6).  In a third, a man (a ‘jeune loup’) 
with lupine eyes casually puts his arm around a girl as 
unseen, behind them both, a ‘real’ wolf creeps forward 
across   the  concrete   cage  floor (Plate 13).  Elsewhere 
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(plate 43), a smiling woman proudly holds a hairless 
baby up before a caged Orangutan ‘mother' with an 
infant; all four look incongruous and the bleached 
white human child, against the dark and half hidden 
orangutan baby, particularly so. By tipping the 
horizontal, Winogrand brings a lone male lion level 
with a line of winter-wrapped children presented like 
so many not-so-loyal subjects (Plate 34). In other 
images, hard-faced, largely joyless crowds watch 
animal displays (Plates 24 and 25). This is no 
Disneyland. Finally, in an image that is striking in its 
initial absurdity (Plate 27), two pairs of four people – 
one pair united by being inside a cardboard box, the 
other united through matching checkered shirts and 
jeans - observe a pair of elephants (Figure 4). Again, 
the image is tipped horizontally – the vertical being 
drawn from the side of the cardboard box. There is 
something elephantine in this singular and inelegant 
box with four legs, its purpose presumably to observe 
unobserved, thereby confounding the very function of 
the   zoo   display.   The  two  elephants, however, are 

unperturbed by this strange hybrid, a languid trunk is 
draped across the low wall. Is it going too far to read 
in the conscious coupling of this image, where 
humans, like Noah’s animals, go two by two, an implicit 
reference to heteronormalcy, convention and its social 
reproduction in domesticated animal and human 
populations? 

The zoo, seen through Winogrand’s pictures, is 
very much a place of encounter yet one where 
genuine human/animal interaction is limited to a 
series of relatively mundane acts. Human/animal 
relationality is implied and suggested in these 
images, first, through the reassurance and 
entertainment value (Hanson 2002) of a shared – and 
ironic – common animality (‘they’ are sometimes like 
‘us’/ ‘we’ are sometimes like ‘them’ – the animal as 
the ‘originary metaphor’, Lippit 1998), second, 
through the active performance of what Anderson 
(1995, 276) calls the ‘cultural self-definition’ of 
distance from (and dominance of) the natural world 
and, third, through symbolic subjugation: 

Garry Winogrand 

Fig.3: Bronx Z oo, 1963, Plate 18 of The Animals © the Estate of Garry Win ogrand 
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After all that has been said in the past 
fifty years concerning man’s deep-rooted 
inadequacies, it is bracing to go to the 
zoo and observe that the orangutan, 
magnificent though he may be in the 
jungle, is no better than the rest of us 
when forced to live in a modern city.  
(Szarkowski 1969, 5) 

But, as Berger (1980) warns, it is too easy and too 
evasive to use the zoo solely as a symbol. The zoo is, 
above all, ‘a demonstration of the relations between 
man [sic] and animal’ (1980, 24) and those relations, he 
argues, move inexorably in the direction of the latter’s 
marginalisation. While Berger, in his seminal essay, 
draws a parallel between the marginalization of 
animals in zoos and that of the European peasantry, 
recent years have seen a shift towards a greater 
understanding of the animal side of those relations 
within the corpus of a distinctive ‘animal studies’ in 
which   zoos,   and   images   of   zoo   animals, play an 

important part. Hence the zoo becomes a site not only 
of human boundary-making, (Anderson 1995; Rothfels 
2002), mediated multi-species interaction (Baratay and 
Hardouin-Fugier 2002; Mullan and Marvin 1998) and 
entertainment (Hanson 2002) but also of power 
(Malamud 1998), biopolitics (Braverman 2013), and 
non-human agency (Davies 2000; Whatmore and 
Thorne 2000).  

In zoo photography, these recent shifts are 
mirrored in perhaps two ways. The first is an attention to 
the artificiality (and in some cases innovative design) of 
zoo enclosures and animal housing that reveal the 
fundamentally mediated and constructed nature of 
these very un-natural spaces and behind that, the 
ethical and ontological underpinnings of animal 
difference and human dominance. Two photographers, 
in particular, stand out. Candida Hofer’s images (1993) 
from zoos around the world show often distant animals 
as ‘spaced’, as in Natural History museums, rather than 
caged behind bars or walls (Messer 2010). No people 
are visible  but  the enclosures, their architectural form, 

Garry Winogrand 

Fig.4: New Y ork, 1962, Plate 27 of The Animals © the Estate of Garry Wino grand 
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and backdrop painted landscapes, speak to an entirely 
human narrative (and aesthetic) of animality. Frank 
Noelker’s ‘Captive Beauty’ (2004) similarly dwells on 
the sometimes almost surreal artifactuality of the zoo 
enclosures; a dolphin swimming around a sunken 
traffic cone, a hippopotamus in what looks like a roman 
bath, a lone penguin gazing out across a trompe d’oeil 
sea. 

The second is an increasing attentiveness to 
individual zoo animals as subjects (and subjectivities) in 
themselves. Britta Jaschinski’s animal images and, in 
particular, her book Zoo (published in 1996) provide 
the cover photographs for a number of well-known 
animal studies volumes. The differences between her 
approach and that of Winogrand are evident. In 
exploring ‘the consequences of representational 
strategies for the human understanding of animals’ 
(Baker 2001, 191), she excludes not only all humans 
but also the architecture and physicality of zoo 
enclosures, using dark and high contrast images to 
isolate the single individual animal, its existence and 
personality, its dignity and beauty (Jaschinski, quoted 
in Baker 2000, 147). Jaschinski suggests that her 
images might embody some of the ‘strains of unease’ 
felt by zoo visitors (quoted in Baker 2000, 145). And 
yet, although Winogrand consistently shied away from 
acknowledging the possible didactical power of 
his photographs, Szarkowski’s (1969) afterword to 
The Animals refers to Winogrand’s zoo as a 
‘grotesquery’ of deprivation, impotence and 
psychic paralysis capable, it would appear, of 
moving even the hardened photographer to 
sympathy.  
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he history of zoo photography begins like this: 
‘When we lived in the right part of town my wife 
and I often had breakfast at the zoo, and 

afterward walked in the fresh morning sunlight and 
contemplated the noble wild beasts. That is what we 
expected to find there, so that is what we found.’[1] It’s 
a quiet gambit, gentle and chatty, the very way that its 
author, the curator, and critic John Szarkowski, writes 
best. Szarkowski tucks in ideas where they’ll be barely 
noticed and hides them with the charming, affable 
smile of a paterfamilias. Written in the afterword for 
Garry Winogrand’s The Animals (1969), that opening 
phrase, ‘the right part of town’, would have been 
heavily freighted for a contemporary American 
audience; it’s the kind of everyday idiom that gets half-
whispered, with pursed lips and a knowing nod. Other 
mid-twentieth-century academics tried to expose its 
meaning: ‘[Those in the] “upper part of town” rarely 
had anything to do in a social way with the others’, 
writes Otto Hoiberg in 1955, in his investigation of 
small communities, ‘The former were not snobbish or 
antagonistic; they simply did not associate with fellow 

citizens unless they lived in the “right” part of 
town.’[2] In larger cities, the phrase took on a more 
ominous turn. Paul Jacobs, writing in 1970, describes 
the aftermath of an unwarranted run-in between police 
officers and black youths: 

“Well, I’m sorry if we’ve caused any 
trouble,” apologized the officer. “It’s just 
that those kids were in the wrong part of 
town, and so naturally our men are 
suspicious.” The “right” part of town for 
Negroes in Los Angeles, in which it isn’t 
considered “naturally” suspicious for them 
to be, is the area lying in the southern and 
southeastern parts of the city.[3] 

Read against the US Supreme Court’s decision, in 
1967, to finally legalise mixed-race marriages, or the 
assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968, 
Winogrand’s most discussed zoo photograph, ‘Central 
Park Zoo, New York City, New York’ (1967), becomes 
all the more acid.[4] A beautiful white woman and a 
handsome   black   man,   both   in   fine   attire, walk 

T 

RENDERED ABSOLUTELY 
MARGINAL  

When reflecting on its own origins, contemporary zoo photography invariably considers Garry 
Winogrand’s The Animals (1969) and John Berger’s “Why Look at Animals?” (1980) as its earliest starting 
points. Re-examining Berger, alongside the writing of Winogrand’s curator, John Szarkowski, this article 
explores how this severely truncated history ever came into being. Drawing on previously unpublished 
photographs by long-forgotten and often anonymous photographers, this article then unlocks a substantially 
longer, more vibrant tradition of zoo photography. This revisionist history, once reinstated, offers new 
materials, but also raises tough questions and challenges, for the field.
  

Text by Dennis Low 
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together, each holding a chimpanzee dressed in 
children’s clothes. The photograph treads a fine 
tightrope, inviting the viewer to make a racist quip 
about the chimpanzees being the offspring of some 
unnatural miscegeny (black man; jungle) but also 
sneering at their small mindedness even as they 
consider it. 

But this particular photograph doesn’t feature 
in The Animals: it’s unclear whether the chimpanzees 
are zoo animals or, more likely, novelty pets for the 
rich, like Elvis Presley’s pet chimp, Scatter; it’s too 
politically volatile an introduction to the staunchly 
formalist Winogrand. Whatever the reason, 
Szarkowski, with a firm hand on Winogrand’s curation, 
holds back the image until New Photography U.S.A. 
(1971). And it’s telling, too, that none of the highly 
charged connotations of ‘the right part of town’ are 
evident in Szarkowski’s writing. Deftly, he strips that 
neighbourhood of its haughty class consciousness 
and casual racial segregation, replacing the rigid, 
archly conservative social milieu that it articulates 
with a classless fantasy, in which ‘the right part of 
town’ means nothing more than close proximity to 
the zoo. This is the first glimpse of Szarkowski’s 
curatorial project: divesting ‘the right part of town’ of 
its power, Szarkowski opens up a space for the 
radical, ultra-democratic tradition of photography 
that he championed throughout his career, as 
Director of Photography at the Museum of Modern 
Art, New York (MoMA), from 1962 to 1991. 

Szarkowski’s predecessor at MoMA, Edward 
Steichen, is best known for his Family of Man (1955) 
exhibition. Gathering together work by 273 of the 
most respected professional photographers in the 
world, Steichen created a highly ambitious visual 
narrative designed to show ‘one big family hugging 
close to the ball of Earth’. The poet Carl Sandburg, 
giddy with theatrics, set the avant-garde tone for the 
exhibition’s text: 

There is only one woman in the world 
And her name is All Women 
There is only one child in the world 
And the child’s name is All Children.[5] 

The very idea of the exhibition seems mawkish today, 
‘sentimental and complacent’,[6] ‘arrogant or naïve’,[7] 
but Family of Man was a phenomenal success in its 
own   time,   touring to 150 museums, selling 300,000  

books, and seen by over nine million visitors. Its 
winning formula, of master photographers, worthy 
subjects, and a carefully crafted message with which to 
edify the masses, was, however, something that 
Szarkowski would roundly reject. 

For Szarkowski, photography was an inherently 
democratic medium. Driven by his fascination for ‘Not 
only great pictures by great photographers, 
but photography – the great undifferentiated whole of 
it’, Szarkowski’s book, The Photographer’s Eye (1966), 
radically challenged Steichen’s curatorial politics, by 
placing the works of canonical photographers 
alongside images by unknown photographers, and 
asking that that they be read in the same way. A 
romantic cosmopolitanism pulses at the heart of this 
project: photography, ‘easy, cheap and ubiquitous’, 
was for everyone, a new technology that was also a 
social leveler. ‘By the end of the [nineteenth] century,’ 
explains Szarkowski, ‘for the first time in history, even 
the poor man knew what his ancestors looked like’. 
Some, like E. E. Cohen whom Szarkowski quotes, were 
thoroughly disdainful of the ‘army of photographers 
who run rampant over the globe, photographing 
objects of all sorts, sizes, and shapes, under almost 
every condition, without ever pausing to ask 
themselves, is this or that artistic?’ For Szarkowski, 
however, those forgotten amateurs, the ‘journeyman 
workers and Sunday hobbyist’, were as much a part of 
photography as Steichen’s professionals.[8] In Looking 
at Photographs (1973), Szarkowski would state his 
position more fully: 

Photography has learned about its own 
nature not only from its great masters, but 
also from the simple and radical works of 
photographers of modest aspiration and 
small renown. These photographers have 
contributed not only out of their talent, but 
by virtue of their numbers, their industry, 
and their occasional good luck. Their work 
also deserves, and repays, study.[9] 

If this wasn’t a great enough challenge in itself, there 
was yet more to come. In completely redefining the 
very notion of which photographers were deserving of 
study, from a previously select group of ‘great masters’ 
to   literally   anyone   who   had   ever  taken a picture, 
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Szarkowski demands a radical rethink in attitudes 
towards the content of photography. For, if no 
photographer was off-limits, then neither was any 
subject: those ‘objects of all sorts, sizes, and shapes’, 
so much disparaged by Cohen, take on new 
significance. Not everyone was convinced by 
Szarkowski’s aims but, in addressing his critics, 
Szarkowski made it abundantly clear that his MoMA 
was a wholly different institution from Steichen’s: 

I think there is a large body of the opinion of 
feeling, generally outside of the schools, 
that our program has not really concerned 
itself with social issues. It hasn’t concerned 
itself with reportage. I’ve never understood 
and therefore do not accept the notion that 
something should be shown because it’s 
happening […] we’ve never done an 
exhibition designed to show that women 
were a good idea, that youth was a good 
idea, that poor people were a good 
idea, that rich people were a good idea, or 
that everybody was the same all over.[10] 

Radically breaking with tradition in the ways he did, 
it’s fitting, too, that Szarkowski found value, for 
photography, in the everyday language people used, 
how ‘the man in the street put it’.[11] ‘Photography is a 
system of visual editing.’ Szarkowski would explain in 
his introduction to William Eggleston’s Guide (1976), 
‘Like chess, or writing, it is a matter of choosing from 
among given possibilities…’[12] In the case of The 
Animals, the lofty, avant-garde register of Family of 
Man would be set aside in favour of a softly-spoken 
anecdote, about breakfast, with one’s wife, at the 
zoo. 

*** 

Winogrand’s The Animals, ‘provocative and strong’, 
was warmly received by the photography press. 
Winogrand’s keenly observed, often wry juxtapositions; 
his rigorous formalism; his signature ‘tilt’, a crucial 
component of what art critics would later call the 
“snapshot aesthetic”, are all present in abundance.[13] 

But    the    true   radicalism    of    The    Animals    lay 

in the very fact that it had found its way into MoMA at all. 
As much as The Animals is part of Winogrand’s oeuvre, it 
is also Szarkowski pushing to democratise photographic 
content. It is willful, almost combative, in its defiance of 
the worthy subject. 

