
Photography (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 1/25 8th October 2014

Photography
By Hilary Roberts

Summary

The First World War represents a watershed in the history of war photography. It was the first
conflict to be photographed in detail by all the participants and the first in which photography
was actively exploited and controlled in support of the war effort. When war broke out in
1914, many of the skills and technical resources required to photograph it were already in
place. But suitable infrastructures capable of managing photography as a mass medium in
wartime were lacking. The gradual evolution of such infrastructures shaped the nature and
impact of photography during the First World War.
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Photography before the First World War
The world’s first permanent photograph was created by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce
(1765-1833) in France in 1825. By 1850, photography (a word adopted from the Greek term

for “Drawing with Light”)1 was practiced throughout the world. The new medium’s ability to
illustrate, interpret, influence and record, ensured that photographers were working in war
zones and investigating photography’s potential as a military tool as early as 1848. However
primitive technology and the inability to reproduce photographs in printed publications

prevented photography from being exploited as a mass medium until the late 19th century.

When Wilhelm II, German Emperor (1859-1941) ascended the German throne in 1888,
photography was poised on the brink of major change. During the years that followed,
improvements in technology transformed photography from a small specialist pursuit into a
popular amateur hobby practiced by millions, and a thriving global commercial industry fed
by a growing numbers of professional photographers. The development of the half tone
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printing process and the snapshot roll film camera played a crucial part in photography’s
transformation into a mass medium.

The half tone printing process2 enabled publishers to reproduce photographs in newspapers,
magazines and books. Public demand for illustrated publications fuelled the development of
the professional photographic industry. Professional photographers (male and female) began
to work, either on a freelance basis or as staff photographers, to supply a diverse range of
established publications such as Illustrated London News (Britain, established 1842),
L’Illustrazione Italiana (Italy, established 1873) or Niva (Russia, established 1870), as well as
new outlets such as the Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung (Germany, established 1891) and The
Sphere (Britain, established 1900). Publications exploring the potential of photography as art
also appeared, the most notable being Alfred Stieglitz’s (1864-1946) Camera Work (United
States, established 1903). The burgeoning market for professional photography prompted the
establishment of commercial picture agencies and other associations devoted to the
promotion, management and dissemination of professional documentary and artistic
photography in the years leading up to the First World War.

The development of amateur photography began in 1888, when George Eastman
(1854-1932), an American inventor and businessman with a talent for astute marketing,
introduced Kodak roll film cameras for amateur photographers. European camera
manufacturers struggled to match Kodak’s unique combination of simplicity, portability,
clever design and value for money. A popular craze for photography ensued, led by European
heads of state such as Albert I, King of the Belgians (1875-1934), Auguste Viktoria, Empress,
consort of William II, German Emperor (1858-1921) and Alexandra, Queen, consort of Edward
VII, King of Great Britain (1844-1925). By 1914, the term “Kodak” was synonymous with
snapshot photography and an international infrastructure comprising organisations and
publications for amateur photographers was operating alongside that for professionals.

Once launched, photography’s transition to a mass medium progressed rapidly. However
state and military infrastructures for the exploitation and control of photography failed to
keep pace. The military potential of photography for reconnaissance and training purposes
was certainly recognised and investigated. The British Army established a permanent service
capability for such photography as early as 1856, and went on to develop considerable
expertise in the use of field cameras (including those with panoramic and stereoscopic

capability3) for military surveys, reconnaissance and artillery support. However military
photography was not practiced on a large scale by any nation prior to the First World War.
None of the major navies deemed it necessary to develop a significant service photographic
capability either. Instead, they employed civilian photographers or delegated crew members
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with personal cameras as occasion required. However, the obvious potential of aerial
photography did expedite the development of military aviation. With war imminent in June
1914, a photograph of British Army mobilisation trials at Netheravon taken by Sergeant
Frederick Laws (1887-1975) of No 1 Squadron, Royal Flying Corps (see photograph), initiated
the development of aerial photographic reconnaissance and interpretation; new military
techniques which together would play a vital part in the war.