Opening in October 1969 and held, perhaps 
provocatively, in MoMA’s Steichen Gallery, The 
Animals was an exhibition that was pointedly 
disconnected from the ‘social issues’ that many 
audiences wanted to see. Remarkably, there’s almost 
nothing, in Winogrand’s photographs, that seems 
even remotely contemporaneous: the Apollo 
11 moon-landing took place just three months before, 
but you would never have guessed it. The 
photographs, in this way, slip out of time: the animals 
themselves can’t be dated from their appearance, and 
even the newest fixtures at the zoo were already 
decades old by the time the work was made. It’s left to 
the occasional pair of cat-eye sunglasses or a flash of 
white socks with a sharp suit, to provide visual clues as 
to when these photographs were taken. But even 
these period fashions don’t help much, most of the 
time: 16 of the exhibition’s 46 monochrome images 
show animals in their enclosures and don’t have any 
people in them at all. Playing a supporting role, 
MoMA’s press release thwarts expectations in its 
refusal to provide concise, broad-stroke thinking for 
journalists to pilfer, adopting instead, a leisurely and 
indulgent tone: 

An elephant pleads for a peanut; a smiling 
whale rolls luxuriously in the water; a 
young man is mesmerized by the wrinkled 
face of a rhinoceros with a broken tusk; a 
girl is transfixed by the penetrating gaze of 
an arrogant llama; three seals quietly 
observe the group of bystanders leaning 
on the railing around their pool; a child 
aims a toy gun mercilessly at a grizzly 
bear.[14] 

There’s not much a jobbing reporter can do with a 
‘smiling whale’ or an ‘arrogant llama’. Szarkowski 
himself takes things even further, and his essay quickly 
begins to read like an elaborate hoax. He throws out 
ideas, thick and fast, as to how Winogrand’s zoo 
photography might be read as part of a larger, ‘social  
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issue’-based narrative, the likes of which his audiences 
craved: ‘The contributions which the undomesticated 
animals have made to human progress are numerous 
and great. They have proved the virulence of a 
thousand bacterial strains and viruses; they have made 
possible the training of countless surgeons; they have 
pioneered the exploration of space; they have been 
useful in the development of biological weapons’. 
And, yet, no sooner than Szarkowski does this does he 
bring things crashing to a halt, with his blunt refusal to 
make those arguments: 

The real reason that zoos have been built, 
and even sustained with tax money, is that 
people think that the other animals are (1) 
noble, or (2) funny looking. Winogrand’s 
book proves that those who hold the 
second opinion are correct. The other 
animals are indeed funny looking. 
Moreover, they are probably getting 
progressively funnier looking, according to 
the general rule of natural selection, since 
it is clear that this is now their chief function 
in modern society.[15] 

Meanwhile, a hinted-at history of the zoo - from 
eighteenth-century menageries, the ‘hobbies of 
princes’, to twentieth-century ‘laboratories for the 
study of animal behaviour’ - again promises some kind 
of robust, contextual framework within which to 
view The Animals. Again, the idea quickly dissolves 
into laughter: 

Modern biologists themselves seem to be 
deciding that zoos are not as valuable as 
they formerly thought, or at least formerly 
said […] This revisionist thinking provides 
the excuse for thousands of new doctoral 
dissertations by young biologists, each 
requiring a travel grant.[16] 

Already jolted out-of-time by its distinct lack of 
anything contemporary-looking, The Animals is 
systematically emptied of any remaining potential for 
content or social commentary, first by its almost-spoof 
press release, then by its comical exhibition text. Both 
the history of animals and the history of zoos are 
rendered   irrelevant:   despite   its   appearance,   The 

Animals isn’t an investigation of the zoo or an inquiry 
about animals. The Animals is, first and foremost, the 
solution to a curatorial problem of how to make the 
photos of the ‘Sunday hobbyist’, how to make the 
anonymous, everyday vernacular of photography, 
relevant to the fine art context of MoMA. 

In The Animals, Winogrand operates as the 
hobbyist’s stand-in, taking photographs of the things 
that hobbyists are interested in, in an environment, 
they frequently visit. Two photographs in The 
Animals feature such photographers. The first is on 
page 11: a woman stands in front of a zebra enclosure. 
She’s standing stiffly, posing for a photo, which is 
being taken by her companion, another woman, seen 
on the bottom right of the frame. Winogrand stands 
next to – and a step behind – that photographer. His 
picture will be slightly wider than hers – he’s a step 
back from her and, characteristically, shooting with his 
preferred 28mm lens, unusually wide in the late Sixties 
– but it’ll effectively be the same picture with a bit more
around the edges. The zebra is secreted away at the
very back of the enclosure, unimportant and unnoticed.
More interesting is the shadow, cast by the amateur
photographer’s head, onto the concrete pavement.
Winogrand places the indistinctly bulbous shadow on
the third. It is, at once, a nod to the compositional “Rule
of Thirds” that amateurs have enjoyed since the 1860s,
and a cheeky acknowledgement of his good friend, Lee
Friedlander, who was fond of photographing his own
head shadow. That unnamed photographer is elevated,
for a single image at least, to another Friedlander whom
Winogrand shoots alongside.

Three pages on, and there’s another 
photographer, a man wearing spectacles. His mouth is 
turned down at the corners and his double chin is 
pressed to his chest in concentration, as he fumbles with 
his silver camera, clutched close to his body in both 
hands. He’s trying to photograph the large, flightless 
bird in front of him, which appears to the right of 
Winogrand's frame. The bird is a southern cassowary 
but, in black and white, it loses its distinctive colours: its 
fleshy cobalt blue neck, its cadmium red wattles, and 
yellow ochre legs are rendered the same indistinct mid-
grey. Oddly contorted by Winogrand’s wide-angle, the 
cassowary, the second largest bird on the planet, starts 
to resemble a rather misshapen and somewhat 
apologetic-looking turkey. The photographer’s picture 
will almost certainly be a disappointment but, as at the 
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zebra enclosure, almost identical to Winogrand’s, 
perhaps with Winogrand himself taking a place on the 
right side of the frame. Strangely, the physical similarity 
and mannerisms of the anonymous photographer to 
Winogrand, as later seen in films, interviews or 
Susan Lapide’s grab-shot of him, is uncanny.[17] It’s 
almost as if Winogrand photographs his future self, or 
as if the two photographers have morphed into one. 
Mid-way between the two photographers stands a 
galvanized steel dustbin, half ajar, ready to receive 
their failures. Walking hastily out of Winogrand’s frame 
is a third photographer, younger and more hip. He 
cranes his head to see but, with his camera slung 
around his neck and his hands stuck firmly in his 
pockets, is visibly uninterested in photographing the 
cassowary himself. He’ll leave this duo of fumbling 
amateurs to it. 

The history and life of zoos and their captive 
animals may have been subsumed in favour of a 
curatorial thesis but later, putting together Winogrand’s 
posthumous retrospective, Szarkowski was insistent on 
Winogrand’s contribution to zoo photography 
specifically: 

During periods of separation from his wife, 
Winogrand spent much of his time with his 
children at the Central Park Zoo, which was 
lively, convenient, and free. In 1962 
Winogrand, in reviewing his proof sheets, 
discovered that some of the pictures that he 
had made on these outings were more than 
family souvenirs, and he began to visit the 
city's zoos alone, to discover what the subject 
might mean to him. Zoos had been favorite 
subjects for photographers—especially 
amateur photographers—for a generation, 
the subject matter being universally 
interesting, easy of access, and well lighted, 
and it was a rare photography magazine that 
did not include pictures of polar bears 
floating on their backs, or lions looking regal, 
or pandas quizzical. As a rule these pictures 
were made from vantage points that avoided 
reference to the bars of the cages, or the 
human visitors and keepers—to the facts of 
life of zoos—and gave us informal portraits of 
the animals at home, so to speak. In 
Winogrand's   zoo,   on   the   other hand, the 

animals, are not more important than the 
humans and are in fact united with them in a 
peculiar kind of symbiosis. Winogrand's zoo is 
a kind of theater, in which humans and the 
lower vertebrates act out in parable the comic 
drama of modern urban life.[18]  

Although Winogrand had stood in for every amateur 
photographer who’d ever taken a photo at the zoo, he 
was, according to Szarkowski, also the visionary 
photographer who finally showed us what a zoo was, 
who finally made visible the ‘bars of the cages’, ‘human 
visitors and keepers’ that were always before our eyes. 

*** 

If Szarkowski attempted to celebrate a vernacular 
photography, he also betrayed a distrust of the zoo-
going public. In his estimation, the public was 
unwilling, or unable, to see through its own delusional 
‘fairy tale’ and ‘imaginary zoos’.[19] It was a distrust that 
was shared on the other side of the Atlantic, by English 
artist and critic, John Berger. 

   Berger’s essay, ‘Why Look at Animals?’, was 
first collected in About Looking (1980), a book which 
features a walrus from The Animals as its cover 
illustration. In this heady cocktail of Marxist ideology, 
anthropological theory, and Enlightenment thinking, 
Berger flits democratically from one source to another, 
offering us the history of animals that Szarkowski so 
carefully refused. He wears his learning lightly: 
Homer’s Iliad gets a mention, but so does a Donald 
Duck cartoon. Berger considers industrialised farming, 
the manufacture of toy animals, the keeping of pets, 
before finally landing on zoos, which are, for animals, 
at once akin to ‘ghettos, shanty towns, prisons, 
madhouses, concentration camps’, and ‘the living 
monument of their own disappearance’. Berger brings 
everything to bear on a single ‘unprofessional, 
unexpressed question’, ‘the felt, but not necessarily 
expressed question of most visitors […] Why are these 
animals less than I believed?’ He continues:  

In principle, each cage is a frame around 
the animal inside it. Visitors visit the zoo to 
look at animals. They proceed from cage 
to cage, not unlike visitors in an art gallery 
who stop in front of one painting and then 
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move on to the next or the one after the 
next. Yet in the zoo, the view is always 
wrong. Like an image out of focus. […] 
However you look at these animals, even if 
the animal is up against the bars, less than 
a foot from you, looking outwards in the 
public direction, you are looking at 
something that has been rendered 
absolutely marginal; and all the 
concentration you can muster will never be 
enough to centralize it.[20] 

Gone are the comical japes of Winogrand and 
Szarkowski. Berger, here, is earnest and urgent: at 
stake is nothing less than an absolute and catastrophic 
‘rupture’ of the ecosystem. And it’s no wonder that 
visitors to the zoo don’t know what they’re looking at: 
they’re victims of a two hundred year process, ‘today 
being completed by 20th-century corporate capitalism, 

 

by which every tradition which has previously 
mediated between man and nature was broken'. 

So forcefully did Berger articulate his position 
that he continues to be regularly cited in the fledgling 
world of Human-Animal Studies: ‘As Berger (1980: 2-
4) reminds us, animals are silent,’ writes Adrian
Franklin, ‘they have secrets and cannot reveal their
thoughts […] When we gaze at animals we hold up a
mirror to ourselves’.[21] None of this is strictly true: we
actually know a lot about how animals communicate,
what they think or feel, from butterflies remembering
things from their caterpillar days, and dung-beetles
navigating by the stars; to fish recognizing human
faces, and captive dolphins sleep-talking in whale
song. At other times, Berger’s assertions have been so
far-reaching that they have framed new research. His
figure of the zoo visitor, moving from one enclosure to
another, persists as orthodoxy:

The Zoological Society of London, “Elephant Riding”, postcard, 1926 
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Research has shown that the average 
visitor spends thirty seconds to two 
minutes per enclosure – for example, forty-
four seconds is the average time spent in 
front of a reptile enclosure at the National 
Zoo in Washington, DC (Mullan and 
Marvin 1999). Most visitors do not read the 
labels attached to these enclosures, which 
indicates that very little educational 
information is being conveyed. Social 
ecologist Stephen Kellert’s research (1979, 
1997) has indicated that zoo-goers remain 
poorly educated about animals and their 
plight.[22] 

So many a priori assumptions abound here: that time 
spent at an enclosure demonstrates meaningful 
engagement; that the only information that can be 
relayed is through the sign (and not, for example, the 
animal or its enclosure); and there’s an overlooking, 
too, of the fact that smaller windows provide less 
potential viewing points than larger windows, and that 
visitors may feel the need to move on quickly, out of 
courtesy to other visitors, particularly when times are 
busy.[23] 

Perhaps, though, the most outstanding 
contribution of Berger’s essay isn’t in proto-theorising 
Adrian Franklin’s notions of the ‘zoological gaze’, or 
anticipating the social science research of Mullan and 
Marvin et al, but in the visual cues he offers to zoo 
imagery. It is often overlooked, perhaps because it has 
often been excised from subsequent editions on 
grounds of economy, but ‘Why Look At Animals?’ 
begins, not with an angry rant about ‘20th-century 
corporate capitalism', but with a photograph. The 
photograph shows six young children, sitting on top of 
an elephant: three seem to be entranced by the 
elephant, the others admire the view from their great 
height above adult heads. To the right of the frame, 
there’s a keeper, stroking the elephant’s trunk. The 
elephant looks unperturbed. At the end of his book, 
Berger references this photograph simply as ‘Elephant 
Riding, London Zoo’, but it’s actually a postcard image 
from 1926. The rectangular postcard reinstates the 
cloudless sky and the quiet expanse of the zoo that 
has been cropped from the left and right of Berger’s 
image. By contrast, Berger’s tight square crop looks 
compositionally awkward: the  awe  and excitement  of 

the children is all but lost; the keeper looks dominant 
rather than gentle; the elephant looks a little too big 
for the new frame he finds himself in. Of course, these 
differences are all a function of the politics of the 
photographic image. Berger is well aware of this and, 
reading Susan Sontag, he reminds us elsewhere 
in About Looking, that ‘Photographs have often been 
used as a radical weapon in posters, newspapers, 
pamphlets, and so on.’[24] While he may have no 
compunction in cropping a postcard to augment his 
own ends, photographs of animals are, for Berger, 
intrinsically unreliable: 

In the windows of bookshops at 
Christmas, a third of the volumes on 
display are animal picture books. Baby 
owls or giraffes, the camera fixes them in 
a domain which, although entirely visible 
to the camera, will never be entered by 
the spectator. All animals appear like fish 
seen through the plate glass of an 
aquarium. The reasons for this are both 
technical and ideological: Technically the 
devices used to obtain ever more 
arresting images – hidden cameras, 
telescopic lenses, flashlights, remote 
controls and so on – combine to produce 
pictures which carry with them numerous 
indications of their normal invisibility. The 
images exist thanks only to the existence 
of a technical clairvoyance.[25] 

After a single opening image, ‘Why Look at Animals?’ 
drops photography entirely. How can the camera be 
useful to Berger when ‘in the zoo the view is 
always wrong. Like an image out of focus [my 
emphasis]’. Instead, Berger gives us three paintings by 
Gilles Aillaud: a seal, a fox and a rhinoceros in their 
claustrophobic enclosures. The paintings seem 
photographic or begin as photographs. Rectilineal 
shapes – the doors, interior walls, and wire mesh that 
constitute ‘the bare minimum of an environment’[26] – 
dominate, and feel utilitarian, clinical and sparse. There 
are no other visitors. This hapless, exhausted dystopia 
is the truth of the zoo that no other visitor sees. To see 
it clearly is the exclusive privilege of the artist and the 
critic: Winogrand  and Szarkowski;  Aillaud and Berger. 
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*** 

The 1980s was something of a caesura for, let us call it, 
contemporary zoo photography. Berger may have left 
artists interested in the zoo feeling a little wounded, 
but there were also larger changes afoot that would 
make zoo photography difficult. In 1980, the same year 
that Berger’s About Looking was published, People for 
the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) was founded. 
For all their controversy, PETA provided a public face 
for animal rights that was far less intimating than 
militant groups such as the Animal Liberation Front. 
Animal advocacy went mainstream and new, global 
targets – the glossy world of high fashion and its 
addiction to fur; animal testing; elephant poaching and 
ivory trading; industrial farming – proved to be far 
more charismatic as causes, and far more pressing than 
zoos which, in the UK at least, seemed to be reforming, 
tasked as they were with new education and 
conservation remits under the new Zoo Licensing Act 
1981. Nature documentaries became even more 
popular and more ambitious than ever: David 
Attenborough’s Life on Earth (1979) was watched by 
an estimated 500 million viewers worldwide; The Living 
Planet (1984) and The Trials of Life (1990) frame the 
decade as defining contributions to the 
genre. Contemporary photography changed too, and 
it’s probably fair to say that there wasn’t much room 
for photographs of zoo animals amongst the large 
advertising-inspired photographs of Jeff Wall, or the 
hedonistic countercultures that were so much a part 
of Nan Goldin’s life and work. Michael Vanden 
Eeckhoudt’s Zoologie (1982) stands out as a lone 
exception, with its film-noirish depiction of the zoo as 
a brutal, carnivalesque horror. 

Contemporary zoo photography resurfaces in 
the 1990s. It begins slowly at first: there’s a decided, 
almost codified wariness to appearing in any way 
sugary or romantic. Candida Höfer’s Zoologischer 
Garten (1993) interrogates the architecture of the 
European zoo and, in doing so, uncovers the elaborate 
apparatus with which the institution controls both the 
movement and the gaze of the zoo visitor. Others join 
the fray. In Carceri (2005), Martin Pover takes one 
enclosure at a time, bringing us close to the grit and 
grime of the zoo, the condensation streaks on the 
glass; the rust on the bars; the spills of water, or urine, 
on   the  floor. With shared   concerns,   Daniel  Kukla’s 

Captive Landscapes (2010) direct their attention to the 
theatrical, painted murals often used to refresh tired 
enclosures. In Höfer, the animals are incidental; 
in Pover, they are entirely absent. Eric Pillot brings the 
animals back into the frame: In Situ (2012) discovers a 
latent, geometric beauty in the stark and desolate 
enclosures of the zoo, that their inhabitants, as 
serendipitous forms and splashes of colour, seem to 
activate. Emerging artists, too, make their contribution: 
Jade King (2015) turns her camera onto the disjointed 
architectural boltons and temporary structures deployed 
as enclosures struggle to be fit-for-purpose;
[27] Cynthia Nydel’s Naturaleza Artificial (2012) notices 
the uncanny and a miniaturized sublime in the 
feeding stations and the lighting of zoos;[28] Matthew 
Murray brings a street photographer’s eye to the 
table and expands zoo architecture to include the 
interiors of cars during drive-thru safaris.[29] 

Perhaps buoyed by the “animal turn” that 
occurs in the arts and social sciences, contemporary 
zoo photography increasingly finds itself able to 
engage with the animal. Britta Jaschinski’s Zoo (1996) 
is important here. Jaschinski meters for the highlights, 
taking her exposure from the brightest parts of the 
frame so they become a muted grey: whatever is 
darker falls quickly away into rich, inky shadow and 
black. Rather than being seen, Jaschinski’s animals are 
glimpsed, as if in twilight through half-closed eyes; and 
if her subdued, grainy, monochrome images speak of 
surveillance, they also speak of isolation, listlessness, 
and longing.  

Although ostensibly unpolemical in itself, 
Jaschinski’s Zoo, gracing the covers of Randy 
Malamud’s Reading Zoos: Representations of Animals 
and Captivity (1998), A Cultural History of Animals in 
the Modern Age (2011) and An Introduction to 
Animals and Visual Culture (2012), becomes part of the 
visual currency of Human-Animal Studies, and begins 
to open up contemporary zoo photography for explicit 
political statement and animal advocacy. Others, too, 
push in the same direction: Frank Noelker’s Captive 
Beauty (2004) offers handsome, classical portraits of 
zoo animals. His animal subjects are separated from 
their enclosures by the narrow depth-of-field afforded 
by his use of telephoto and fast-aperture lenses, but 
there’s never enough separation to throw the 
background completely: the zoo never fails to intrude 
back  into  the frame,  insisting that its gaudy simulacra 
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of the natural world, arbitrarily coloured and concrete, 
is seen. Rebecca Norris Webb adds a further 
complication in The Glass Between Us (2006): catching 
reflections from the glass at the front of animal 
enclosures, she superimposes images of zoo visitors 
over the enclosures themselves. The spectatorship 
begins young: most of Norris Webb’s visitors are small 
children. Their hands on the glass and the smeary 
fingerprints they leave behind are signs of curiosity and 

 excitement; a desire to get closer, perhaps; a will to 
power; or an unspoken yearning for communion. It’s 
difficult to say, for sure: it’s a complicated relationship, 
as Norris Webb herself concedes. That said, if the 
taunting of the tiger or the rapping on the glass of the 
gorilla enclosure in the video installations of Richard 
Billingham's Zoo (2006) are anything to go by, perhaps 
it’s unlikely to be the latter. 

Contemporary      zoo     photography,     then, 

Pumphrey Brothers 
 [Tiger], glass magic lantern slide, c.1880. 
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presents a rich seam of inquiry, alternately beautiful 
and haunting, inspiring both awe and indignance, in 
equal measure. Berger would be pleased, I think: with 
a shared vocabulary and shared concerns, 
contemporary zoo photography has come to resemble 
a Gilles Aillaud painting, or, certainly, photographs 
that Aillaud could paint from. And, yet, if this is 
contemporary zoo photography finally coming of age, 
perhaps the relative homogeneity of the kind of 
images on offer is also a tacit admission that the 
terrain, as it stands, is very small indeed. In the end-
stages of maturation, contemporary zoo photography 
finds itself invisibly pinioned by its own origins. 

Strange as it may seem, it is a quirk of fate 
that Szarkowski and Berger ever brought about the 
birth of contemporary zoo photography. As we have 
seen, Szarkowski’s primary interest in The Animals 
was in the democratising impulse that could be hung 
onto it, and it is an indicator of his true interests that 
he never again returned to the representation of 
animals as a curatorial subject. Similarly, Berger’s 
‘Why Look At Animals?’ wasn’t ever intended as a 
rallying cry for artist-photographers but as an 
indictment of capitalism, and an elegy for humanity’s 
relationship with animals. It’s curious, too, that neither 
Szarkowski nor Berger actually say much about zoo 
photography: Szarkowski establishes that ‘Zoos had 
been favourite subjects for photographers – 
especially amateur photographers’ and ‘it was a rare 
photography magazine that did not include pictures 
of polar bears floating on their backs, or lions looking 
regal’. Berger looks around him and sees nothing but 
‘the windows of bookshops at Christmas’ in which ‘a 
third of the volumes on display are animal picture 
books’. ‘Baby owls or giraffes’ aren’t to his taste, and 
he’s seemingly unaware that the ‘well-produced 
book of animal photographs (La Fête Sauvage by 
Frédéric Rossif)’ he picks up accompanies a highly 
experimental documentary film, that he’d probably 
enjoy, of the same name.[30] It’s apparent that no 
grand claims are being made here, but once 
Szarkowski and Berger had become the co-opted 
manifesto for contemporary zoo photography, these 
comments served as the basis for a severely 
truncated history that would, effectively, erase any 
zoo photography that had come before. If the 
problem of contemporary zoo photography seems to 
have been too easily solved, if it has been too quick 
to  have nestled  into a certain  aesthetic, it is because  

contemporary zoo photography exists in a virtual 
vacuum of its own making, with only the unseen animal 
portraits of unidentified amateur enthusiasts, and a 
blur of forgettable commercial gift books to best. 

But the as yet unwritten history of zoo 
photography, still to be recovered from once-cherished 
family albums; from the bric-a-brac rubble of 
anonymous flea markets; from world-scattered archives 
of now-closed museums, long-dissolved zoological 
societies, bankrupted newspapers, and obsolete 
municipal authorities, is far richer and more varied than 
anyone could have imagined. And it begins, not with 
Winogrand in 1969 but a hundred years before, when 
both photography and zoos had only recently been 
invented. 

*** 

A photograph of London Zoo’s first hippopotamus, 
taken by Don Juan de Borbón, Comte de Montizon, sits 
uneasily in The Photographic Album for the Year 1855. 
In a book otherwise replete with fairytale castles, 
winding paths, and sylvan scenes, Montizon’s image, its 
background crammed with excited visitors craning to 
see London’s latest attraction, bustles with a rough-
shod immediacy. If the gritty, documentary aesthetic 
seems at all familiar, it’s because photographic 
technology is, here, being pushed to 
extremes: Montizon mixes iodide of ammonium into his 
collodion, sacrificing the nuanced, draftsman-like half-
tones and shadow details so prized by his 
contemporaries, in order to drastically reduce his 
exposure times from several minutes to as little as two 
seconds. It’s a maverick technique, and expensive too: 
the resulting collodion is highly unstable, liable to 
become completely unusable, without warning, at any 
given moment. For Montizon, costly mishaps come with 
the territory and the fact his hippopotamus photograph 
exists at all is a small miracle in itself. It is perhaps for 
this reason that critics have come to regard it as a 
showcase ‘to display his skill as a photographer, rather 
than to record the appearance of animals’.[31] In fact, it’s 
the other way around: Montizon pioneers 
instantaneous exposure specifically to photograph zoo 
animals. In an early lecture to the Photographic 
Society, Montizon locates the reward for such a difficult 
process in ‘a picture of a pelican taken the other day 
during heavy  rain  and violent wind […] it will be seen  
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that the feathers are unruffled and the image quite 
distinct’.[32] Far from being a single image as is often 
assumed, Montizon’s hippopotamus is part of a larger 
series consisting of 42 images, an extended and 
ambitious project that took eighteen months, between 
1850 and 1852, to complete.[33] The series was widely 
exhibited, both in England and on the continent, most 
notably at a Photographic Society exhibition in 1854, 
where it attracted the attention of Queen Victoria, who 
considered them ‘almost the finest of all the 
specimens’[34] and acquired the entire set for the Royal 
Collection, which continues to hold them to this day. 
Not only did this act of royal patronage help establish, 
early on, the importance of photography in the arts in 
England but it also secured, for Montizon, a reputation 
as one of the early greats of photography, alongside 
the likes of Farnham Maxwell-Lyte and Roger 
Fenton.[35] For more than a decade, Montizon’s much-
celebrated zoo photographs would be continually be 
referred to, in high regard, at Photographic Society 
meetings. In 1865, however, Montizon’s negatives 
disintegrated: ‘The Count informs us that he has not 
even retained an entire series for his own portfolio’, the 
Photographic Society’s journal reported, ‘The varnish 
used has in many instances led to their destruction, it 
having     cracked    and    peeled   off – a   caution   to 

photographers to use every care in their choice of this 
article’.[36] With the negatives destroyed, and 
with Montizon himself becoming less of a regular 
presence at Society meetings, these earliest zoo 
photographs were all but forgotten, in favour of new 
work by younger photographers coming up through 
the ranks. 

Many of these new photographers were 
entrepreneurs who, with the permission and co-
operation of the zoo, made and sold photographs of 
animals, small prints to be enjoyed and shared at 
home; or magic lantern slides that, when projected, 
could fill a wall and be used as the basis for illustrated 
talks before a large audience. In 1864, with a far more 
robust chemistry than Montizon ever had, London 
photographer Frank Haes created a portfolio of sixty 
stereoscopic images of zoo animals, from which he 
sold prints for a shilling and sixpence a piece. For the 
most part, his animals stand in direct sunlight, to 
maximize detail in skin and fur, and to reduce exposure 
times to a minimum (1/3 sec) so as to prevent motion 
blur, a technical consideration which, if half-tones were 
to be preserved, still warranted attention at this time. 
Haes takes his cue from zoological illustration and 
follows a broadly taxonomical approach: the animals 
stand  side  on to the camera, and he’s careful that his 

 Frank Haes 
 [Rhinoceros, London Zoo], stereoscopic card, 1864. 
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camera angle and working distance allow for the 
proportions and characteristics of his subjects to be 
faithfully reproduced, without distortion. Sometimes, 
as in his photograph of London Zoo’s rhinoceros 
(1864), there’s a zookeeper to the side of the frame, 
coaxing the animal into the correct position. It didn’t 
end there: like Montizon’s, Haes’s wet plates, once 
exposed, already prone to drying and being rendered 
useless in the summer heat, had to be developed 
immediately, on site.[37] 

Eager for a slice of the market, other 
photographers followed suit: Victorian camera-makers 
Josiah and Alfred Pumphrey produced a hugely 
popular series of magic lantern slides (c.1880) 
depicting zoo animals along similar taxonomical lines 
but were liberated from the exacting environmental 
conditions Haes required. The Pumphrey brothers 
could take photographs on overcast days and indoors, 
as well as take photographs in larger numbers, 
ensuring greater variety. 

In at least one other instance it was zoo 
photography, again, that was the driver for 
technological change. Designed by and named after 
the Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society, Gambier 
Bolton, the highly portable Gambier-Bolton Hand 
Camera, made by W. Watson & Sons, was created for 
use with long lenses and roll film, and ‘specially suited 
for the animal studies’. Bolton could sit in front of an 
enclosure for hours rather than minutes like Haes, 
waiting for his moment, while working at greater 
distances allowed him to photograph his subjects 
‘without disturbing them by a near approach’.[38] These 
changes gave rise to a new kind of zoo photography 
that was free from the taxonomic need for true and 
complete likeness. Bolton’s romantic images make zoo 
animals look imposing and exotic, the stuff of late 
Victorian adventure stories for boys. In ‘A Captive 
Unconquered’ (1891), a tiger hunches close to the 
ground, alert and growling. ‘Majesty’ (c. 1890) is 
perhaps the very first photograph in the tradition of 
‘lions looking regal’ that Szarkowski would later 
mention. Exhibited in 1893 in the British Section of the 
World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, and 
presented as a carbon print in a frame measuring 42.5 
inches in width, and 32.5 inches in height, it’s an 
imposing and important image and one that firmly 
secured Bolton’s reputation as a zoo photographer. 
‘Majesty’  also  acts  as a  touchstone, one that reveals 

exactly how serious a concern zoo photography had 
become within just a few decades. And, by the end of 
the nineteenth century, the zoo photographer wasn’t 
just the person with the right specialist equipment, 
technical skills, and access, but someone whose 
sensibility somehow allowed them to fundamentally 
perceive the zoo in a different way from everyone else. 
‘To watch Mr. G. Bolton’, effused C. J. Cornish in 1896, 
‘is to learn how to see the zoo from another point of 
view than that common to ordinary or even scientific 
visitors. He is concerned, not with the habits, but with 
the form, appearance, and attitudes of animals.’[39] 

No sooner had this notion of the photographer 
as privileged viewer been established, however, was it 
dismantled again. Bolton’s romanticism had stumbled 
upon an uncomfortable truth that jarred with the 
colonial excesses of the empire, and was, therefore, far 
better left untouched. ‘It is evident’, wrote Arthur H. 
Lawrence, ‘that the time is rapidly approaching when 
it will be difficult to fully appraise the scientific value of 
an ideally accurate photograph of the bison, aurochs, 
zebra, giraffe, and hippopotamus, all fast disappearing 
before the onward tread of “civilization.”’[40] 

Zoo photography’s preoccupations moved to 
safer ground, from Bolton’s expensive, mural-sized 
carbon prints designed to rival paintings; to postcards, 
cheap enough to collect, or send to friends and family. 
While the earliest zoo photographers had never been 
concerned about eliminating the architecture of the 
zoo from their work, neither had that architecture ever 
been a feature other than as a relatively uncluttered 
background against which the showcase their 
inhabitants. Postcards from the 1900s onwards change 
that. Used primarily as souvenirs, postcards had to act 
as a record of a visit to a specific zoo. And so, although 
photographs of animals in their enclosures continued 
to be sold, postcard photographers increasingly 
offered photographs of enclosures with animals in 
them, particularly if the enclosure in question was as 
iconic a statement of New Architecture as the Lubetkin 
Penguin Pool at London Zoo.[41] Frederick William 
Bond, one of the twentieth century’s most prolific 
photographers for zoo postcards, offers a stunning 
image of the pool, in which the penguins seem like 
decoration for the pool’s sweeping Modernist lines. 
Clearly a full-throated celebration of the new 
enclosure, the image bears a disarming similarity to 
Britta Jaschinski’s indictment of the same place.[42] 
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 Gambier Bolton 
 Majesty, carbon print, c.1890. 