Official consideration of photography’s potential as a wartime tool for public information or
propaganda, and the associated need to develop an infrastructure for the exploitation and
control of such photography, was generally neglected. To some degree, this neglect was a
consequence of the prevailing emphasis on the importance of literacy and the written word in

19th century Europe. Photographs were regarded as corroborative illustrations of the written
word rather than influential artifacts in their own right. However the hostility of senior military
and naval commanders towards publicity and the press was a more significant influence. The
adverse experience of the Crimean War (1853-1856), which was the first war to be publicly
reported in detail as events unfolded, had reinforced a general military aversion to wartime
publicity and a reluctance to publish campaign information unless absolutely necessary.
Graphic images showing American Civil War casualties after the Battle of Antietam in 1862,
which were publicly exhibited in New York by Mathew Brady (1822-1896), strengthened a
particular bias against photographers. Consequently, the practice of photography for
propaganda and public information purposes was not included in the remit of military
photographers while professional civilian photographers were barely tolerated either on the
battlefield or on board ship. Field Marshal Lord Horatio Herbert Kitchener (1850-1916) (a
particular opponent of journalists in general and photographers in particular) insisted that the

“drunken squabs” should be kept at a distance during his Sudan campaign of 18794. The
international press corps covering the Turkish Army during the Balkan War of 1912: “were

hedged about with so many restrictions and prohibitions that they were virtually prisoners.”5

Kaiser Wilhelm II was exceptional in recognising the potential of photography as a
propaganda medium. He developed a substantial complement of civilian official court
photographers (of whom Oscar Tellgmann (1857-1936) is now best known) to generate a
steady flow of carefully arranged images in support of the Kaiser’s personality cult. The court

photographers’ official pictures of major military events, such as the Kaisermanöver6 (see
photograph), Imperial Fleet reviews and the widening of the Kiel Canal, formed one of the
first iterations of a sustained photographic propaganda campaign and helped heighten
international tensions in the years preceding the war.
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Photography during 1914 – 1915
Photography’s new status as a mass medium of visual communication was apparent in the

events leading up to the outbreak of the First World War. Walter Tausch,7 a local professional
photographer, recorded the fatal visit of Franz Ferdinand, Archduke of Austria-Este
(1863-1914) and his wife to Sarajevo in June 1914. Tausch’s dramatic photographs of events
surrounding the Royal couple’s assassination (see photograph) were published around the
world, strengthening public shock and outrage.

Professional and amateur photographers of every nationality and gender prepared to
document events as war approached. The early wave of patriotic fervour that gripped Europe
was extensively photographed by commercial press photographers. They documented the
international transition to mass mobilisation and military training (see photograph) using
medium format glass plate cameras optimised for press use, such as the Goerz Anschütz
introduced in 1904 (see photograph A and photograph B). Their pictures found a ready
market as the illustrated press rushed to launch special publications such as The War
Illustrated (Britain) and Illustrierte Kriegs-Zeitung (Germany). Meanwhile soldiers, sailors and

airmen included small personal cameras such as the Vest Pocket Kodak8 (see photograph) in
their kit, hoping to record a unique personal experience.

Hopes for detailed photographic coverage were quickly disappointed. Both the armed forces
and the civilian authorities of the major belligerent powers adhered to pre-war policies and
sought to limit photographers’ access to events as much as possible. Britain’s chief naval
censor, Rear-Admiral Sir Douglas Brownrigg (1867-1939) wrote:

In the very early days of the War secrecy was a bit of an obsession at times, and so many
matters were kept so ‘pink’ -*secret – [sic] that many who were closely concerned did not

know what was going on.9

Authorities were consistently reluctant to permit photography in the war zone for any non-
military purpose and, while quick to acknowledge the value of written propaganda, were slow
to recognise that of photography. Lord Kitchener, in his capacity as British Secretary of State
for War, maintained his hostility to photographers of any description, barring civilian
photographers of any nationality from working in the vicinity of the British Expeditionary
Force on the Western Front, and threatening court martial for any serviceman caught
carrying a personal camera. Fear of espionage ensured that civilian photographers working
on the various home fronts were not exempt from control either. Professional documentary
photographers required permits and were often restricted to working in designated areas.
Even when they complied with regulations, photographers were vulnerable to arrest and
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harassment by state authorities.

Censorship of photography was introduced immediately. In Germany, censorship was
controlled entirely by the military authorities. In other countries, such as Austria-Hungary,
responsibility for censorship was divided between the military and civilian authorities. In
authoritarian countries, such as Russia, where state control of the media was a given,
wartime censorship did not make a great deal of difference to existing constraints on
photographers. In countries accustomed to a free press, such as Britain, Canada and
Australia, the new arrangements caused considerable frustration amongst photographers and
publishers. However no country was fully prepared to deal with photography in its new
incarnation as a mass medium. Photographers were hampered by the application of
censorship procedures designed for the written word, while the censors themselves were
almost overwhelmed by a flood of images with which they were not equipped to deal.
Brownrigg noted: “It was no slight business keeping track of all the artistic and other efforts