 F.W.Bond 
No. 19 Chimpanzees at Tea, postcard, u.d. [c.1930]. 
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Gambier Bolton himself moved away from 
photographing animals to pursue his interests in 
spiritualism, publishing Psychic force: an experimental 
investigation of a little-known power (1904), and 
Ghosts in Solid Form (1914). With the commercial 
market for animal imagery changing rapidly, it was 
left to amateur enthusiasts to take up his mantle, and 
this they did with gusto. A circular portrait of a lion, 
entitled “Dignity” by the photography enthusiast R. 
C. Snell, graces the cover of the August 1926 issue of 
The Kodak Magazine for Amateur Photographers. The 
debt to Bolton’s “Majesty” is unmistakable, but Snell’s 
photograph is also a pale imitation, a copy of what 
already was, even by then, an old form. Yet, if amateur 
enthusiasts had conservative tastes, informed, perhaps, 
by a nostalgia for pre-war simplicity, the books they 
enjoyed offered photography that was, at its best, 
significantly more nuanced. Despite its unpromising 
title, Wolfgang Suschitzky’s Photographing Animals: 
How To Do It (1940) is a surprising find. Trained in 
Vienna, a regular contributor to Animal and Zoo 
Magazine and, later, the cinematographer for James 
Hill’s Born Free (1966), Suschitzky’s animal portraits 
effortlessly capture the visual zeitgeist of the 1930s 
and 40s. He places a chick onto the upturned lid of a 
metal dustbin, adds a caterpillar for drama, and the 
result feels starkly Brutalist; a seal playing in a large 
jet of water takes on the graphic and muscular 
qualities of an Olympic swimmer by Leni Riefenstahl; a 
beautiful displaying peacock extends the Bauhaus 
exploration of form and function seen in László Moholy-
Nagy’s Negative Cat (1926). Suschitzky went on to 
publish many books, including: An Animal Tour. Zoo 
Birds and Beasts in Colour Photography (1944); 
Kingdom of the Beasts (1957); Animal Babies (1957); 
Wild Animals (1958) and, with Gerald Durrell, Island 
Zoo (1961). John Berger may have seen a few as he 
walked past his bookshop, and passed them over, 
gems buried under stacks of baby owls. There would 
have been other gems too: Jan Styczyński’s Zoo in 
Camera (1963) is an anarchic exercise in frustration and 
concealment: evading state censorship, occasional 
flashes of photographic brilliance are hidden amongst 
an unsorted dross of big eyes and fluff, to create a 
highly fragmented political satire on war and Stalinism. 
The book, tumultuously uneven at times, makes for 
perplexing reading: “The Cockatoo looks disgustedly 
at  the  rabbit  as  if  to say “What have you done to  my 

country?”[43] 
In his chapter, ‘Can Animal Photography Pay?’, 

Suschitzky gave an insider’s view of where the baby 
owls that so palled Berger may have come from: “One 
Art Editor once told me, “I want pictures of animals 
which make me feel I want to cuddle ‘em,”’, he writes, 
‘and such pictures of kittens, puppies, and other young 
animals will usually sell to newspapers and many 
periodicals’.[44] Today, as bankrupt newspapers auction 
off their historical archives, hitherto unseen newspaper 
zoo photographs, in their original state and never 
intended for publication, are coming to light. While 
newspaper editors may have wanted saccharine 
photographs to illustrate feel-good stories, their staff 
photographers, professionals in a tradition of 
documentary reportage, weren’t always best 
equipped to deliver such pictures. At their most 
interesting, marked-up newspaper zoo photographs 
highlight the vast discrepancy between what was seen 
by the photographer, and what picture editors wanted 
their readers to see. In June 1939, the Chicago 
Tribune published a rather sweet photograph of a 
gorilla, eating an egg. The original, however, reads like 
an act of violence. The gorilla is separated from his 
surroundings with wiring; his right arm is a casualty of 
this process and duly amputated. Meanwhile, the 
zookeeper is unceremoniously redacted with a black 
cross to the face, and the crowds, behind the bars of 
the gorilla’s temporary enclosure, are excised. The 
process happens repeatedly: in 1925, an elephant at 
Toledo Zoo, ringed with high fences and visitors, 
stands in a concrete pool barely large enough to hold 
him. He is soon relocated to an imagined place that is 
far more tranquil, simply with a close and judicious 
crop, and the addition of some hand-painted water. 

But if the press archives show their 
photographers to be seasoned darkroom manipulators, 
adept at cutting, cropping, erasing and painting, the 
same photographers also yielded images that are 
achingly poignant for the unvarnished truths they depict. 
In 1943, outside the iconic entrance of Bronx Zoo, a crane 
hoists an elephant named Alice up onto her hind legs. 
She’s barely readable as an elephant, more like an 
anamorphic slab of meat, cruelly re-animated to perform 
circus tricks, for the prison guard-keeper before her. In 
1955, Stephane Tavourlaris, more accustomed to 
shooting fashion for Givenchy, comes across a bear in 
Paris Zoo.  The  bear’s  only  toy, a huge steel ring that 
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also looks like a shackle, sits in the foreground, 
unplayed with. Lethargic and flabby, the poor bear 
seems hardly able to hold his own weight up, as he 
looks directly into the camera, brow furrowed, eyes 
unengaged and distant. What looks like sand beneath 
his splayed out legs, turns out to be concrete; what 
looks like sky turns out to be more concrete. The 
geometry, the humanist language of the photograph 
is surely Cartier-Bresson’s, but it seems inadequate 
here, ill-equipped to resolve, or settle, or contain, the 
animal in the zoo. 

*** 

Contemporary zoo photography from 1990 onwards 
is, undoubtedly, at its strongest and most coherent 
when viewed through the legacy of Szarkowski and 
Berger. To explode that notion, to suddenly install it 
into a tradition that spans a hundred and fifty years is 
disruptive, especially when that tradition crisscrosses 
audiences, and runs the gamut of high and low culture 
in  the  dizzying  way that zoo  photography has done. 

New questions are asked of the work; a new rigour is 
demanded from it, and new inflections are raised with 
regards to what were once-settled debates. A restored 
history of zoo photography brings fresh insights, too, 
casting light on, and making sense of some of the new 
directions being explored: Leila Jeffrey’s personable 
bird portraits in Bird Love (2015) mark the beginnings 
of a resurgence in animal portraiture; Dick Blau’s 
Elephant House (2015) quietly records an 
anthropogenic acknowledgement of the zoo as the 
new, natural home for its animal inhabitants; Jo-Anne 
McArthur’s Captive (2017) and new work by Britta 
Jaschinski, both supported by the Born Free 
Foundation, champion an explicit and politically 
engaged animal advocacy, ahead of a parliamentary 
review of the EU Zoos Directive;[45] Charlotte Dumas’ 
Reverie (2005; 2016) pre-empts an institutional shift in 
the zoo towards a wildlife sanctuary model; Yoshinori 
Masuda fully acknowledges the artifice of the zoo in 
Tiger 2 (2016) but is, with wild abandon, utterly smitten 
with his tiger nonetheless. 

Perhaps, though, what a restored history of zoo 

 F.W.Bond 
 New Penguin Pool [London Zoo], postcard, u.d. [c.1932]. 

59



  Wolfgang Suschitzky 
 Peacock, excerpted from Photographing Animals: How to Do It, book, 1941 
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  Bushman Gorilla, original archive photograph, Chicago Tribune, 1939. 

61



photography complicates most is the figure, set up by 
Szarkowski and Berger, of the zoo visitor who can’t see 
what’s in front of them, the one who unthinkingly goes 
from cage to cage, on whose behalf the artist needs to 
intervene, so as to ‘facilitate the act of looking’.[46] There 
were alternative zoo visitors that could have been used 
- in another essay, ‘Ape Theatre’ (1992), Berger even
lists them:

The audience in Basel [Zoo] is of all ages. 
From toddlers to pensioners. No other 
spectacle in the world can attract such a 
wide spectrum of the public. Some sit, like 
my father and I once did, lost to the 
passing of time. Others  drop in  for a  few 

moments. There are habitués who come 
every day and whom the actors 
recognize…[47] 

Contemporary zoo photography has very little to say 
to these alternate visitors: they’re already familiar with 
the zoo, some go every day, they know the animals 
and the animals know them. And, for decades, they’ve 
taken their own photographs too. Of all the zoo 
photographs ever taken, it is the photographs by zoo 
visitors that are the hardest to find. Often, they exist as 
single, one-off prints, embedded in private family 
albums that, uncatalogued and unreferenced, are 
invisible to the world. With next to no commercial 
value,  they’re  rarely  sold  in  places  that  stock other 

 Babe, Big Elephant in Toledo Zoo, original archive photograph, 1925. 
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types of paper ephemera, and it’s only recently, with 
recession-bitten sellers attempting to eke out every 
penny they can from their stocks, that orphaned zoo 
photographs have begun to make their way to market, 
where they can finally be seen and purchased by 
collectors. These photographs are, in every sense, a 
game of chance. It’s chance that each one was kept 
rather than thrown away at any point in its life, 
and chance that any one of them comes up for sale. 
And the way many of them are made is dicey too: 
inexpensive, fixed-exposure cameras with fixed-focus, 
wide-angle lenses, put in the hands of inexperienced 
photographers, don’t exactly stack the odds 
in favour of success. 

It is fitting that the nameless photographers, 
for whom Szarkowski and Winogrand, tried to 
democratize photography, are the very ones who may 
be the most insightful when it comes to representing 
the zoo. Collectively, their work spans decades and 
continents and traces changes in attitudes towards 
animals, zoo enclosure design, and photographic 
technology. And, collectively, these nameless 
photographers   see   everything.   In   circa   1910,  an 

 

agitated bear paces its brick and concrete cage; a 
decade later, four Himalayan bears find themselves 
slumped on a tiered enclosure, a concentration camp 
secured with sharp fences. By the 1940s, newer zoos 
are building fenceless enclosures as standard. In 
Toroiyga Park, New South Wales, there’s a tiger sitting 
at the back of his enclosure, a barely visible speck: an 
anonymous photographer snaps him anyway, taking in 
the entire enclosure as they do. Bronx Zoo, 1944: Alice 
died last year; another elephant stretches their trunk 
over the wall for food, twenty years before Winogrand 
photographs an elephant doing something similar (it 
might even be the same elephant). It’s the 1950s, 
we’re in London, waiting for the famous chimpanzee 
tea party: the air is thick with excitement; the scrum of 
visitors, keepers, and chimps on chains is a far cry from 
the humorous, genteel affair depicted on souvenir 
postcards. Sixties: in a penguinarium, the painted 
mural of snowcapped mountains almost tricks the eye 
into thinking of Antarctica, but the illusion is broken, by 
a window frame, and the fuzzy head of a young boy. 
Seventies and photography has made its transition to 
colour:   there’s  a  gorilla  sitting  on  top of an artificial 

[Alice the elephant, Bronx Zoo], original archive 
photograph, ACME Newspaper Pictures, 1943.  

 Stephane Tavourlaris 
The Brown Bear Blues, original archive photograph, United 
Press, 1955. 
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[Bear in cage], photograph, u.d. [c.1910]. 

[Himalyan Bears], photograph, u.d. [c.1920]. 
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tree, looking outwards, framed by bold architectural 
shapes and crumbling paint facades. The photograph 
is perfect. It could be a contemporary zoo photograph 
or a painting by Aillaud in a book by Berger. 
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  hy Look at Cows? 

 
Hinduism is not a unified, organized, and internally 
homogeneous religion with a central text dictating 
beliefs and practices. Nevertheless, the sacredness 
accorded to the cow is transversal to most of its 
internal multiplicity. Even though not all Hindus may 
actually worship her,[1] she is usually referred to as go 
mata (mother cow) and, as a living embodiment of 
motherhood, she is venerated for the fact that she 
sustains humankind through her milk, dung (used for 
fuel, cooking, and purifier for the house), urine (useful 
in medicines), and male offspring (for draught 
purposes). At a symbolical level the positive qualities 
ascribed to the cow are numerous (Brown 1964). First 
of all, she is the personification of unconditional love, 
gentleness, and self-denial, seen in the care she 
provides to her calf. Secondly, she embodies 
abundance, fertility, and generosity. Thirdly, especially 
in   the    recurrent     comparison  with  the  buffalo, she 

represents the utmost purity, perfection, and beauty 
(Margul 1968). Finally, being considered a theophany 
(Korom 2000) her body is thought of as the abode of 
the entire Hindu pantheon composed by 330 million 
deities, and thus venerating her means honoring them 
all. 

With a peak in the 1960s and 1970s, a consistent 
number of scholarly works have been devoted to the 
sacredness of the cow, which has been analyzed from a 
broad range of perspectives.[2] Visual culture studies 
have been much less interested in this topic, given that 
Pinney’s (2004) remarkable work on chromolithographs 
as tools for political struggle against the colonial rule in 
pre-independent India seems to be the only 
representative of this field of study, magisterially 
approached through the lens of anthropology and 
political history. In his “Photos of the Gods. The Printed 
Image and Political Struggle in India”, the sixth chapter, 
titled “The Politics of Popular Images: From Cow 
Protection to M.K. Gandhi, 1890-1950”, thoroughly 
describes cows as recurrent, since politically powerful, 
characters   in the   chromolithographs   that   circulated 

W 

THE REAL LIFE OF 
HOLY COWS  

Hinduism considers cows to be sacred animals. This has concurred to cows’ stereotypical depiction as 
religious and political icons, especially in chromolithographs that enjoyed a huge appreciation in the last 
two centuries of Indian history. At a visual level these images were extremely powerful but they did not 
depict cows as living beings who also struggle, suffer, and die. Today, the digital photographs circul ated 
on the Net by animal activists represent cows as mortal animals and show their real, mundane, hard life 
on Ind ian streets, which is very far from the ideal state of holiness one could expect.
Text by Deborah Nadal 
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widely at a popular level during the historical 
period under study. 

Starting from the figure of the cow in 
chromolithographs, through Pinney’s study, this 
article later moves to the description and analysis of 
the same subjects as they appear in other visual 
objects, i.e. digital photographs. While the former 
mainly depict cows as religious and political 
symbols, the latter show them as flesh and blood 
living beings, exposed to physical and psychological 
miseries. To highlight the huge appreciation 
chromolithographs enjoyed in the last two centuries 
of India’s religious history, Pinney (2004: 21) argues 
not for a ‘history of art, but a history made by art’. 
On the contrary, given the more recent nature of 
digital photographs of cows’ distress, their history 
will not be discussed in this article. Instead, they will 
be used to reflect on Berger’s famous and much-
debated question "Why look at animals?" 

The success of chromolithography in India 

From Ancient Greek, “lithography” literally means 
“writing on stone”. It is a method of printing 
technically based on the chemical mutual 
incompatibility of oil and water and on the use of a 
smooth limestone. An image is mirror-like drawn on 
the stone with oily hydrophobic ink and then the 
entire surface is treated with a dilute solution of gum 
arabic, slightly acidified with nitric acid. The function 
of this solution is to create a hydrophilic layer that 
will not accept the printing ink on all non-image 
surfaces that remain now in relief. When printing, 
the stone is kept wet with water. An oily lithographic 
ink is then applied and since it is repelled by water it 
sticks only onto the original drawing. The ink can 
thus be transferred to a blank paper sheet, thus 
producing the expected image. 

Lithography was invented in 1796 by the 
author and actor Alois Senefelder, a native of 
Prague (Czech Republic), as a cheap method to publish 
his plays. From Munich and Vienna, the cities where 
lithographic printing gained its first success, the news 
of the great potential of this invention, thanks to its 
simplicity and economy, reached India very quickly. In 
the meanwhile, in Europe, its multi-colored version 
was invented. Chromolithography was developed by 
the Frenchman Godefroy Engelmann in 1837 along   
the   same    technical    process   of    lithography.   If  a 

chromolithograph has to be made, different stones 
have to be prepared with as many drawings as the 
colors of the final work are and a print has to go 
through the press separately for each stone. If the 
challenge of keeping the images properly aligned is 
successfully overcome, nice images consisting of large 
areas of flat color are reasonably fast and cheaply 
produced. 

Since the 1860s (chromo)lithography enjoyed a 
great success in India, spreading quickly from Kolkata 
to other major towns such as Mumbai, Lucknow, and 
Chennai, where hundreds of lithographic printing 
houses flourished and lithographs met the appreciation 
of the general public. Given the multi-linguistic variety 
of India, a fundamental factor for the success of this 
printing technique was that the same procedure could 
be applied to all languages irrespective of their varying 
scripts, since its basis was the manuscript written by a 
copyist. However, in India lithographs became famous 
especially in their colorful version. Alongside artists such 
as Hem Chander Bhargava and Yogendra Rastogi, Raja 
Ravi Varma Koil Thampuran (1848-1906), better known 
as Raja Ravi Varma, made a name for himself as the 
father of this form of art and nowadays he is still 
regarded as a master in this field. 

Artistically born as a water painter and oil 
painter, in 1894 Raja Ravi Varma founded a 
lithographic printing press in Mumbai for re-
printing his artwork using chromolithographic 
techniques, to make his paintings affordable for 
the general public. Even if Varma passed away in 
1906, his chromolithographs continued to be 
printed in thousands for many years. These pieces of 
art mainly depicted Hindu gods and goddesses and 
famous scenes taken from the Mahabharata and 
Ramayana, two epic poems composed between the 
fifth century BC and the third century AD that are 
still exceptionally famous and highly appreciated in 
contemporary India. Varma’s representation of 
mythological characters has become part of the 
imagination of the epics themselves and, in general, 
his chromolithographs have had a profound 
influence in the shaping of common people’s artistic 
tastes. The popularity of the chromolithographs by 
Varma was mainly due to his ability to render the 
images of gods and goddesses exceptionally real, 
freeing them from the aura of immaterialness and 
artificiality they were commonly depicted in. 

Another   recurrent  theme  in  the  popular visual 
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culture of pre-independent India were portraits of 
patriotic inspiration, representing national heroes and 
political leaders of that time or of the past, such as 
Tilak, Subhash Chandra Bose, and Shivaji. Within the 
intense and vivacious period preceding Independence 
in 1945, this artistic choice and the high mobility of 
chromolithographs benefited from each other’s success 
and together they concurred to the affirmation of this 
form of art as a much powerful tool for anti-imperialist 
propaganda. In fact, it is in view of this political 
exploitation of chromolithographs that Pinney (2004) 
carried out his research on printed images, within 
which the figure of the cow reached an exceptional 
momentum and underwent a very peculiar 
transformative process. The next section analyses 
this, focusing on the symbolic role ascribed to the 
cow. 

Nothing more than an icon 

From the Hindu point of view, Fig.1 is an extremely 
popular image really speaks a thousand words. 
Moreover, it does this at two levels. The first one 
pertains to the religious sphere. Here, the body of 
the cow is filled with the symbolic references I 
mentioned in the introductory section of this article. 
As the title reads, 84 gods and goddesses are 
depicted in her body, all with their name and the 
precise iconographic details that unequivocally 
identify each of them. However, to an attentive eye, 
allegoric speculations do not end here. In fact, 
instead of her eyes, she has the sun and the moon, 
her legs are the high mountains of Himalaya, and her 
udders are compared to the oceans (Sharma 1980). 
This  last   detail   reminds   the  well-known  myth  of  

Fig.1: 
Chaurasi Devata Auvali Gay (The Cow with 84 Deities), c. 1912, Ravi Varma Press. The original image. Source: Pinney 2004: 109. 

69



the churning of the ocean (in Sanskrit, Samudra 
manthana, Sagara manthana, or Kshirasagara 
manthana) to which cows are closely connected. This 
myth explains the origin of amrita, the nectar of 
immortality, for which devas (gods) and asuras 
(demons) tenaciously fought in a tug of war that took 
place in this ocean of milk. Not only the cow 
Kamadhenu emerged from this ocean (and she was 
given by the gods to the sages so that the ghee 
(clarified butter) obtained from her milk could be used 
for religious rituals), but this sweet and rich ocean is 
thought to exist in the Goloka, the world or planet of 
cows that is the eternal Supreme Abode of only some 
deserving gods, such as Krishna and his beloved 
Radha. 
 The second level in which this 
chromolithograph is eloquent is the political one, which 
is the main interest of Pinney’s book. His work and 
many others (e.g. Freitag 1980) focus on the 
exploitation of the figure of the cow (and thus of her 
image) as a potent weapon in India’s fight for the 
political autonomy from the British rule and, more in 
general, in the affirmation of Hindu religious solidarity 
against Muslim and Christian invaders. Cow protection 
movements, more or less institutionalized, have a long 
history in India and in the past as well as nowadays they 
usually mobilize the sacred and emotive symbol of the 
mother cow to reach their aim of a total ban on cow 
slaughtering and beef eating. In the last decades of the 
19th century, when chromolithograph printing and 
burgeoning Indian nationalism fruitfully met, politics 
was highly regulated while religion could enjoy a larger 
margin of freedom. So, as the circulation of seditious 
images was tightly controlled, the image of the cow, of 
evident religious origin, was theoretically innocent since 
insignificant. Her image was clearly at the convergence 
between religion and politics, but whenever needed 
only the most advantageous side of the coin could be 
shown. 

For the audience interested in the political side 
of figure 1, it was not difficult to immediately go to the 
messages beyond it that are implicit in the 
iconographic choices of the artist. Below the cow 
udders, a Hindu offers her milk to a Muslim, a Christian/
European, and a Parsi,[3] under the slogan ‘drink milk 
and protect the cow’ (Pinney 2004: 107). Through this 
gesture not only cow milk is praised, but also the 
appropriateness of milk drinking, compared to beef   
eating,    is  stressed.     On   the  right  side,  a   demon 

menacingly waves a sword before her, this alluding to 
the sin (from a Hindu perspective) of cow 
slaughtering. In fact, a Hindu man, depicted between 
the cow and the demon, tries to make the demon 
give up his intention. The rhetoric of nationalism, 
deeply linked to religious separatism, is obvious in 
this image. Equally evident is how the sacred submits 
to the political, making the boundary between these 
two separable domains blurry. This was done not 
only to escape censorship,[4] but also to turn the cow 
into a symbol charged with all the possible meanings 
useful to inflame nationalist sentiments and draw a 
line between those who identified themselves with 
these meanings and those who could hardly 
understand them, being unfamiliar with this religious 
allegoric language. In fact, as written by Pinney 
(2004: 114) ‘Allegory offers the theoretical possibility 
of closure. “Meanings” can be specified and secured: 
producers and consumers can agree (or rather 
attempt to agree) that under the prevailing code a 
particular sign stands in for another sign’. 

Of course, not all the chromolithographs 
depicting mythical and religious subjects have had a 
second life as tools for political action. Many 
remained within their domain, continuing to be 
circulated by their authors and accepted by their 
audience only for the evident, easily understandable 
because culturally shared ideas they were meant to 
express. This is the case also for those 
chromolithographs portraying cows, such as the one 
in figure 2.  

This chromolithograph is very classic as far as the 
choice of the subject is concerned, as it represents one 
the most famous scenes of the early life of the much 
beloved, and thus extremely popular, god Krishna.[5] 
Krishna is also known as Govinda, Gopala, or 
Gopinatha, where the suffix “go” stands for "cow", 
"cattle". Within the Hindu pantheon, he is the 
cowherd, often depicted while grazing his cows or 
while playing the flute for them. In figure 2 Krishna is 
still a young boy who tenderly hugs his mother 
Yashodha while she is milking a cow. This god is well 
known for his love for milk and butter, that he eats with 
great gluttony and occasionally even steals. As it 
happens in this figure, the cow who is depicted while 
providing him and his mother with milk shows the 
typical features that orthodox Hinduism ascribes to this 
animal. Her hair is predominantly white to symbolize 
purity; her body is massive but at the same time round 
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and buxom; her posture is elegant and she is usually 
depicted while remaining calm and still to facilitate her 
milking; her fatty bump, big ears, and long horns are 
emphasized, since they are typical of zebus;[6] her head 
is adorned with garlands and flowers, as a proof of the 
love and care that people give her. 

Even if in this figure no particular political 
message is explicit, the cow is highly stereotyped and 
remains iconic. What is important in this scene, and in 
many others similar to this one that represent the 
moment of milking, is not the cow in herself but what 
she gives to humans, such as milk in this case. A very 
utilitarian attitude is expressed in this image, although 
the entire scene is given an idyllic, almost 
metaphysical, aura. After all, the cow remains a sacred 
animal, whose suffering and distress are almost 
inconceivable and thus not depicted. On the contrary, 
this happens in digital photographs, which are taken 
expressly to show cows as mundane animals. 

The living being behind the photograph 

Nowadays chromolithographs do not enjoy the same 
level of public esteem they received in the past. Their 
much recognizable style and their classical subjects 
remind of the past and look kitsch, and so they are 
increasingly becoming quite a niche product. 
Moreover, the cheapness, easiness, and quickness 
that assured their large circulation, thus concurring to 
their success, cannot stand anymore the comparison 
with the main revolution photography has gone 
through in the last 20 years, i.e. digital photographs. 
Thanks to the Net and the social media digital 
photographs circulate at an unprecedented pace 
and, above all, their sharing is by now a spontaneous 
act for most of Net users. Moreover, given the 
democratic atmosphere in which nowadays it is not 
necessary to be an artist to take and spread 
photographs, theoretically everybody can catch 
anything on camera. 

In India, especially in its urban areas, cows are 
often caught on camera. This is made especially by 
animal welfare activists, who work to ensure cows’ 
well-being or, at least, to inform people about the 
bad and often illegal living conditions they are kept 
in[7]. Usually, they are depicted during their transfer to 
slaughterhouses or when they have already reached 
this final destination. Predictably, the representation 
of cows that emerges from these photographs could 
not be more different from the one that is provided 
by chromolithographs. In these photographs, cows 
are living beings, not icons. They do not stand for 
anything idyllically religious and do not imply evident 
political messages. In most of the cases, they want to 
show cows as mortal animals who struggle and suffer, 
after having lived a life that usually is very far from the 
ideal model one could expect for an animal who is 
considered sacred. These photographs depict cows 
who are routinely abused, exploited, starved to death, 
and killed. In view of the impact that their authors 
hope to make on the public, generally these 
photographs do not spare the most distressing details 
of cows’ suffering, resulting in shocking, often 
unimaginable, images. 

 The group of four images in figure 3 tells the 
story of a calf who was found with a broken leg on the 
roadside in Chennai in March 2016. The first 
photograph   immortalizes   the   calf while lying on the 

Fig.2: 
Yashodha and Krishna 2”, Ravi Varma Press. Source: 
website of the catalogue of Raja Ravi Varma’s prints, 
lithographs and oleographs. 
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ground, with the bone of its leg totally exposed. After 
having been rescued and transferred to a veterinary 
hospital, the calf had its leg cleaned of the maggots 
that immediately infect these wounds, particularly 
during the summer heat. Here the stump of its leg is in 
the foreground, with the hands of three people around 
it that extract one by one the maggots from its wound 
and put them in the container, where other maggots 
have already been drowning. After the amputation of 
the leg, the calf is now recovering. It is depicted while 
standing on its three legs, with its bandaged stump 
well evident.  

Figure 4 shows ten cows (in the background) and 
buffaloes (in the foreground) crammed on a truck, with 
their heads and bodies tightly tied by ropes. The 
animals are unable to move and do not have the space 
provided  for  by  law  (The Transport of Animals Rules, 

 

1978), i.e. from 1 sq m for an animal who weights up 
to 200 kg, to 2 sq m for one whose weight is double. 
They seem to be quite calm, resigned, or maybe just 
too tired or scared to put up resistance. 

According to Chapter 4 of The Transport of 
Animals Rules, 1978, to load and unload cattle from 
vehicles ‘suitable ropes and platforms should be used’. 
In figure 5 this cow is loaded on a truck by a man who 
pulls her by her tail. Within the frame of the 
photograph, of the cow we can only see her tense 
body, her stretched tail, and her legs moving in the air 
in search of a point of support. She is upside-down and 
her head is not included in the photograph. In the 
background, uncountable animals lie confusedly on 
the truck, their heads tied, their necks unnaturally bent, 
and their bodies twisted.  

Figure   6   focuses   on   a   painful  detail of the 

Fig.3: 
Calf with a broken leg who has been rescued and had its leg amputated. Source: Facebook page of ‘People For Cattle In India’. 
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conditions in which cattle are transferred throughout 
India. On the white hair moistened by tears, several 
yellowish chili pepper seeds have just come out of the 
eye of this cow, causing the lachrymation that furrows 
her cheek. Some seeds are also on the rope that is tied 
around her head. The reason of the much irritating 
seeds in the eye is that when cattle collapse from 
exhaustion during transfer (whether by truck or on 
foot), they have them rubbed into their eyes to be 
forced to keep moving. 

Most cattle– transfers across India end up in 
slaughterhouses, such as the one depicted in figure 8. 
It is the registered, municipal slaughterhouse of a small 
town in Central India. As many others in the country, it 
is quite basic in its amenities. The area where cattle are 
kept in the last moments of their lives and then killed 
is a simple open space with a sluice all around it where 
to channel the water used to clean up the blood and 
the parts of the body that are wasted. In this 
photograph, on the floor wet by water and blood, 
internal organs, a large piece of skin, and the skull of a 
cow are scattered. A puppy eats up the intestines. In 
this image the figure of the cow is not even 
distinguishable: only her pieces are there. 

In  India,  the  number of illegal slaughterhouses 

 
 
 
 

goes well beyond that of the registered ones, 
where the conditions in which animals are 
kept and slaughtered should at least be monitored 
and adapted to the standards demanded by law. 
Figure 7 shows a cow who lies on the ground, in the 
open, with her four legs fastened by a rope and the 
neck slain. Under the head, almost cut off, a pool of 
blood in the process of clotting is there. Three colors 
(the white of the fur, the dark grey of the ground, 
and the red of the blood) make this image, and the 
scene it depicts, particularly strong. 

In figure 9 the fate of the luckiest among the 
cows who live on Indian streets is shown. In the 
street garbage is the main source of food for these 
animals, who constantly “graze” on carpets and 
heaps of undifferentiated rubbish. Given the 
physical conformation of their mouth and teeth, they 
are unable to properly select the food they eat, so 
they regularly swallow items that are injurious to 
their health, such as plastic bags, threads, stones, 
and iron mashes. In the long run, these foreign 
objects clog cows' digestive process and lead to a 
lingering death, unless they are surgically removed. 
Figure 10 shows a cow  undergoing this operation. 
In   this    photograph   the    cow   is   only   partially

Fig.4: 
Cows and buffaloes in an overloaded truck, available 
on the website of PETA 

Fig.5: 
Cow loading, leaflet Inside the Indian Dairy Industry: A 
Report on the Abuse of Cows and Buffaloes Exploited 
for Milk published by PETA 
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visible: we see her back and, on a flank, the 
opening through which several hands pull the plastics 
out[8]. Suffering is not explicitly seen: it is imagined and 
possibly felt. 

Conclusion: why not look at animals? 

This article has described how the visual 
representation of cows has changed considerably in 
India in the last decades. In particular, it has focused 
on the comparison  between  chromolithographs  and 

Fig.6 and 7: 
Cow with chili seeds in her eyes,available on the website of PETA  and  Slaughtered cow. Source: website of Occupy for animals!
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Fig.8: Internal organs of a cow left on the floor of a slaughterhouse. Source: website of The Voice of Stray Dogs/Animal Rescue Org

Fig.9: The plastic debris that were inside the stomach of the cow in the foreground. 
Source: website of the Visakha Society for the Protection and Care of Animals

Fig.10: Cow undergoing a rumenotomy to remove plastic debris from her stomach. 
Source: website of the Visakha Society for the Protection and Care of Animals



digital photographs and on the diametrically opposed 
image of cows they produce. The former depicted 
cows as icons, whether within the religious or the 
political domain. Cows were represented with 
recurrent, highly standardized features that were 
necessary not only to convey precise ideas and 
messages, but also to be easily and quickly 
recognizable, and thus “readable”, by the public that 
by then was already well educated to this task. Not to 
puzzle the audience, every detail of the body of these 
cows followed quite defined criteria, also meant to 
bear a specific allegoric meaning. By reading Pinney’s 
(2004: 107) work it is clear how in the last decade of 
the 19th century the cow turned into a sectarian 
emblem of Hindu identity or, to use the author’s words 
‘a proto-nation, a space that embodies a Hindu 
cosmology’ (emphasis mine). 