of those permitted to take photographs of naval objects.”10

The exclusion of professional photographers from the war zone often forced European
publishers to turn to pre-war stock photographs or graphic artists (who produced numerous
dramatic, if often entirely imaginary, illustrations of battles and skirmishes) for images during
this period. However, policies of exclusion and prohibition could not be consistently enforced
in a conflict of this scale, even in the short term. Their efficacy was consistently undermined
by a combination of overwhelming public demand for visual confirmation of heavily censored
news reports and the lack of effective official infrastructures dedicated to photography. The
Kaiser was one of the first to break military taboos on photographers when he authorised
nineteen court photographers to accompany the German Army as it launched its assault on
Belgium in August 1914. Albert K. Dawson (1885-1967), an American (and therefore neutral)
photographer, was granted access to German forces on both the Western and Eastern fronts
from December 1914 onwards. In Britain, newspaper owners quickly persuaded the
Government to adopt a more relaxed approach to censorship in return for their agreement to
voluntarily coordinate publication of war news with official requirements in September 1914.

The hard-pressed Belgian Army, desperate to garner international support, allowed Allied and
neutral civilian press photographers considerable freedom to photograph their attempts to
resist the German advance, which was also documented by the Kaiser’s court photographers.
The outcome was one of the first wartime demonstrations of the power of photography as
propaganda. Patriotic photographers on both sides sought to emphasise the weakness of the
Belgian Army in support of their opposing stances. Both highlighted the Belgian Army’s
outdated equipment, which included a heavy reliance on transport dogs (see photograph).
German photographic coverage was intended for a domestic audience and sought to foster
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popular support for the Kaiser and the German Army. However its unsympathetic and
triumphalist depiction of the Belgians did little to promote Germany overseas. Led by Charles
Masterman (1873-1927), the newly established British War Propaganda Bureau was able to
exploit the German photography to advantage. The British illustrated press supplemented
their own coverage with German photographs obtained via neutral sources. A particularly
shocking German photograph of the grave of a Belgian soldier (see photograph), obtained by
the British Sport and General agency, was typical of photographs used to incite popular
outrage in Britain and the United States over Germany’s alleged treatment of the Belgians.

The failure to fully enforce military sanctions against servicemen with personal cameras was
another consequence of ineffective official infrastructures. Instances of commanding officers
authorising individual servicemen to use their cameras to create a semi-official record on

behalf of their unit were common in 1914 and 1915.11 The Kaiser authorised a relaxed
approach to personal photography by German servicemen, provided they did not use
cameras whilst in combat. Such tolerance enabled the Deutsche Gesellschaft der Photografie
to conduct a successful appeal for snapshot cameras to be sent to German soldiers at the
front in 1915. André Kertész (1894-1985) laid the foundations of his future career as a
pioneering artistic photographer by taking personal photographs as a private in the Austro-
Hungarian Army on the Eastern Front. Few Russian soldiers were able to afford personal
cameras, but the vast distances of the Eastern Front meant that an effective ban could not be
enforced on those that could.

Key events of 1914 and 1915 which could not be documented by military or civilian
professional photographers were therefore recorded almost entirely in snapshots by soldiers,

sailors and airmen.12 Not surprisingly, photographs of actual combat were rare, but they were
not completely unknown (see photograph). Graphic photographs of dead comrades were also
rare, although there was less compunction about photographing enemy casualties. Women
working as nurses documented the human cost of war as well as their own experiences. The
photographs of Florence Farmborough (1887-1978), a British Red Cross nurse who worked
with a Russian casualty clearing station on the Eastern Front, are a notable example (see
photograph), as are those of Elsie Knocker (1884-1978) and Mairi Chisholm (1896-1981) who

operated a frontline casualty post at Pervyse in the Belgian front line for most of the war.13

Frustrated by the inadequate supply of professional documentary photographs, the illustrated
press actively encouraged servicemen to submit personal photographs for publication, often
offering publication fees or mounting competitions. Publication of personal photographs had a
mixed impact. In Germany, military censors ensured that the release of such photographs
was tightly controlled and argued that the availability of such photographs rendered access
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by professional photographers unnecessary. Bodo von Dewitz notes:

As early as 1914, the primary aim of the military press department was not the generation of
photographs but their collation. A government report submitted at the end of 1916 boasted

that about forty-five thousand images had been collected by the end of November 1915.14

More flexible censorship arrangements, combined with the offer of financial inducements,
created problems in Britain and France. Snapshots of the controversial Christmas Truce of
1914 (see photograph) undermined attempts by British military authorities to downplay this
event in the press. Even more seriously, prizes and financial rewards provided an incentive to
submit photographs which had been manipulated or were otherwise of dubious authenticity.
An accumulation of such problems compelled the British and French authorities to address
the lax regulation of photography by servicemen at the front (British units were restricted to
one camera each after April 1915), and to actively explore options for meeting the steadily
escalating demand for documentary photographs of the war.

Military photographers were the only professional photographers consistently allowed to work
on the front line in 1914 and 1915. Today, their photographs form a crucial record of the
evolution of military defences and the impact of trench warfare on the landscape of the
Western Front. Charged with documenting the battlefield and military equipment for
operational purposes, army photographers produced ground based panoramic, stereoscopic
and conventional views of the battlefields, particularly on the Western Front (see
photograph), while air force photographers developed aerial photographic techniques in
support of their reconnaissance role. Sgt. Frederick Laws took the first British photograph of
German lines on the Western Front on 22 August 1914. Lieutenant Colonel J.T.C. Moore-
Brabazon (1884-1964) designed the first practical aerial camera in early 1915. These
innovations led in turn to the development of armed fighter aircraft and camouflage
techniques:

Far from ‘aviation being a good sport’, a point was reached in the late Summer of 1915 when
it became clear that the control of air-space was essential if proper aerial surveying and
mapping of the Western Front was to be maintained. Aerial supremacy became an aim in
itself, and the Germans seriously challenged the British and French air forces. New aircraft
types, called fighters, were introduced with the task of eliminating the reconnaissance
aircraft and, in turn, fighter escort aircraft were deployed to protect the reconnaissance

aircraft from the enemy fighters.15

The search for a means of satisfying press and public demand for documentary photographs,
combined with the gradual, if belated, realisation of photography’s potential as propaganda,
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forced the belligerent nations to consider the benefits of developing an official military
photographic resource for press and propaganda material in 1915. The Austro-Hungarian
Kriegspressequartier assumed responsibility for official photography, in addition to other

media, at this time.16 In April 1915, the French Army established the Section photographique
de l’armée française (French Army Photographic Section) to take photographs for news,
propaganda and the historical record (see photograph). Faced with a shortage of suitably
trained photographers in uniform, the new section initially employed photographers supplied
by leading commercial photographic firms, but quickly built up a substantial operation led by
the noted autochromist, Major Jean-Baptiste Tournassoud (1866-1951), who personally took
more than 800 colour photographs on the Western Front in addition to black and white
photographs.

Winston Churchill (1874-1965), a former war correspondent, authorized Britain’s first foray
into such territory in his capacity as First Lord of the Admiralty and proposer of the Gallipoli
Campaign. The Chief Naval Censor, Rear-Admiral Sir Douglas Brownrigg, was closely
involved:

It was over the Dardanelles business that an official photographer was first employed, Ernest
Brooks, a most gallant and delightful little man, who had previously been around the world

with the King and had done many other jobs. This started a fresh line of work…17

Brownrigg quickly established a basic routine for the censorship and distribution of
photographs taken in Gallipoli by Ernest Brooks (1878-1941):

Every plate sent home by Brooks, we turned over to the Central News photographic section,
run by Mr George Knight M.B.E who throughout the War handled every single photograph
that we had. He in turn issued them to a rota of photographic publishing agencies, and these
supplied the Press, via the Press Bureau, and the net proceeds were remitted to the

Admiralty. Everybody was thus kept sweet, and I think the business gave satisfaction.18

Brooks endured dangerous and difficult working conditions whilst covering the disastrous
Gallipoli campaign. Undeterred by a shrapnel wound, he was widely praised for his courage
and determination. An experienced freelance press and studio portrait photographer, he
employed pre-war techniques to create striking photographs which consistently cast British
and Australian troops in a heroic light, pleasing newspaper editors and the British Admiralty
alike (see photograph). However, Brooks was constrained by limited resources and often
resorted to stage management. This tactic was common amongst press photographers
before the war, but its potentially damaging consequences rendered it inappropriate for an
official war photographer. Charles Bean (1879-1968), Australian official correspondent in
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Gallipoli, was fiercely critical:

Brooks, whose one idea is to take pictures which editors will print, doesn’t care two pence
whether they are real or faked; as generally he can’t get real ones he is always out to fake
them….We from Gallipoli have two particular crimes against Brooks. He faked a picture of a
Turkish sniper dressed up in branches like a tree – he got a Turkish prisoner on Imbros with
two Australians from the field bakery standing on either side of him with bayonets fixed; the
picture has been printed everywhere and is taken as a proof of the wild stories about ‘men as
trees moving’. It half convinced me when first I saw it. And he faked a second picture of a
‘charge of the Royal Naval division at the Dardanelles’, which is the most famous picture

taken there.19

Stage management, or “faking”, also caused problems for commanders of the Indian
Expeditionary Force, who appointed Dr Hilton DeWitt Girdwood (1878-1964) as their official
photographer and cinematographer in late 1914. Girdwood was a Canadian photographer
and operator of Realistic Travels, a commercial stereoscopic photograph publishing company.
As a civilian, he was not permitted to photograph Indian troops on the front line of the
Western Front and sought to compensate for this lack of access by using stage management
and misleading attributions to create photographs of troops “in action”. The subsequent
controversy involved two British government departments. Girdwood’s work consequently
received very limited circulation during the war.

Photography during 1916 – 1918
The second half of the First World War saw a substantial increase in professional war
photography as the belligerent nations established, extended or reconfigured professional
resources for official documentary and propaganda photography on all fronts. These changes
created a new demand for professional photographers. Many civilian press photographers
were now serving with the armed forces but some, such as Lieutenant John Warwick Brooke
(1886-1929) of Britain, were recommended for posts as official photographers by their
peacetime employers, who were anxious for images which suited press requirements. France,
Britain and Germany upgraded and expanded their existing propaganda operations to include
the substantial and deliberate exploitation of official photography as a propaganda medium.

The development of official photography was accompanied by a corresponding reduction in
opportunities for other forms of photography. The few commercial photographers not in
uniform continued to be restricted to coverage of the home front, but even here official
photographers were active in documenting the civilian war effort and received priority (see
photograph). Amateur photography was increasingly curtailed, particularly on the Western
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Front. The practice of artistic photography was also curtailed and subjugated to the
international war effort.

Britain and France, scarred by their experience of Gallipoli, now regarded victory on the
Western Front as key to winning the war and configured their approach to official military
photography accordingly. Formal training for aerial photography was introduced and the pool
of photographers dedicated to military operational photography expanded considerably. The
Royal Flying Corps established its School of Aerial Photography at Farnborough, Hampshire,
in September 1916. Twelve months later, at the height of the British Flanders Offensive,
photographic units of the Royal Flying Corps were able to produce nearly 15,000 aerial
photographs in a single month.

In a separate initiative, an official military resource to take photographs for information and
propaganda on a large scale was established at the British Army’s general headquarters on
the Western Front in early 1916. The supporting infrastructure for these new arrangements
took some time to settle down:

As the most important theatre of war the Western Front saw the strictest control of
information both written and visual. It was here that the greatest number of official
appointments of correspondents, photographers, cinematographers, and war artists were
made and the ordinary press-man rigorously excluded. Official photographers served with the
British and colonial forces and although the numbers of men involved were small, not more
than a dozen, they achieved an impressive body of work…The problems they faced were not
just those of participating in the military effort but were compounded by the shifting network
of relationships behind them, between the military administrator and soldier, the censor, the
propagandist, and the press, and the variously historically minded or publicity- conscious

organizations involved.20

In the spring of 1916, British and colonial official army photographers joined those of the
French Army on the Western Front. Their first assignment was to cover the Somme Offensive.
Ernest Brooks was the first British photographer to arrive. Following his successful coverage
of the Gallipoli campaign, he was transferred to the British Army with a remit to cover the
Western Front in early 1916 (see photograph). The Royal Navy found itself deprived of a
resource which it had just begun to value, much to Rear-Admiral Brownrigg’s frustration:

I put forward a suggestion that the Commanders-in-Chief in the Mediterranean and of the
Grand Fleet should be consulted as to his retention, but nothing came of it and he was lost to
us and was, of course, snapped up by the Army. I subsequently had to go on my hands and
knees to the Minister of Information (Lord Beaverbrook) to borrow him. I have never ceased
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regretting our losing hold of him.21

The Royal Navy was not alone in struggling to find official photographers for publicity and
propaganda work in the second half of the War. Press photography was still a young
profession. The pool of professional photographers who possessed the necessary
combination of skills and physical fitness was correspondingly small. Like the French in 1915,
Britain and her Empire embraced official photography only to discover that suitable

photographers were in short supply. The British Army could muster only two photographers22

to cover its activities on the Western Front in 1916 and 1917. In such circumstances, limited
coverage and prioritisation of propaganda material over the historical record was inevitable,
as Jane Carmichael notes:

Both men worked extremely hard to cover the range asked of them and, after the decision to
found the Imperial War Museum in March 1917, they were aware that their photographs
would probably become part of the permanent record. However, although they seem to have
broadened their range to include more photographs indicating the cost of war, possibly with
the record in mind or in keeping with the changed tone of reporting they simply could not

produce enough to be comprehensive and satisfy demand.23

As Carmichael indicates, British official photography on the Western Front became
increasingly graphic as time went on, reaching a climax in the battles of late 1917 and early
1918. This change in tone reflected a growing confidence in the public reaction to such
material as well as a steady improvement in the coordination of propaganda by the new
British Department of Information. The Department, led initially by John Buchan (1875-1940),
was established in January 1917 with the active support and involvement of leading
newspaper owners (such as Alfred Charles William Harmsworth, Lord Northcliffe (1865-1922)
of the Daily Mail who was appointed Director of Propaganda for enemy countries). The
Ministry of Information (as it became in 1918) ultimately gained overall responsibility for
official photographers who were expected to adhere to Charles Masterman’s policy, which
was known as the “Propaganda of the Facts”. Official photographs were required to inspire
public confidence in their integrity while simultaneously undermining enemy morale and
supporting an increasingly war weary public at home. In 1917, the British photographers
combined graphic photographs of enemy dead (see photograph)and striking portraits of
shabby, demoralised prisoners (see photograph) with photographs of stoic British troops
carrying out their duties, regardless of conditions (see photograph).

British colonial forces, such as the Australian, New Zealand and Canadian expeditionary
forces, relied heavily on British support for official photography on the Western Front. Four
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out of the seven colonial official photographers who covered the Western Front during this
period were, in fact, British. The remit of the colonial photographers, like that of the French
and British official photographers, was to take photographs for information, propaganda and
the historical record. However their work reflects clear differences in the interpretation of this
remit. The British photographers, of necessity, prioritized news and propaganda over that of
record. The Australians, directed by Charles Bean in his capacity as official correspondent
and historian, took great pains to create a detailed and truthful record for future generations.
Hubert Wilkins (1888-1958), to whom Bean allocated “record work” in 1917, recorded graphic
scenes that were unlikely ever to be used for wartime news or propaganda (see photograph).
Frank Hurley (1885-1962), an Australian photographer with strong artistic instincts who
worked on the Western Front in a press and propaganda role in late 1917, incurred Bean’s
disapprobation when he sought to explore the possibility of merging elements of different
photographs for dramatic effect. Hurley recorded his frustration in his diary on 26 September
1917:

To get war pictures of striking interest and sensation is like attempting the impossible…Had a
great argument with Bean about combination pictures. Am thoroughly convinced that it is

impossible to secure effects without resorting to composite pictures.24

All Allied official photographers on the Western Front struggled with the contradictory
requirements of publicity and the historical record:

Contradictions between the demands of publicity and record work were inherent in the
development of official photography. Publicity material had to be supplied quickly and in
quantity and to offer where possible attractive variety. In retrospect many such photographs
have considerable historical interest but it prevented concentration on the recording and

documenting of the battle, specially in the case of the British and Canadians.25

The Canadian contribution was shaped by Max Aitken, Lord Beaverbrook (1879-1964).
Beaverbrook juggled his role as head of Canadian War Records with those of a British
newspaper proprietor, propagandist and politician. Throughout 1918, he served as British
Minister of Information. Beaverbrook was not averse to courting controversy for the purpose
of publicity or politics. As a result, Canadian photography of this period was firmly orientated
towards raising awareness of the Canadian forces, employing techniques of stage
management and even misattribution on occasion (see photograph). Ironically, this incurred
the wrath of Ernest Brooks who complained bitterly about Canadian photographer William
Ivor Castle (1877-1947) in December 1916:

He had only been out here a few days really and now he is back again showing a lot of fake