In the chromolithographs widely spread in the 
historical period analyzed by Pinney, cows were not 
cows and were not looked at as cows with the aim of 
knowing more about them as animals, as living beings. 
On the contrary, in them the public searched for 
confirmation of already known ideas within the religious 
and political discourse, or even for a shared Hindu 
space of mutual understanding, group solidarity, and 
social inclusivity. So, besides the exceptional technical 
quality of these chromolithographs, as far as their 
contents are concerned the result is a quite clichéd 
image of the cow. She is praised as a mother, as a 
provider and nurturing presence, but she is rarely given 
an active role. More usually (as in figure 2) she is 
passively milked, thus appearing more as a dispenser. 
Or, as in figure 1, she appears completely still, 
surrounded by humans who give her a (political) reason 
to be in the image, for example by sharing her milk or 
protecting her from slaughtering. 

In the more modern digital photographs cows 
are the focus of the scene. Moreover, every 
photograph seems to have been taken to tell the story 
of that particular cow. After all, cows are here shown as 
living beings, and as it happens for living beings, 
individual peculiarities are what makes the difference 
and gives sense to every life. Since in the case of the 
photographs shown in this article their authors were 
usually animal activists, these images are clearly linked 
by the same thread, i.e. the aim of witnessing the pain 
experienced by these animals in order to stimulate the 
public   to  take action  against the factors that cause it 

(i.e. the use of leather, non-vegetarian/vegan food 
choices, etc.). For this reason, the most distressing 
details of their sufferance are not hidden, not only to 
avoid minimizing it but also to touch more deeply 
the feelings of the public. Within the circle of animal 
activism, in India as well as abroad, shocking images 
of this kind have become an everyday encounter on 
the Net and the social media. The bodies of the 
cows that in politically exploited chromolithographs 
were infested with the divine, to paraphrase Pinney 
(2004: 107), are now infested with maggots 
who tirelessly devour them. 

While in 1977 Berger asked “Why look at 
animals?", now, these digital photographs appear to 
emerge precisely from the incredulous question 
animal activists seem to be asking us, i.e. “Why don’t 
look at animals?”. As a matter of fact, whoever has 
ever visited India could understand the thinking 
behind this question: considering the uncommon 
quantity of animals who live on the streets of that 
country, it seems impossible not to see them. 
However, I think that the crucial point lies here: “to 
see” and “to look” imply two very different physical 
and mental attitudes, and people in India do not 
seem to look at cows (in the conscious and proactive 
way animal activists hope) possibly because they are 
too used to see them. These photographs are 
probably meant to tear the film of normality that 
seems to envelop suffering animals. Close to the 
concept behind Lev Tolstoj's famous sentence “If 
slaughterhouses had glass walls everybody would be 
vegetarian”, the aim of the authors and spreaders of 
these photographs seems to be showing what is 
behind the leather industry, witnessing the dark side 
of the meat industry, revealing the level of pain 
caused by the production of milk, etc. Through these 
photographs, people may not only open their eyes 
and turn them to what they possibly ignored before, 
but also stop, focus their attention, feel their 
emotions, develop their opinion, and eventually act 
to change this poor state of affairs. Maybe these 
digital photographs will not become immortal as 
their forefathers, i.e. chromolithographs, seem to be, 
but this is not their purpose: they exist for the living 
beings they depict. 

Notes 

[1] Similarly, not all Hindus abstain from eating beef. However, the
complex and highly debated topic of cow slaughtering and beef eating
cannot be discussed here.
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In India the most common bovines are cattle – Bos Taurus, and 
buffaloes – Bubalus bubalis. As buffaloes are not considered sacred 
they will not be treated in this paper. The noun “cattle” encompasses 
both sexes, while “cow” identifies only the adult female. However, 
the plural feminine form “cows” is generally used colloquially to refer 
to both sexes collectively. Thus, because of this reason and the 
peculiar religious status of cows, the term “cow” will be widely used 
in this article. When replaced by the pronoun, whenever possible  
“her” will be preferred to “it”, as in India it sounds more appropriate 
for such a special animal.

[2] Among others, anthropology in Harris 1966 and Wiley 2014,
politics in Copland 2005, Diener et al. 1978, and Robb 1986,
economics in Dandekar 1969 and Heston 1971, geography in Lodrick
1981 and Simoons 1979, history in Jha 2001 and Yang 1980, law and
social studies in Chigateri 2011, history of religion in Doniger
O’Flaherty 1979.

[3] The Parsi are the members of the Zoroastrian community based in
India. Their religion differs considerably from orthodox Hinduism,
sharing more features with Christianity and Islam.

[4] While escaping the British censorship was the aim of many
printing houses in pre-Independence, compromises had often to be
accepted. An example is the chromolithograph "Chaurasi Devata
Auvali Gay” (figure 1) that was soon amended by cutting off the right
portion of the image where the demon threatens the cow with a sword.

[5] According to Pinney (2004: 107) originally the two people who
appear in this chromolithograph were simply a woman and a Hindu
boy. Only later, an arbitrary decision taken by the Ravi Varma Press
transmogrified them into Yashodha and Krishna and opened ‘the way
for the communalist readings to which the image was subject in
practice’. Again, politics and religion are invading their respective
domains.

[6] A zebu, whose scientific name is Bos primigenius indicus or Bos
taurus indicus, is a species of domestic cattle autochthonous of South
Asia.

[7] However, I do not mean to claim that animal activism is exempt
from involvement in politics.

[8] For further information see the “Plastic Cow Project” carried out
by Karuna Society for Animals and Nature: http://
www.theplasticcow.org/. Their documentary “The Plastic Cow” is
available on Youtube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SifRIYqHfcY
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I 

VISUALIZING  ANIMAL DEATH 

This essay explores the representation of animals in Chicago’s Union Stock Yards  and Slaughterhouses in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries through the optic device known as the stereoscope. The 
stereoscope—an immensely popular form of home entertainment and pedagogy from the 1850s to the 
1930s— allowed individuals to see a phenomenally realistic three-dimensional image by merging left-eye 
and right- eye views of the same scene. Based on a series of stockyard and slaughterhouse stereographs 
preserved at the UC Riverside California Museum of Photography, this essay argues that stereoscopic  
representations of nonhuman animals (in death) serve to justify and reify the human commodification of 
other animals. 

Text by Zeb Tortorici 

  t was a few years ago when Lisa Darms, then the 
  Senior  Archivist  at  New  York University’s Fales 
  Library and Special Collections, introduced me to 

my first stereoscopic images of Chicago’s Union 
Stock Yards and Slaughterhouses. For me—as an 
animal welfare advocate (who adheres to veganism 
and) who has researched and published on the 
intersection of animals and archives in Latin America— 
the images were simultaneously unsettling, macabre, 
yet alluring.[1] When I first viewed the image below 
(Image 1) at the Fales Library through the optical 
device known as the stereoscope, I was astounded 
visually. This specific image led me to my current 
research project on what I have called stereoscopic 
animals, and of which this essay is an initial foray.      

       At the time, I had no notion of how many 
stereoscopic images of animal death existed, nor did 
I know who had produced them, who the intended 
audiences were, how they circulated, or why they 
were made in the first place. My desire to learn more 
about the historical and cultural contexts that 
surrounded this particular image-type led me to 
several archives, including the New York Public 
Library and the California Museum of Photography, 

University of California, Riverside, as well as dozens of 
antique shops and online auction sites in search of 
stereoscopic images of other animals (and animal 
parts). While historical scholarship on the cultural 
impact and history of the stereoscope abounds, there 
is little that focuses on species or on the question of 
the animal.[2]

 

Stereographs—to be viewed through a 
stereoscope viewer (Images 2 and 3), which enabled 
people to see a phenomenally realistic three- 
dimensional image by merging left-eye and right-eye 
views of the same scene—were an immensely popular 
form of home entertainment and primary and secondary 
school education from the 1850s to the 1930s. In the 
nineteenth century, the advent of stereoscopic double 
photographs (called “stereographs” or “stereoviews”),  
according to Robert Silverman, “extended dramatically 
the range of stereoscopic subjects” (Silverman, 734). By 
the late nineteenth century, this expansive range of 
stereoscopic subjects to which Silverman alludes 
included thousands of nonhuman animals (if not more) in 
both captivity and death. Yet, how did the visualization 
of other species through the stereoscope  alter  the  
relationship    between    both   viewer    and    viewed? 
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Image 1 
Keystone View Company, “V18449, X5773. A half mile of pork in Armour’s great packing house, Chicago, Ill.,” 
stereograph, late nineteenth century, UC Riverside California Museum of Photography 

How, when taking questions of power and species 
difference into consideration, might the stereoscopic 
images and their dissemination serve to justify and reify 
the human commodification other animals? 

Most stereographs were professionally 

made, such as those produced and marketed by 

companies like the Philadelphia-based Keystone View 

Company and New York-based Underwood & 

Underwood for entertainment and, increasingly in the 

early twentieth century, for educational purposes. The 

“Half-Mile of Pork” image above, which I 

photographed in the Keystone-Mast Collection at the 

California Museum of Photography, University of 

California, Riverside, is one of dozens of Chicago 

stockyard images in a series produced by the 

Keystone View Company between the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, with the following 

classification (most likely written in pencil on the back 

of the stereograph by a Keystone secretary, according 

to Leigh Gleason, Curator of Collections at the 
California   Museum  of   Photography,   University   of 

California, Riverside): “V18449/X5773. A Half Mile 
of pork in Armour’s Great packing house, Chicago, 
Ill.” (UCR-CMP, Box 601-06-2). 

The two photographs in Image 1 which show 
hanging pig carcasses—"pork"—are nearly identical 
to one another, but are nonetheless different. Each 
photograph was shot at a slightly different angle (as 
evidenced, for example, by differences in the 
shadows on the ceiling), with the use of a binocular 
camera, thereby offering a slightly different 
perspective, which mimicked the images that would 
independently be seen by the left and right eye. 
Henry A. Strohmeyer (co-owner of his publishing 
house, Strohmeyer & Wyman), who eventually 
collaborated with Underwood & Underwood for 
stereograph distribution, was one of the 
photographers of the Chicago Union Stock Yards 
series. The photos themselves were taken in the late 
nineteenth century, though the stereographs were 
marketed and sold over a longer period of time, well 
into the twentieth century. These particular 
stereographs  were   disseminated  with  the goal of 
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Image 2 
Montgomery Ward & Co., catalogue advertisement for the “perfect stereoscope,” paper, 1894-95, California Museum of 
Photography, University of California, Riverside 

presenting the viewing public with (exceedingly 
graphic) images of industrialized animal slaughter and 
meatpacking at the Chicago’s Union Stock Yards and 
Slaughterhouses. 

Jonathan Crary notes that, with the exception 
of the photograph, the stereoscope was the most 
significant form of visual imagery in the nineteenth 
century, but that "it is easily forgotten how pervasive 
was the experience of the stereoscope and how for 
decades it defined a major mode of experiencing 
photographically produced images" (Crary, 118). The 
Keystone View Company, for example, located in 
Meadville, Pennsylvania, was a major distributor of 
stereoscopic images between the years of 1892 to 
1963. It was, by the early twentieth century, the 
largest stereograph company in the world. 

The above images then have a lot to say 
about historical memory, animal history, and the 
experience of human spectatorship (of other animals). 
Sir David Brewster (1781-1868), the Scottish naturalist 
and  scientist  who made significant contributions to 

the field of optics and who developed an improved 
and portable version of the stereoscope, published 
his book titled The Stereoscope: Its History, Theory, 
and Construction in London in 1856. For Brewster, 
when a viewer looked through his "lenticular 
stereoscope," the image that emerged was so 
realistic in terms of depth that "No portrait ever 
painted, and no statue ever carved, approximate in 
the slightest degree to the living reality now before 
us" (Brewster, 67). By viewing certain subjects—be 
they humans or other animals, landscapes, famous 
monuments, everyday objects, and the like— 
through the medium of the stereoscope, the viewer 
sought to attain a greater proximity, an almost tactile 
experience, to the stereoscopic subject in question. 
For this was precisely my initial reaction when I first 
viewed the "Half-Mile of Pork" at the Fales Library— 
the three-dimensional that emerged with the 
stereoscope was astounding. 

What, however, were the reasons behind why 
humans produced, disseminated, and  viewed 
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Image 3 
Keystone View Company Stereoscope with "UX257 Dressing lamb for the market—removing pelts" in the cardholder, 
photograph taken by the author in 2015, California Museum of Photography, University of California, Riverside. 

stereoscopic images of animal death and slaughter? 
In part, this essay aims to introduce readers to the 
vast, and largely unexplored, world of stereoscopic 
animals, in hopes that others will conduct more 
sustained research on the topic, especially with an 
eye toward what Randy Malamud has termed 
“imperial animal-looking” (Malamud, 53). Malamud’s 

perspective is important here precisely because it 
connects visuality and imperial modes of production. 
My analysis is guided by the basic premise that most 
of the stereoscopic animals that exist today in 
archives come to us through exactly the type of 
imperial looking and thinking about other animals 
that Malamud  describes.  That  is,  humans seek to 
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control and profit from other animals, but they do so 
here in the larger context of the industrialization, in 
the United States and elsewhere, that was set in 
motion partly by U.S. imperial interests (at home and 
abroad) that consolidated around ideas of Manifest 
Destiny and the quest for inexpensive raw 
materials. The stereograph below, I believe, offers us 
a case in point (Image 4). In the copy of this 
particular stereograph, photographed at the UC 
Riverside California Museum of Photography, the 
identifying information, also written in pencil on the 
back of the card, is minimal: “83332K.U., Box 119-
21, 1926. Stocker and Feeder (Pens) Division of the 
Union Stock Yard & Transit Co., Chicago, Ill.” 

In an identical Keystone View Company 
stereograph that I purchased on eBay in 2015, also 
produced as part of the same series as Image 1, the 
back of the card offers very different and more 
detailed information about the Union Stock Yards and 
their everyday labor of animal transportation, 
slaughter, bleeding, skinning, and “dressing” in order 
to produce and market meat. It states: 

140—(20250), SELECTION OF THE 
UNION STOCK YARDS, CHICAGO 
ILLINOIS. Lat. 42° N.; Long. 88° W. 

Here you have an excellent 
view of the thousands of cattle as they 
appear in the pens of the Union Stock 
Yards in Chicago. The cattle here 
shown are from the Kansas plains and 
have recently been unloaded from 
freight cars. All hours of the day trains 
take their load of living freight into the 
yards and unload their cattle, hogs, 
and sheep into the acres and acres of 
pens in the southern part of the city. 

The great industry of the 
meat packing has come about largely 
because of the invention of the 
refrigerator (rē-fr ĭj’ ēr-āt’ ēr) cars and 
the refrigerator boats. Before it was 
learned how to ship fresh meats long 
distances, live stock had to be carried 
to the edge of the city where the 
meat was to be sold. In the case of the 
eastern  cities  this  meant   that  the 

cattle of the plains had to be taken all 
the way across the Allegheny 
Mountains. Now this is changed. 
Meat-packing plants have sprung up 
in the cities that are in the center of 
the stock-raising areas. Meats are 
packed in refrigerator cars and are 
readily shipped any distance. The 
meat of far-away New Zealand and 
Australia is kept fresh all the way to 
Liverpool and London by means of 
refrigerator ships. 

The meat-packing center of 
the world is about the Union Stock 

Yards here seen. This plant was 
begun in 1865. It now covers 500 

acres of ground and has several 
thousand stock pens. The yards are 

able to house at one time 75,000 
cattle, 50,000 sheep, and 3,000 hogs. 