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118807412/
http://smw-1914-1918-online.cedis.fu-berlin.de/1914-1918-staging/index.php5/File:Australian-troops-Battle-of-Broodseinde-IMG.jpg
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118863789/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118657798/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/photography?version=1.0?slideshow=1&media=File%3ACanadian+go+over+the+top+IMG.jpg
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/william-ivor-castle-1877-1947/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/william-ivor-castle-1877-1947/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Photography (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 13/25 8th October 2014

photographs, over the top for instance is not an actually fighting picture [-] it was especially

posed for [-] a thing we have strict instructions not to do.26

Despite these issues, the press and propaganda impact of British and colonial official
photography of the Somme offensive was considerable. Germany was compelled to make a
similar transition in response and established the Militärische Film- und Fotostelle [Military
Film and Photographic Unit] on 1 November 1916. Further rationalisation in support of a
coordinated and pro-active domestic and overseas propaganda strategy quickly proved
essential and was driven forward by the German Army’s newly appointed Quartermaster
General, General Erich von Ludendorff (1865-1937). In January 1917, the Bild- und Film Amt
(Photograph and Film Department) was established to unite the functions of commissioning,
production, management, censorship and dissemination of film and photography under the
overall leadership of Oberstleutnant Hans von Haeften (1870-1937). From this point on,
Germany’s resources for official military photography and film dwarfed that of Britain. Every
available trained photographer and cinematographer was drafted into the unit, which fielded
seven mobile camera teams, each consisting of an officer, a film cameraman, a photographer
and two orderlies (see photograph). Despite these resources, the Bild und Film Amt’s overall
effectiveness was undermined by the German Government’s growing disunity. Ludendorff’s
appeal to establish a German Ministry of Propaganda to match that of Britain in early 1918
was disregarded. Consequently, the domestic and overseas impact of the official German
photographic effort in support of publicity and propaganda never matched that of Britain and
its colonies:

The pattern that emerges from these two, in a sense, parallel propaganda systems roughly
mirrors the battlefield picture – in Britain a growing sense of purpose articulated through

increasing coordination; and in Germany growing discord and, finally, disintegration.27

Political and military disintegration also played a part in Russia’s failure to emulate other
countries and develop a coherent official infrastructure for photography in support of
information and propaganda. With the exception of the Tsar’s court photographers, Russian
photography of the First World War remained a private enterprise, conducted by commercial
professional and amateur photographers, until 1917. Photographers such as Dobruinin,
Miroshnicov and others attached to individual Russian military units, used a variety of
cameras for operational, news and propaganda purposes. They documented the Russian
Imperial Army on both the Eastern and Western Fronts (where a contingent of Russian troops
served in support of the French Army). Publication of their photographs by state controlled
media outlets was limited and tightly controlled, reaching an audience which represented a
small proportion of the Russian people and receiving very limited circulation overseas. This
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record, and Russia’s participation in the war, came to an abrupt end with the Revolution of
1917, which itself was photographed by Viktor Bulla (1883-1938), a commercial photographer
of the St Petersburg photographic firm Bulla and Sons.

When the United States entered the war in 1917, it had the advantage of being able to learn
from the considerable experience accumulated by its Allies with regard to photography. The
United States Signal Corps were the designated military official photographers of the US
Army with a remit which covered documentary, propaganda and operational photography.
Mastering the specialist requirements of operational photography was an immediate priority.
United States Air Force photographers received preliminary instruction in aerial photography
from their British counterparts. However George Eastman moved quickly to offer Kodak’s
services:

If there is any one thing that America ought to excel in in this war it is photography. None of
the Allies, and even Germany has, as you know, no organization which begins to cover the
ground that ours does. The effectiveness of the work to be done practically depends entirely
upon the close coordination of things that are already known. It is extremely unlikely that
anything radically new will be discovered during the progress of this war and to coordinate
these elements requires the work of the best experts in the world, which everybody

acknowledges are centered in Rochester.28

Eastman established the United States School of Aerial Photography at Kodak Park in
Rochester, New York in March 1918, and maintained it there until the end of the war. With
facilities for a thousand students and access to distinguished Kodak research scientists, such
as Dr Kenneth Mees (1882-1960), the School was by far the largest and most sophisticated
establishment of its kind during the First World War. 2,177 students completed six week
training courses during the ten months of the School’s existence. The US Air Force

photographic branch, led by Major Edward Steichen (1879-1973)29, operated briefly on a
similarly large scale, generating 17,000 prints a day during the final battles on the Western
Front.