Cattle are taken from the 
yards and are marched single file into 
the slaughtering gangways. The 
various processes of bleeding, 
skinning, and dressing take place in 
rapid order. Every process is 
inspected by Federal Meat Inspectors 
so that the meat is clean and fresh. 

The sense of awe here that cattle—so-called “living 
freight”—can, after being converted into meat, be 
“shipped any distance,” either locally or globally, with 
the technology of refrigeration, is palpable. 
Furthermore, this profound realism was made all the 
more tangible by the visual sense of relief that the 
stereoscopic images offered vis-à-vis the two- 
dimensional photograph. This card also informs 
viewers that Chicago’s Union Stock Yards, which 
began their operations in 1865, is the “meat-packing 
center of the world,” where the modernity of 
industrialized slaughter was, by and through the 
stereographs themselves, rendered visible to national 
(and international) audiences. In fact, every stage of 
meat processing was photographed, again and again 
between 1873 and 1925, in the Chicago Union Stock 
Yards and other nearby stockyards and 
slaughterhouses. 
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Image 4 
Keystone View Company, “83332K.U., Box 119-21, 1926. Stocker and Feeder (Pens) Division of the Union Stock Yard & 
Transit Co., Chicago, Ill.,” stereograph, 1926 (from earlier photographs), UC Riverside California Museum of Photography 

Yet, why were these images so attractive, and 
to whom? In a recent article, Meredith A. Bak 
discusses the pedagogical uses of the stereograph in 
classrooms throughout the United States, between 
the 1870s and the 1930s, as an extension of object 
teaching, which privileged sensory perception over 
reading comprehension. She tells us, “photographic 
stereo views and their accompanying teaching 
materials characterized stereoscopic vision as realistic 
and objective, naturalizing the device and the 
perspectives it enforced rather than foregrounding its 
status as a mediating agent” (Bak, 148). Bak asserts 
that the merging of stereography with education 
served to naturalize the device and its perspectives, 
but the optical device itself, along with the images of 
other animals that were viewed through it, could 
serve to naturalize human attitudes and practices 
toward other species. At least this was partly the 
intention of the producers of Chicago Union Stock 
Yards stereographs with a particular audience in 
mind: U.S. consumers of increasingly industrialized 
meat. The otherness of commodified animals is 
constructed  by and through particular stereoscopic 

images in ways that reify “American” identity vis-à-vis 
human racial and ethnic others, as we will see below. 

Due to intensive marketing strategies on 
the parts of the Keystone View Company and 
Underwood & Underwood, stereographs increasingly 
made their way into classrooms in the early decades 
of the twentieth century, but this too, according to 
Bak, posed a certain danger in that “the rhetoric 
surrounding its educational uses conflated a highly 
mediated experience with a lived physical encounter” 
(Bak, 248). Yet, whose “lived physical encounter” can 
we speak of when stereographic animals are those 
being viewed? Furthermore, through the mediated 
visual experience of viewing stockyard and 
slaughterhouse stereographs, exactly who 
encountered whom, and why? While my larger 
research project focuses on child and immigrant labor, 
questions of race and racism, and nationalism as well 
as the human-animal divide, here I can only gesture 
toward the complicated ways in which humans and 
other animals were visualized in the United States 
through the stereoscope, for both entertainment and 
education. 
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To be certain, the Chicago Union Stock Yards 
stereographs were in large part destined for the 
classroom. We get a good sense of how these 
particular stereographs were marketed for 
“educational” purposes in the early twentieth-century 
Visual Education: Teacher's Guide to Keystone  “600 
Set.” The Keystone View Company and the 
Educational Department first published this book, 
which was designed for pedagogical purposes and 
for teacher training, in 1906. Subsequent versions 
were edited, copyrighted, and reprinted in 1908, 
1911, 1917, 1920, and 1922. In the 1922 edition of 
Visual Education, the book’s editors hail the revised 
Keystone 600 set (of which the Chicago Union Stock 
Yards images were a part) as “quite the latest and 
greatest achievement in modern visual instruction 
material” (Keystone Viewing Company, iv). The 
Chicago Union Stock Yards stereographs appear in at 
least five different chapters in Visual Education, 
authored by professors of geography, home 
economics, and elementary education: Chapter 1, 
“Geographical Classification and Title List”; Chapter 
3, “Production and Manufacturing: Industrial 
Geography”; Chapter 5, “Markets and Marketing: 
Commercial Geography”; Chapter 30, “Foods and 
Cookery”; and, Chapter 42: “Children of the World.” 
While each of these chapters merits sustained 
analysis, the chapter on “Foods and Cookery,” 
authored by Edna N. White, Head of the Dept. of 
Home Economics and Supervisor of Home 
Economics Dept., Ohio State University, stands out to 
me due to her beliefs about meat consumption. The 
author, for example, asserts the following: "The 
people in America depend largely on meat for the 
protein or muscle-building foods. No other group of 
people, except perhaps the Esquimaux, eat [sic] so 
much flesh, and it is probable that in many cases more 
meat is used than is desirable. Meat furnishes fat and 
mineral elements as well as protein but contains 
practically no starch or sugar. For this reason, it is 
usually served with potatoes or some other food 
material high in starch” (Keystone, 364). The segment 
of her chapter that focuses on the production, 
preparation, and cooking of meat lists, among others, 
the following stereographs as being particularly 
edificatory, especially when seen in conjunction with 
one another in the context of a primary or secondary 
school  lesson  plan.  The  context  and  implications  of 

any one of the Chicago Union Stock Yards images, 
therefore, depended in part on how it was seen 
alongside other images, pointing to larger global 
phenomena such as the production and distribution 
of meat: 

183. Thrifty and contented hogs in 
rich alfalfa pasture, Kansas.

589. Range sheep, an important 
source of Australian wealth.

185. Feeding Hereford cattle, 
Manhattan, Kan. Henry Clay of 
Kentucky brought the first Herefords 
into America. They are a [sic] good 
beef cattle. Shorthorns are the 
heaviest of the beef breeds, and 
Herefords rank next in weight.

140. This is a view of cattle in the 
pens of the Union Stock Yards in 
Chicago, the meat packing [sic] 
center of the world. This plant was 
begun in 1865. It now covers 500 
acres of ground.

141. The animals are taken from the 
pens and are marched single file into 
the slaughtering gangways. The 
various processes of bleeding, 
skinning, and dressing take place in 
rapid order. Every process is 
inspected by a federal meat 
inspector. In this picture is shown the 
last process, the washing of the beef 
with boiling water.

142. Splitting backbones and final 
inspection of hogs before placing 
them in refrigerator rooms. [Image 5]

143. Trimming and skinning hams 
before pickling in preparation for 
market, Chicago, Ill.

144. Making link sausages with aid of 
machines which stuff ten feet per 
second. 
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Image 5 
Keystone View Company, “UX265 Splitting backbones and final inspection, Hogs ready for cooler,” stereograph, late nineteenth century, 
UC Riverside California Museum of Photography 

145. Washing and tagging freshly
killed lambs, Chicago, Ill.

56. Chicken meat is prized almost the
world over.

The goal of placing these particular images— 
hailing from Kansas, Chicago, and Australia in this 
instance—alongside one another was to visually 
articulate global chains of the supply, distribution, 
and consumption of meat in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. These particular images 
speak to a radically different visual regime of meat 
production and animal consumption from that of the 
present, in which animal slaughter has been 
practically rendered invisible to the public. The visual 
economy of slaughter that the stockyard and 
slaughterhouse stereographs offer us starkly contrast 
with the present-day context, in which Ag-gag laws in 
several state legislatures have criminalized the 
recording, possession, and distribution of video or 
audio  documentation of  (the treatment of)  animals  

in industrial farms and slaughterhouses. 
This visual disjuncture is even more evident 

when we look at the contemporary literature about 
Chicago's slaughterhouses. In 1893, for example, 
George William Lambert  opened  his  book,  A 
Trip through the Union Stock Yards and Slaughter 
Houses, published in Chicago by the Hamblin 
Printing Co., with the following invitation to his 
readers: “Among the many interesting sights of 
Chicago,   few   are   more   interesting   than    a 
trip through the Union Stock Yards and Slaughter 
Houses. No one should fail to avail themselves of the 
opportunity to visit this great Stock Yards and Packing 
Town, which is a city in itself, there being between 
twenty and twenty-five thousand people employed 
here in the busy part of the year” (Lambert, 5). 
Importantly, many if not all of the images listed in 
Lambert’s table of contents (Image 6) were also 
concurrently marketed as stereographs for the 
classroom. Lambert tells his readers, with a seeming 
sense of awe, that just in 1892, for example, the 
Chicago     Union      Stock    Yards     received  and 
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Image 5 
Table of contents of George W. Lambert’s A Trip through the Union Stock Yards and Slaughter Houses, 1893
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butchered—that is, butchered those animals that did 
not prematurely die of sickness, dehydration, injury, 
infection, stress, overcrowding, and other causes 
common among slaughterhouse animals—the 
following creatures: 7,714,435 hogs; 3,571,796 heads 
of cattle; 2,145,079 sheep; 197,576 calves; and 
86,998 horses. The stockyards’ capacity per day that 
same year, Lambert tells us, was 50,000 cattle, 
200,000 hogs, 30,000 sheep, and 4,000 horses 
(Lambert, 7-8). And, perhaps most significantly, the 
author—almost immediately before describing the 
slaughter of cows, pigs, and sheep in excruciatingly 
graphic   detail—persuades   readers   that   his 
book “gives a very true account of all the interesting 
sights of the place” (Lambert, 5). 

The stereoscopic images that I reproduce in 
this essay are some of the many "interesting sights" 
that one might have seen when taking a leisurely day 
trip to the Union Stock Yards. The Union Stock Yards, 
then, became a place of tourism, edification, and 
modernization. The rapid speed at which animals 
were manually butchered—200,000 hogs per day 
alongside tens of thousands of cows, sheep, and 
horses—is statistical evidence of how meatpacking 
came to be routinized with lightning speed in 
production lines of workers, each of whom was 
dedicated to a specific task, be it leading animals to 
"the cleanest [shackling] pen he was ever in," 
knocking the animals with a sledgehammer blow to 
the head, slitting their throats, scraping and peeling 
off their skin, or boiling down the pieces of hides, 
ears, horn piths, and sinews to make glue (Lambert, 
9). The Union Stock Yard stereographs enact a 
particular   (and    particularly    sanitized)    politics 
of visibility through which nonhuman animals—in 
their being transported, killed, dismembered, and 
commodified—became    something    to    be 
both seen and experienced, be it in person or 
through the stereoscope. 

Brenton J. Malin, in a recent book on the 
history of media technology, asserts that “the power 
of stereoscopic technology, the argument went, 
came directly from its capacity to transmit not only 
images but feelings” (Malin, 24). The stereoscopic 
images above did indeed seek to convey feelings of 
nationalism and a sense of civic pride by and through 
the highly efficient and modernized forms of animal 
slaughter for which Chicago came to be known both 

nationally and globally. Seeing the images 
themselves in three dimensions as opposed to two, I 
think, had the potential to radically influence the 
relationship between the viewer and the viewed. In 
comparison to the photograph, a stereoscopic set of 
photographs tempted viewers with a sense of 
proximity, realism, and depth. Industrialized animal 
slaughter and the importance of meat consumption 
came to be naturalized in a way that, at least prior 
to the invention of the stereoscope, could only be 
seen in a two-dimensional photograph—that is, 
unless one were to personally take a tour of the 
Chicago Stock Yards or another slaughterhouse.[3] But 
whether or not the stereoscope ultimately offered a 
closer approximation to the animal in question is a 
research question that I am currently pursuing in a 
larger project on the representation of stereoscopic 
animals in zoos, stockyards, and slaughterhouses. 

Exposing animals through the stereoscope 
enabled new ways of relating to visual archives of 
animals (and to their dismembered parts) in both the 
past and the present, especially for the intended 
audiences and spectators—primarily students in 
primary and secondary education—of the Chicago 
Union Stock Yards stereographs. How such 
stereoscopic images were actually viewed and 
experienced by individuals is difficult, if not 
impossible, to uncover. The nature of historical 
evidence on the subject gestures toward the 
production, distribution, and pedagogical uses of 
such images rather than viewers’ experiences. All of 
the stereoscopic animals that were photographed in 
Chicago’s stockyards and slaughterhouses 
simultaneously  appeared  (in  the visual   sense) 
and disappeared (in the corporeal sense). Yet, 
these particular animals, as opposed to the millions 
of creatures that only came to be documented 
statistically instead of visually, survive—paradoxically 
through their own captivity and death—in the 
historical records of archives, antique shops, private 
collections, and online auction houses. Roland 
Barthes in Camera Lucida famously asserted that the 
terrible thing that there is in every photograph is "the 
return of the dead" (Barthes, 9). Here, dead animals 
return with a sort of visceral vengeance on multiple 
levels—visually, corporeally, and temporally—and as 
such, they demand our sustained analysis, critical 
attention, and ethical consideration. 
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his group of black and white photographs was 
taken in 2007 at the Beijing Huan Tie ring 
railroad test area. On the surface, the work’s 

content and subject matter seem to have no direct 
relationship with the photographic time and place, 
after all, the artist was shooting a flock of sheep in 
the dark. However, pictures often show traces and 
clues of the environment where an object appears. 
As a photographer, I am a ragman collecting things 
along the railroad. Huan Tie is located on the 
outskirts of northeastern Beijing and was built in 
1958. The railway extends about ten kilometers in 
circumference. It is the experimental base for 
China's railroad and train research, all Chinese-
produced trains are tested here. There are vast tracts 
of woodland and grassland inside Huan Tie, 
therefore there are some flocks and shepherds. 

When the images were taken, China had 
begun large-scale development of a high-speed 
train called “Harmony”. Now it is running all over the 
country and is being exported. At that time, Beijing 
was preparing for the 2008 Olympic Games. “Green 
Olympics”   became   the  slogan of a movement to 

transform the city yet, large-scale urbanization and 
construction continued unnoticeably in the country. 
I had rented a small studio in the art district close to 
the experimental railroad (ten meters away); at the 
same time, the "Harmony" was being tested. 
Whenever the white high-speed rail passed roaring 
by, my house immediately shook like a small 
earthquake. 

One evening I went to the wasteland in the 
depth of the test site, where there is a large expanse 
of wild grass. It was summer time, the grass was very 
lush, and some were nearly as high as a person. 
When the sun set, the sky turned dark, and there was 
no one around. I was about to go home when I heard 
the cry of the sheep, and then I saw a flock coming 
through the dark green grass, followed by a 
shepherd. The flock had been shaven bare, the red 
specks over their bodies looked almost like 
decorative patterns. This scene made my heart 
suddenly throb. Subconsciously I loaded the camera 
and filmed the scene continually with multiple shots. 
When it was getting darker, I had to use slow speed 
shots   that   made  the sheep in the pictures blurred 

T 

SHEEP IN HUAN TIE 

This portfolio presents a body of images taken by Sean Huang in 2007. In the text, he describes the taking 
of the images and relates them to his practice of photography. Huang describes an emotional and 
unexpected encounter with the sheep that compelled him to take the images. He relates their production to 
both his experience of the animals' way of being in the world and his practice of Buddhism. ep that 
compelled him to take the images. He relates their unconscious production to both his experience of their 
being in the world and his practice of Buddhism. Text by Sean Huang -Translated by Zhou Yan 
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and distorted. But later I thought this distortion is 
exactly the traces these creatures left in the images 
and gave these images life. At that moment, what 
surprised me was the sheep were calm, one could 
even feel their inner peace. We could not feel their 
pain from losing their wool and being wounded. 
They were just eating the grass and strolling back 
and forth, bleating and bleating from time to time. 