In many respects, American documentary and propaganda photography adhered to the
models established by Britain and France. However the Commander of the American
Expeditionary Forces, General John J. Pershing (1860-1948), had a more flexible attitude
towards civilian professional photographers in the war zone compared to that of British and
French commanders. With his authorisation, civilian press photographers were granted
supervised access to US troops on the Western Front as the tide of war turned in the Allies’
favour in 1918.
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All sides exercised strict controls on amateur photography on the Western Front during this
period. However the controls were more lax in the remoter theatres of war. An acute
shortage of professional official photographers ensured that servicemen’s snapshots
continued to play an important role in documenting conflicts in Salonika, Mesopotamia, Egypt
and Palestine. These photographs often combined conflict with elements of tourism. Janina
Struk writes of the Middle East:

There were fewer restrictions on taking pictures than on the Western Front and other
theatres of war. The vast distances between London and the front lines mean that
photographs were perceived as less of a threat by the authorities. The photo opportunities
that the ancient sites of the Middle East presented to soldiers were greeted with

enthusiasm.30

One of the most important compilations of personal photographs is that created by Colonel
Thomas Edward Lawrence (1888-1935) and other British officers who used personal cameras
to photograph the Arab Rebellion (see photograph). Commander O. S. Locker-Lampson
(1880-1954) also compiled photographs relating to the operations of his naval armoured cars
in Russia, Persia and Turkey.

When the First World War finally ended on 11 November 1918, official, commercial and
snapshot photographers were in place to document it, responding to the moment with
photographs that were often overtly symbolic in their realisation. Anne Wilkes Tucker notes:

Immediately after combat ceases, vengeance and fear as well as joy and grief drive public
responses. …Photographers found meaning in chosen moments and select details or staged

events to convey critical experiences related to the closure of war.31

Coverage was generally celebratory in Allied countries, but some photographers, such as
Christina Broom (1862-1939) of Britain, captured a more sombre mood (see photograph).
French photographers documented the formal signing of the Armistice in General Ferdinand
Foch’s (1851-1929) railway carriage at Compiègne in a humiliating scene which would be
deliberately restaged for the camera by the Germans following the Fall of France in 1940.
Such humiliation was also reflected in the only known photograph of the Kaiser at this time: a
snapshot taken as he left Germany for exile in the Netherlands (see photograph). Equally
symbolic was the German official photographers’ coverage of German troops returning home
to a ceremonial welcome, in which they were clearly presented as an undefeated force
despite having been forced to abandon their weapons.

In contrast to the extensive international coverage of mobilisation in 1914, there was
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relatively little interest in documenting the demobilisation of the largest armies ever
assembled. This was partly due to the rapid dismantling of the official wartime apparatus for
photography. For countries with a tradition of non-authoritarian governments and a free
press, such infrastructures were at once a wartime necessity but a peacetime anathema. In
response to political pressure, the British Government rushed to close the Ministry of
Information and transferred its responsibilities to the Imperial War Museum on 1 January
1919. Such was the haste that the museum found itself appointed employer of the British
official photographers, who were engaged in accompanying the British Army as it moved to
occupy German territory. France, Germany and Austria-Hungary likewise dismantled their
wartime arrangements for photography. Those photographers who remained in the former
war zones were briefly employed with documenting the battlefields and the creation of
cemeteries before returning home to civilian life.

The lack of photographs showing demobilisation also reflects the public mood of extreme war
fatigue, social and political upheaval (particularly in Central Europe and the Middle East) and
the imperative to focus on post-war recovery. Photographs of commemoration and
remembrance were the exception. The construction and dedication of memorials, such as the
British Tomb of the Unknown Warrior (see photograph) during the immediate post-war years,
forms a final poignant chapter in the photography of the First World War.

Conclusion
War photography as a genre came of age during the First World War. Despite many
constraints and limitations, professional and amateur photographers of all nationalities
combined to create a significant body of work which informed public understanding during
the war itself. In subsequent years, further photographs, unpublished in wartime, have
served to fuel debate, shape perceptions and inform contemporary understanding of the War.
Although infrastructures for the exploitation and management of photography were
dismantled at the end of the war, precedents (such as the need to manage rather than
prohibit frontline access for photographers) had been set, and the value of photography,
particularly as a powerful medium of mass communication, clearly established. In a very real
sense, the First World War not only laid the foundations for photography during the Second
World War, but for every conflict since.

Archives of First World War Photography
Significant collections of First World War photography and/or associated documents are held
by the following institutions (see the external links for this article):

Australian War Memorial, Canberra, Australia
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Austrian National Library, Vienna, Austria
Das Bundesarchiv, Koblenz (Bildarchiv), Germany
George Eastman House, Rochester, New York, United States
Historial de la Grande Guerre, Peronne, France
Imperial War Museum, London, Britain
National Library and Archives, Ottawa, Canada
Library of Congress, Washington DC, United States
The National Archives, Kew, London, Britain
Russian State Documentary Film and Photograph Archive, Krasnogorsk, Russia

Hilary Roberts, Imperial War Museum
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