Photography for me is a journey of 
encounters.  I  realized  this  even  before I started to 

use a camera. Everything we experience in the world 
has its karma. The flock came to me, the high-speed 
train whizzed by… they all can be understood as 
symbols of images, they are all moving and are 
allusions. The instants on the film are not real. What 
can a photographer write by seeing? 

Buddha thus explained the world: as this 
cause, as this karma, and as this end. 

Photography is the way I choose to observe the 
world and photography is a practice of enlightenment. 

Sean Huang 
Sheep in Huan Tie Zone, Gelatin Silver Film, Giclee, 2007, 35 x 24 cm each print, 18 works in the series, edition 12. 
© Huang 

Sean Huang was born in Beijing in 1968. After graduating from Sichuan University, he studied at the Chinese Arts Institute and obtained an M.A. in 
Art Theory Studies. Since 2003, he has worked as an independent  photographer and curator, and has opened a photography studio in Song Zhuang 
Art Zone. He has presented several solo shows in Beijing an d Southeast Asian countries. The artist’s recent interest lies in the conceptual exploration 
of the Zoo using photography as the medium.
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Sean Huang 
Sheep in Huan Tie Zone, Gelatin Silver Film, Giclee, 2007, 35 x 24 cm each print, 18 works in the series, edition 12. 
© Huang 
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Sean Huang 
Sheep in Huan Tie Zone, Gelatin Silver Film, Giclee, 2007, 35 x 24 cm each print, 18 works in the series, edition 12. 
© Huang 
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Sean Huang 
Sheep in Huan Tie Zone, Gelatin Silver Film, Giclee, 2007, 35 x 24 cm each print, 18 works in the series, edition 12.
© Huang 92



 
he breathing frequency is measured best by 
looking at the animal from diagonal behind, 
while counting the movements of raising and 

lowering the lateral abdominal wall. 
The normal breathing frequency for a calf 

ranges from 30 to 45, for the adult cow from 24 to 36, 
for lambs and goats it is between 15 and 30, for 
chicken between 10 to 40 and for pigs it varies 
between 12 and 40 breaths per minute. One can 
distinguish the following bodily states: tachypnea (high 
breath frequency), bradypnoe (reduced breath 
frequency), dyspnoea (malfunction of breath in terms 
of frequency, depth or volume) and apnea (breathing 
arrest). 

I looked you in the eyes and could promise you 
nothing other than to make you visible. In your 
oncebeing, your breathing and will to exist. If people 
look at your images and let themselves be moved by 
them, my actions will be justified. 

*** 

 

 

 

I. Meat Company

Every day, 11.000 pigs are slaughtered in this pig 
ward: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, 
Friday, Saturday, around the clock, interrupted only 
when cleaning work is done between 2 and 5 am in the 
morning. Sunday is day of rest; the church and the 
labour unions have contended this. In groups of five, 
the pigs are led into the chamber. When the doors are 
closed, carbon dioxide is drizzled. It takes 100 seconds 
and then the pigs are unconscious. A man on a 
platform opens the carotid artery. The blood squirts 
out of the wound pulsating in the rhythm of the 
heartbeat. Veterinarians examine the bodies. Those, 
which cannot be used as food, are sorted out and 
brought to animal disposal facilities. This meat 
company is one of the biggest pig export companies 
in the world. It is a multi-billion dollar industry. The 
personnel is from Romania, Poland, Ukraine, Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia. They are the “slaves of the 
modern world” as one of the German supervisors says. 

T 

BREATHING WITHOUT 
PAUSING  

The logic of the system requires that we tell history in several strands. The same has to be different in order to 
continue. If the development of their personality is prevented because of deprivation, physical patronising and early 
death, we can narrate the history of non-human animals as a tale of convenience. In narrating them as "the other", we 
can wear their skin and eat their flesh. And yet, despite the procedure at the slaughterhouse is carried out smoothly at 
high speed, there are these fleeting, injured gazes into the camera, revealing something that demands to remember 
them as actors within a common, single, one-strand history.  

Text by K49814  
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II. Organic Slaughterhouse

A family run business with male, full-time employees, 
who have been born in villages in the surrounding 
area. On five weekdays, pigs, cattle, turkeys, chicken 
and lambs are slaughtered. The night before, between 
six and seven pm, the animals are guided to sleep in a 
stony fold yard located in the slaughterhouse. Next 
morning at five am, they are woken by spraying cold 
water onto them. Because of the humidity, the 
electricity can be transmitted easily. To calm the 
animals down and in order to fixate their heads for the 
electric shock, the man using the narcosis device lets 
the calves and lambs suck at his fingers. 

III. Tannery

In the slaughterhouses all over Europe, the skin trader 
is looking for young skin with small pores, which, as an 
old employee of a tradition-steeped tannery points 
out, “feels like baby skin”. If the skin is very young, 
there are less scars visible, caused by barbed wire, 
insects or pitchfork stings. If a customer wants a 
fashionable design or a texture on the surface of the 
skin, this can be manufactured by using a special 
embossing machine. The thick skin of South German 
brown bulls is in great demand, but seldom available. 
Regularly, it is bought by the car industry to produce 
car seat covers. The older skin of the four-year-old milk 
cow is too much worn out due to pregnancies and thus 
cannot be used for small leather items such as purses, 
shoes, hand bags or golf bags. It is used to make 
upholstered furniture. The skin of their calves is 
suitable as material to produce neat shoes for women 
and children. 

IV. Animal disposal facility

Special vehicles of a big transport fleet, equipped with 
cranes and rope winches, carry the dead bodies and 
raw materials of risk category 1 to a big concrete basin: 
dangerous or supposedly ill livestock- and slaughter 
animals, its just born or unborn children, contaminated 
with dioxide or manipulated with illegal doses of 
growth hormones, seeds, pets, zoo animals, circus 
animals and kitchen waste of internationally 
commuting trains. In a closed manufacturing system, 
the company  removes  animal  flour  and extraction fat 

from the comminuted, sterilized, dried, degreased and 
pulverized bodies. Animal flour has a similar heating 
value as old wood and is sold as heating oil to concrete 
factories. The extraction fat heats just as extra light 
hating oil. It is used for the internal production of 
steam. The production of dung, gelatin, pet food, 
soap, glue, candles and other household items is 
allowed only with raw materials of risk category 2, 
respectively 3. In order to examine the teeth, the 
bodies of the cattle are pulled out of the basin with a 
crane. If only four primary incisors are visible, then the 
heads are cut off, then the veterinarian can take 
samples of the brain to check for BSE. A sculptor, living 
in the region, has used the remaining metal, nose 
rings, horseshoes, butcher hooks, magnets and holster 
buckles, to create an installation, located in the traffic 
roundabout in the village, representing the Bremen 
Town Musicians, a fairytale by the Brothers Grimm. 

V. Two organic hatcheries and fattening farms

Among the items are turkeys of the races Converter 
and Bronce708, which are Peking and Muscovy ducks. 
Every Wednesday is hatch day. 24 to 48 hours prior to 
this, the fetuses break into the air chamber of the egg 
and starts to breathe. With their egg tooth, they peck 
hundreds of times against the shell until a small hole 
emerges. The lungs have to get used to the outside air 
for several hours, before the exhaustive turning to cut 
the shell open is possible. After six hours the goslings 
lie wet and exhausted on the grid, their eyes are 
looking for their mother. Thousands of them are 
transported to fattening farms in Europe, Africa and 
Canada. The journey takes up to two days, they do not 
receive water and nutrition, the inverted yolk sac has 
to be sufficient for them. The strict delivery schedule 
does not allow any delays, thus, chicks born a couple 
of hours too early or too late are killed. After 16 to 25 
weeks of fattening, the geese are ready to be 
slaughtered. Reservations have to be made five weeks 
in advance, for the main festivities, parish fair, St. 
Martin’s Day and Christmas, even earlier. The down 
feathers are produced “fairly”; this means that the 
animals have been plucked after they were 
slaughtered. 

*** 
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They hold their breath 

History has not told about them yet 

Do we already have a term to describe this kind of killing? 

Is it allowed to distribute a numb er several times? 

Without being listened to 

Sky full of numbers 

Our will is done 

K49814 
Pigs' ear tags of one slaughtering day, pigment print Hahnemühle paper, 2012 © K49814
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K49814 
Pig fixed for the electroshock, pigment print Hahnemühle paper, 2013 © K49814



K49814 
Cowhide in a tannery, pigment print Hahnemühle paper, 2013 © K49814



K49814 
Calf in a carcass disposal, pigment print Hahnemühle paper, 2013 © K49814



K49814 
Freshly hatched gosling in a breeding farm, pigment print Hahnemühle paper, 2014 © K49814



The scribal abbreviation K49814 is borrowed from Emma‘s ear tag. 
She is a cow who will show who she is, as she now lives a life of 
freedom. The system from which she comes denies her freedom and 
life. My desire for watching nonhuman societies in the wild, perhaps 
becoming a member for a while, and perceiving the boundaries fading, 
will not be fulfilled without defending my conviction that the 
fundamental right to life and freedom, laid down by and for humans, is 
applied to all sentient animals. That leads me to go into the system of 
ownership and killing. Only such persons in conformity with the system 
are given access. My real name has to fall into line - under a pseudonym 
I can impart what I have seen, and testify that these nonhuman beings 
have been in existence. 
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hat do we do with this problem of 
anonymity . . .  

With the knowledge that like them, we too will one 
day belong to oblivion?  

The animals that interest me are the ones that are 
the most useful  

The most used and the least remembered 

The most needed and the least cherished  

Anonymous victims of humane and more often 
inhumane slaughter.  

I gather their bones,  

Remembering.  

I clean their bones,  

Absolving.  

I sand and polish their bones, 

Mourning.  

I present their bones,  

Honoring.  

I am indebted to them  

Our shared anonymity unites us 

Looking over mountains of animal bones at White Oaks 
Pasture Farm in Bluffton, Georgia, I am struck not only 
by the sight and smell of the carnage but also by the 
carelessness with which the bones are discarded, like 
old car parts, after the useful portions have been 
removed and made ready for market. Skulls, vertebrae, 
pelvic bones, scapulae, ribcages, hoof, leg and tail 
bones lay tangled en masse, in varying states of decay. 
My experience as an observer shifts from repulsion to 
sadness as I consider the nameless individuals whose 
bodies lay before me.  I identify with their anonymity 
and acknowledge my guilt as a participant in a large, 
complex system of depersonalization, exploitation and 
victimization. 

W 

THE UNMOURNED 

Artist and psychologist Linda Brant describes her visit to a small farm in rural Georgia where the remains of 
livestock are deposited on massive bone piles. By gathering, cleaning  and re-presenting the bones of these animals, 
Brant mourns the victims and considers her own collective and ontological guilt. Is it possible to mourn the lives of 
unknown animals? What psychological processes are activated when e ncountering and cleaning animal remains? 
What effects might honest confrontation with guilt and anonymity (human and nonhuman) have on interspecies 
relationships? Brant’s photographs document an ongoing psychological ex ploration of mourning, materiality and 
guilt.  

Text by Linda Brant 
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Linda Brant 
Bone Pile, inkjet print on archival paper, 2013 © Linda Brant 
Cleaning, inkjet print on archival paper, 2013 © Linda Brant 
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Linda Brant 
Anonymous, inkjet print on archival paper, 2013 © Linda Brant
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Guilt can be understood as an unpleasant 
emotional consequence arising from harmful action or 
inaction.  It typically involves the acceptance of direct, 
personal responsibility for a particular wrongdoing, but 
this is not always the case.  More than fifteen years of 
research on the phenomenon of collective guilt has 
demonstrated that individuals can and do experience 
guilt in response to the actions of social ingroups, even 
if they have not directly participated in such actions 
(Ferguson and Branscomb 2014, 251). When a 
dominant ingroup victimizes outgroup members 
during events such as slavery, war, or genocide, 
members of the ingroup experience guilt long after the 
atrocities have been committed.  Direct involvement in 
such atrocities is not a precondition for the experience 
of guilt.  Guilt is affected by the extent to which one 
identifies with the ingroup and the degree to which 
one attributes responsibility to that group for 
committing harmful and illegitimate actions against 
others (Ferguson and Branscomb 2014).  The concept 
of collective guilt can be applied to relationships 
between any two groups, including the broad 
categories of human (ingroup) and nonhuman 
(outgroup). 

Existential psychologists describe the 
seemingly related phenomenon of separation guilt, so 
named because it arises out of our separation from 
nature.  Perceiving ourselves as other than nature, we 
fail to honor connections between the natural world 
and ourselves and thereby forfeit potentialities 
individually and collectively. The harm done to 
ourselves and to nonhuman others cannot be 
separated.  Rollo May (1983) explains the concept by 
quoting the Greek philosopher Anaximander as 
follows: “The source of things is the boundless. From 
whence they arise, thence they must also of necessity 
return.  For they do penance and make compensation 
to one another for their injustice in the order of time” 
(116).  

It is this guilt to which I am responding as an 
artist.  I am interested in how humans respond to their 
participation, however small or involuntary, in animal 
exploitation and consumption. Conscientious 
consumerism, veganism and various forms of activism 
are admirable ways to approach the problem 
externally. But even with such efforts in place, we 
remain connected to and implicated in a much greater 
system  that  engages  in  ongoing  objectification  and 

disregard for many forms of nonhuman life.  Guilt 
persists.   

My response to this guilt involves observing, 
encountering, mourning and documenting animal 
remains. I gather, clean, sand, polish, and photograph 
the bones of common farm animals – those we 
typically do not mourn.  I intentionally select the bones 
of animals that did not die naturally, since these 
individuals are the ones to whom my guilt is most 
strongly attached. The process of mourning—
remembering sorrowfully—occurs through an 
encounter with the materiality of the animal remains 
and through the physical act of cleaning. The 
separateness between ingroup and outgroup is 
bridged through a realization of shared anonymity and 
connection with the boundless.  

The psychological association between 
mourning and the cleaning of human bones is 
observed in many different cultures.  Each year in late 
October, families in Pomuch, Mexico "return to the 
local cemetery to remove the bones of their relatives 
from their tombs and clean them" (Koudounaris 2011, 
11).  The process of cleaning is considered an act of 
love and a way to remember the dead (Lopez 2003).  
Similar rituals are performed to this day in rural Greece 
where mourners exhume the bodies of loved ones 3-7 
years after burial, clean the bones, and transfer them 
to a community ossuary (Danforth 1982).  To cleanse is 
to purge, purify, detoxify, chasten, sanctify, improve, 
or absolve (Online Etymology Dictionary).  

By cleaning the bones of farm animals, I 
reconsider traditional mourning rituals and rethink the 
function of guilt.  Is it possible to mourn the lives of 
unknown animals?  What psychological processes are 
activated when encountering and cleaning animal 
remains? What effects might honest confrontation with 
guilt and anonymity (human and nonhuman) have on 
interspecies relationships?  My photographs function 
as artifacts of this ongoing psychological exploration. 

*Portions of this essay are published in Margo DeMello (2016). Mourning 
Animals: Rituals and Practices Surrounding Animal Death.  (East
Lansing: Michigan State University Press).
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Linda Brant 
Remembering (bullet hole in sheep skull), inkjet print on archival p 

 aper, 2014 © Linda Brant 
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Linda Brant 
Absolving, inkjet print on archival paper, 2014 © Linda Brant 

Linda Brant is an artist and psychologist from Orlando, Florida. She earned her doctoral degree in 
clinical psychology from Texas Tech University and her MFA in visual art from the Art Institute of 
Boston at Lesley University (now Lesley University College of Art and Design). Her art focuses on 
honoring and memorializing animals that are not typically regarded as grievable. She is collaborating 
with Hartsdale Pet Cemetery and the Culture & Animals Foundation to build a monument dedicated To 
Animals We Do Not Mourn.  Brant maintains a private practice in psychology and teaches part-time 
at Saybrook University and Ringling College of Art & Design in Sarasota, Florida.    
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